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I’m not exactly sure how things got so crazy in my
life, suddenly it felt like I was herding meth-addicted cats or whatever. Everything
started with a call from my Mom telling me, pleading with me—actually more like
demanding that I come home and spend some time with the family. I hadn’t been
back much in the last few years and I was due for a change of pace, so I agreed
to come there for a visit. I didn’t realize at the time just how off track
things had gotten for me, but it was clear by the end of the first weekend home
that things were never going to be the same.



[bookmark: _Toc365212849]Friday, 2am


 


The party at the frat house had gone out of control
earlier than usual, probably because Saturday was graduation. I was up in my
room packing and getting a little peace and quiet before hitting the road. I
could still hear the thumps of the music through the walls, the high-pitched
happy squeals of sorority girls, the random sound of glass breaking—all the
usual shit. People kept knocking on my door and texting me, telling me to come back
downstairs but I ignored them. I decided to take a shower to sober up a little
before the drive home. I put out the joint burning in the ashtray, dropped my
duffel bag by the door and grabbed a towel, picked up my key card for the room
and slipped the cord on it around my wrist. I took off my shorts and tossed them
on the floor and left the room, wrapping my towel around my waist as I headed
down the hall.  It was no surprise to hear girls’ laughter coming from the
men’s room when the house was crowded like tonight.  I pushed the door open and
saw a line of girls checking their makeup in the mirrors and standing around
waiting for toilet stalls to open.  The guys were shoulder to shoulder along
the back wall at the urinals. It looked like one guy couldn’t hold it any
longer and was about to use the trash can in the corner as a makeshift pisser. 


“Dude, wait for some actual plumbing” I warned him.


“Sorry Foster, too late," and I could hear his
stream ringing off the bottles overflowing the top of the can. I felt a minor
twinge of pity for what the cleaning crew would have to deal with Monday.


I made my way toward the door to the showers,
stopping along the way to pose with a few girls who wanted pics for Instagram
or whatever. I noticed a huge new sign hanging next to the door to the shower
room that read “NO CAMERAS OR PHONES BEYOND THIS POINT”. I swiped my card in the
reader and the door clicked; the lock was installed last month after a lot of
naked pics of us in there kept showing up on the internet. Some of the guys
were pretty proud of how ripped they looked in the pics, but most of them got
upset when they realized that the pictures were mainly posted on gay porn
sites. None of them seemed to want to admit how they figured that out.


Nobody else was in the showers; the room was quiet
except for the noise coming through the door. The showers always had that
humid-bleachy smell with a vague body-odor aroma that I associated with every
locker room I’d ever been in.  I threw my towel on the bench and cut on a
showerhead along the back wall. The shower took some time to warm up but I
ducked my head under it anyway and hoped that the cold water would help kill my
buzz. I started to grab my soap off the shelf on the wall and realized I had
forgotten my shower shit. I’d only been standing there for a minute before the
door opened and I looked over my shoulder and saw Spence, another junior and
pretty much my best friend in the fraternity, walking in.  He threw his towel
on the bench and started walking toward me. 


“Hiya Spence”, he jumped a little when my voice
boomed and echoed on the tiles. He raised a finger to his lips, glanced around
the room with a nervous look on his face and then cut a bunch of showers on as
he headed my way.  He stood under the shower next to me and started talking in
a low urgent voice.


 “Keep your fucking voice down Foster!” He sounded
anxious and panicky; he had this intense, almost paranoid, look in his eyes. I wondered
what he was on tonight but I decided to humor him. “Spence, I’m not sure what
you’ve taken but I don’t think it’s something that agrees with you. Relax
buddy, I think they found all the spy cams last week if that’s what you’re
worried about.” 


“Just keep your voice down, Foster!”  


“Okay Spence, but,” I whispered dramatically and
tried to match that intense look on his face—I raised my eyebrows and got all
wide-eyed like him, “I forgot my soap and I need to borrow yours.” He popped
the lid on his body wash, held it over his head, and proceeded to squeeze about
half the bottle over himself with some pretty shaky hands, and then he handed
it over to me.


I continued to use that urgent whisper, “why exactly
are you in here, and why are we standing so close together”? I tapped him on
the shoulder, “and why are we talking like this?”


He looked around the room and then took a half step
in my direction, completely invading my space. “I needed to catch you before
you left, and somebody told me they saw you headed in here. I needed to talk to
you about some stuff, shit I don’t want anyone else to hear. I want to resolve
some things before you leave, and it can’t wait until you get back here. “


I cut him off and sighed. “Look Bro, we’re best
friends and I love you and whatever, but not really like that dude. I know
there have been a few late nights in my room that we may or may not have like,
done some things—but I don’t think we should take this—“


“Yeah, Foster I—no, wait a minute—that’s not what
I’m talking about you dumbass! And I can tell you right now if I WAS looking
for something serious with another guy—and I’m definitely not—I really don’t
fucking believe you’re my type. I’d shoot for somebody a little more serious
about his future, maybe somebody who’s pre-med or pre-law, not some guy getting
a degree in Dumb Jock like you.” He was scrubbing himself like crazy, he was
still all bug-eyed and shit and all that soap he used was making giant blobs of
foam, it began falling and sliding all over him. A big chunk of it ran into his
eyes, and he closed them and backed up under the water to rinse off.


 When he closed his eyes I gave him a quick once
over while there was nobody else around to catch me checking him out. We were
both around six feet tall with athletic builds, he was leaner—a swimmer’s
body.  His dark hair and brown eyes were the opposite of my blond hair and blue
eyes. He was all ripped and didn’t have a friggin’ ounce of fat on him. I
glanced below his waist and I wondered if I could put off leaving for a few
hours and I could get him back to my room and maybe—


“Eyes up here Foster.” I snapped my head up and he
had a smirk on his face and I felt myself turning a little red. I looked around
at all the showers running and the steam that was fogging the room.


“So what’s up with the cloak and dagger shit? It’s
beginning to feel like a sauna in here.” I cut the temp down on my shower and
leaned back, letting the water rinse me off and cool me down.


“Look, Jake,” I kind of winced when he used my first
name instead of my nickname, “I’ve been having second thoughts about this new
line of work you’ve been doing.” He took a step toward me and dropped his voice
even lower so I leaned forward to hear him.


“You know I was happy as shit when you quit dealing
and handed everything over to Tony. You’re rich, bro, you didn’t need the money
and even if you did I’m fairly sure you didn’t earn any cash. I’m guessing you
swallowed or smoked most of the fucking profit.” I started to argue about that
but honestly it was true so I kept my mouth shut. And he was right, between the
fraternity, classes, and all the travelling I’d been doing I just couldn’t keep
up with all that shit. Selling pills and weed was a lot more stressful and a
lot more complicated a process than people thought, and it was consuming more
and more of my time. 


I handed the ball off to Tony, a workout buddy from
the gym in town. I went to that health club when I was bored with working out
here in the basement of the house or if the gym on campus was too crowded. I
knew that Tony was selling some performance-enhancing drugs there and I was
tired of the whole thing. It seemed like a good business decision to me at the
time, and he gave me a ridiculously low discount on all my future needs. “Yeah,
Spence, like you said I got out of all that. I’m fucking done with it! So
what’s the problem?”


“The problem Foster—the issue here, is that this new
fucking extracurricular activity you’re pursuing is a whole lot more
dangerous.” He looked at the door again and he stared at the ceiling like there
were cobras about to drop from it any second. “I really don’t like the way this
thing is headed.” It felt odd just standing there chatting buck naked and all,
so I started lathering up again. I felt how hard my abs was and I was pleased
with myself.


“How could personal training be dangerous, Spence? I
like the guys I’m working with, the clients seem cool, and travel is fucking
awesome! Plus I’m getting internship hours, the work is easy, and all of my
professors, coaches, whatever you want to call them—they all think it’s great,
they’ve even let me cut out of a lot of classes since I’m travelling! It’s a
great fucking deal; don’t tell me I should quit this too!”


He raised his face to his showerhead and then gave
me this condescending look, like I was ten years old or something. “Look Jake,
I know at first this all seemed like a sweet deal, a win-win situation for
everybody. But now I’m not so sure. When you asked me to handle the pay for you
I figured it was simple stuff—you know, filling out W-4 forms, giving them
copies of your passport and social security, all that shit. I’m a business
major, right? Seemed like five minutes of work for me, and I know you hate
paperwork and shit. Plus I figured I owed you for letting me play with your
money for the class projects and whatever. No harm, no foul, right?”


“Well, sure bro, I trust you.” I was looking at his
hair, it was longer than my buzz cut and I wondered if I should let mine start
growing out. I didn’t want to fall behind if that was the trend or whatever.


“Okay, right. Then trust me on this one, Foster. We need
to get you out of this, we need to sunset this deal. Instead of a simply doing
your forms and collecting the checks for you they had their banker call me with
some pretty convoluted instructions on how to handle your pay.”


I wondered if all this hot water and humidity would
make me start pruning or whatever. “What kind of instructions?”


“They gave me all this info on an overseas banking
account and they said they would put your money in that. I figured it was some
kind of payroll tax issues, some kind of accounting bullshit. I haven’t taken a
course on that yet but it started to feel a whole lot like fucking laundering
money to me. I don’t think that in and of itself doing that is illegal—”


I nodded, “Yep, yep, I’ve heard my Father and his
friends talking about doing that. I think it’s a pretty common business
practice, right?”


“Yeah, but I mean no, I’m not sure it’s legit or
not. But I watched the account and saw some deposits being made and everything
looked okay. They don’t really pay all that much, you know?”


I tilted my head up and let the water hit my face,
then I turn around and spit some water at him. “Like I really need the money,
dumbass. I did it for the travel, the experience, whatever. I really can’t see what
the big deal is,  and I need to get out of here, soon.”


“The issue, Foster, is that in the last week a lot
of money has been coming and going out of that account. I mean a lot of money,
fucking six figures and shit. I tracked down this manager, banker, whoever he
is. He said he’d fix it—it was an accounting error. But none of this sounds
right to me, so I did a little investigating and this whole deal is looking
worse and worse. I checked to see if I could find any info on this company you
work for—a website, a stock listing, corporate docs, whatever.” He started
giving me that look again and I noticed his left eye was twitching a little.


“And, so?”


“So, fucking nada, zip, zero. It’s like they don’t
exist--no LinkedIn connections, no Facebook stuff, nothing.” He was tapping the
tiles on the wall with twitchy fingers and I noticed the rust stains coming
down from the showerheads.


“So they’re a startup, or they have so many clients
they don’t need the exposure, whatever.”


“Uh uh. Nope. Listen, Foster. I called a few of my father’s
accountants and whatnot. When I described the situation to them, the banks and
bankers involved, the overseas accounts—the whole fucking deal, they all
freaked out and they said to sunset this whole deal and not to contact them
again. They said to just walk away from the account a.s.a.fucking.p., and never
touch the money again. They said, Foster, that things may have gone so far that
the Feds might get involved, or worse, and they hinted around that people may
already be tapping phones, obtaining warrants, etc. This deal has gone from me
writing some business papers to me possibly testifying to a grand jury! Think
about it, Jake. Wiretapping, bugs, subpoenas, these are all bad things. These
are not good for your brand image. For all we know this room”, and he looked all
around, “This room could be bugged, somebody could be wearing a wire!” He
stared at me with a look of semi-panic.


 “There are only two of us in here”. I raised my
arms and did a slow 360, stopping in the arms-up and legs-spread standard TSA
pose. “And I am fairly fucking certain that neither one of is wearing a wire,
Spence. Are you sure you don’t want some Ativan, maybe a valium, Spence? Something
to chill you out a little?” I gave him my best let’s-all-just-relax-here smile.


 “No Jake, I’m fine. I’m just fucking fantastic, you
idiot. Just concentrate!” He got right in my face, nose to nose. He was holding
me there with one hand on the back of my head and every time he spoke his
pecker slapped against my thigh. “So, you’re traveling around the world for this
shady company, you’re spending time with these ‘clients’ and giving them a few
golf or tennis lessons, or whatever.  What else went on in a typical day,
Foster?” He stood there staring at me and I could smell beer and maybe Cheetos
on his breath.  I tried to focus on what he was asking and I fumbled around for
a good answer.


“Well it all seemed pretty organized, you know? There
were usually about four of us trainers on a trip. We’d give the clients some
basic lessons on whatever sport they were curious about and give them some
workout tips, some nutritional tips, whatever.” I couldn’t take all this
physical contact going on and pushed his chest so he’d let go of me. Just
typical shit, not much different from what I do around here for my graduation
requirements—coaching kids at summer camps,  tutoring one on one, the usual
shit.” 


“Right, right, okay Foster, sounds innocent so far.”
Then he raised an eyebrow, “what about the nights Foster? I’m thinking you and
the other trainers would go out at night to blow off some steam, right? Other
than your usual chemical cocktails and random sexual adventures was there
anything else you and the clients got into—hookers, underage kids, farm
animals, weird shit that maybe even you wouldn’t do?”


“Whoa! No bro, nothing fucked up like that!  I gotta
admit that my bosses seemed to pass out a lot pharms, sometimes it made things
a little fuzzy.” I grinned at him as I had a little flashback, “this last trip
the parties were pretty intense, Bro, the client was this little Japanese guy,
he’s the guy photo bombing me in all those Facebook pics I posted from there. The
guy had all this crazy new prescription shit out of Europe and I’d have to
admit I was more than a little fucked up that whole trip.”


“Yeah, that was my next item on this agenda, Jake.
Do you remember his name?” He sighed and stared at me and looked like he didn’t
expect much in the way of an answer.


 “Sure! It was”—and I drew a blank. “Well,…actually
no,” I confessed. Some things are a little blurry around the edges.”


 He cut his shower off and stood there dripping. “No
doubt, that’s kind of your brand image these days, it’s par for the course. But
I started looking at your Facebook updates and pics, and I got some of the
other bro’s to check out your profile, too.”


“And?” I cut my shower off as well, but the other
ones he had cut on were still going full speed. 


 “Well, Foster, a couple of things jumped out at us
that honestly I had never paid attention to.”


“Like what?”


“Well, like we’re pretty fucking sure that the
‘Japanese guy’ wasn’t Japanese, he’s actually from North Korea. And we are
pretty certain he’s not just any guy from there, we think he’s the fucking king
or the president, something high up like that.” 


“I guess he could have been, it’s not like I asked him
for ID or anything. If he lied about who he was that’s not my fault, I was just
doing my job.” I walked over to the bench and started drying off; I sniffed the
towel and threw it on the floor.


“Yeah, right—I mean no, being in the wrong country
and dealing with a semi-famous little fucker like that are things a lot of
people might have noticed.  Plus, we looked at your status updates and the
locations where you thought you were, then we compared them to the actual pics
you posted. The locations just don’t match up to where you claimed to be.” I
stood there and considered this new twist. I had traveled a lot with my parents
and I was pretty sure I had a reasonable grasp of geography, at least most of
the resort destinations.


Spence sighed and started walking around turning off
the other showers. He walked over to me and stared at me like I was a fucking
idiot or some shit. “Jake, when you said you were in Japan you were in North
Korea, okay? And you weren’t in Dubai, we’re pretty fucking sure it was Tehran.
Tehran, Jake! Do you even know where that is?”


“I’m not a complete idiot Spence, I’ve heard of that
country before.”


“Jesus Foster, that’s not a—never mind. Back to the
list of your ‘vacation’ hot spots. You weren’t on the beach in Cancun, you were
in Cuba. And that wasn’t Prague that you visited, in case you didn’t notice it
was some bombed out part of Chechnya! And Sheldon recognized another Photoshop
item in that pic. He’s pretty sure the original of that pic shows you holding
some kind of automatic weapon, not a bong like in the pic you posted.”


I tried to remember that trip, and it kept feeling
like there was something familiar about that too, but I couldn’t break through
the fog and remember. “You could be right about that one”. There did seem to be
a lot of gunfire noises going on there, now that he mentioned it.


“Yeah, and all the rubble of all of those fucking
buildings in the background?  I don’t know why anybody looking at your posts
didn’t notice that, I guess your friends probably thought somebody was just
tearing down old bars and restaurants to make way for new ones.” 


“That sounds, umm….plausible? Or whatever. I’m
pretty sure that’s what I thought.” I was beginning to doubt my assumptions
about where we were, and I was starting to have these little flashbacks about
some pretty disturbing other stuff.


“Are you seeing a trend here, Jake, a fucking
pattern that you should be concerned about?!”


I was really stumped. Spence sighed and leaned
against the wall; he took a deep breath and closed his eyes. I wondered if
maybe some other prescription had kicked in and it was finally calming him
down. Spence opened his eyes and pushed some of the hair off his forehead and
looked at me with what seemed like some kind of pity, like he was talking to a
four-year old or some barnyard animal—a sheep maybe.


“Okay, okay, bro, let’s try this. You didn’t notice
who you were with, where you were, and exactly what you were doing. So far that
makes you about as smart as the average student here at Hawthorne. And it’s definitely
normal behavior for you.”


“Wait a minute Spence, you’re making me seem like
this clueless jock stumbling around in some kind of like haze, or whatever.”


“Okay, good. You get my point.” He kept pushing,
“What else did you do, Foster? Think about it, when you were in all these
fucked up places did they have you doing anything else?”


The flashbacks started up again, and I stalled. I
grabbed a clean towel off the shelf and finished drying off; I tossed that one
on the floor next to the other one. I grabbed another clean one and put it on
the bench to remind me that tonight there were too many people out there to
just walk back to the room naked.  I could hear the party still going strong in
the bathroom. I thought again about getting on the road—


Spence was studying my face and frowning, “C’mon
Foster, you can tell me. What else did you do?”


“Well they didn’t just have us training the clients.
It seemed like, you know, they were just as involved in training us too.”


“What kind of training did they have you doing?”


I had an image of a racetrack. “Well, some kind of
driving course, avoiding shit—I wanna say bullets and bombs, maybe road blocks?
But that might just have been the drugs. I don’t think I was great at that.”


“Shocker. What else?”


“Well MMA stuff, you know, hand-to-hand combat kind
of shit. That was intense, a lot of guys dropped out after that. They didn’t
show up for work the next day, just left.”


“Sounds rough, like they were screening out the
slackers or whatnot.” He picked up his own towel and was drying his hair and
wiping off his face. “What else?”


I focused on one flashback and guessed, “Target
practice, some kind of weapons training.” I vaguely remembered some kind of
tube on my shoulder and watching something, maybe an old abandoned truck in
some desert, exploding in the distance.


“What the hell, why weapons training?”


I shrugged, “That might not be right, but I think it
is. And let’s see, after that some flight lessons. And really considering the
fog I was in I don’t think I excelled at that either.”


Spence started to get a little pale. “Oh, shit.
Anything else?”


“Well, there was one thing that seemed odd to me—”


“Really? After the list you just gave me, one thing
seemed ‘odd’? You’re a smart guy, Foster, all kidding aside.” Spence wiped his
face one more time with his towel, then he tossed it on the ground with the
other dirty ones and threw a clean towel on the bench next to mine. “I know you
had a heavy course load this semester—Intro to Water Polo, Intro to Rugby,
Health Club Management, and the kicker, Fundamentals of Baseball! You were a
state all-star catcher in  high school. I hope you got a fucking “A” in that
one!”


“I need all of those for a degree in Recreation
Management, you know that! And anyway, I heard you flunked your course in
business ethics, what does that say about you?”


“It was at eight in the morning, and I never decided
if I was pro or con! But I’m dying to know Foster, what was the one thing in
this clusterfuck you got yourself in that seemed ‘odd’ to you?”


“The, well…the—and don’t judge me, I think I took a
course in Israeli knife fighting.” 


 I kept wondering what Spence was on and if he was
going to overdose, he kept getting more and pale and that twitching thing had
spread to basically everywhere. “Oh fuck me Foster, what the hell did you think
they were doing? Travel, shady people, shady places, and they have you training
to be a Navy Seal or some kind of shit a whole lot worse than that! What did
you think was going on?” He was staring at me like I had just sprouted another
head.


“Well, when you add it up it seems clear to me, and
I’m not sure what the big deal is. They had a lot of cameras filming us and I
think there were some guys taking notes. I think maybe they were shooting a
pilot for some kind of reality show. You know, a bunch of jocks in some crazy
situations trying not to get eliminated. And it was intense, pretty rough shit.
It seemed to me like they were trying to at least get me through the
elimination rounds to the pilot, even if I’d only maybe make it through a few
episodes. But one of the guys on the film crew, whatever, he told me the
producers had real doubts about me. Evidently they thought I was a little too
self-medicated, and they thought my religious and political views were really
vague. They even had an acting coach trying to get me to memorize some kind of
speech in front of the cameras, but I think I really sucked at that. The word
around there was that they liked having me around, I was always the life of the
party and shit, but they thought they were just going to let me go home and not
include me in the final cut.”


Spence was gulping like he couldn’t breathe, and I
was thinking I should maybe poke my head out the door and see if anybody in the
bathroom knew CPR. I tried to get him to relax, “so I figure that’s cool,
Spence, me and those guys, we just part company on good terms, I got the travel
and the money and they worked out the bugs for their show. It’s just a win-win
for everybody.” I smiled at him and wondered if any Klonopin would get his
twitching under control.


“Foster, I’ve noticed you doing some odd things
around here, too. Can you explain why you had a huge FedEx box of nothing but
militant looking clothes—all camouflage shit or whatever—sitting on the floor
of your room last month.”


Finally, something that was easy to explain. “Bro,
that was nothing more than smoking too much weed with one of the Zachs and
watching a Duck Dynasty marathon. I just got homesick or whatever, cammo has
always been comforting to me.”


“Okay, then explain all the black ninja looking shit
you got the next day—the hoodies, the pants, the shoes, the gloves—what about
that stuff, Foster?”


I struggled a little with that one. “Paparazzi
avoidance? I may go to Cali to see my mother this summer—it might come in
handy.”


“Okay, let’s see if you can explain this one. When I
walked into your room the other night you had attached a clock radio to your
microwave, what was that all about?”


“Oh, that was just a simple experiment, you know, an
eco-friendly kind of way of cooking, that kind of thing.” I didn’t even
remember that but I had wondered why there was a huge scorch mark on the side
of the microwave.


He took a deep breath and stared at the ceiling, I
could tell he was trying to get his shit together but I personally had doubts
about that happening anytime soon. And I wondered what time it was because I
just wanted to get the hell out of this place and have some me time on the road
before I had to deal with my family. “Foster, of all the Foster fuckups you’ve
managed to pull off in the two years that I’ve known you, this is the most
fucked up shit you could’ve ever gotten involved in.  This is truly amazing, a
fuckup to go down in the history of all fucking fuckups in the fucking
universe!”


“Damn Spence, that seems a little harsh, I don’t
think—“


“Shut. The. Fuck. Up.” I was getting a look from
Spence that made me wonder if he trying to explode my brain telepathically or
whatever.


I tried to change the mood of the conversation a
little. “C’mon Spence, we’re brothers, we’ve been through a lot of shit
together, we’re about as close as two guys can get. I admit that I may have
wandered into some odd shit, but like I said I really don’t think I’m going to
be doing any work for them, I think they’ve written me out of their script, or
pilot, or whatever. It’s all done bro, it was a harmless mistake getting
involved with them but it’s fucking over. I’m done with it! We’ll just get back
to partying and sex and girls or whatever and the frat and put all this behind
us. No harm, no foul, right man?”


He responded by grabbing me by the arms and pinning
me to the wall, really slamming me against it. He whistled and squeezed my arms
harder, “Jesus Foster, how many curls are you doing these days??” I smiled but
then he snapped back to the hostility mood and kept pushing me harder against
the wall.


“FOSTER, YOU SHIT-FOR-BRAINS IDIOT!” He took a
breath and lowered his voice, “That wasn’t the pilot for a show, Foster! That
wasn’t their plan for you. They were training you to be a terrorist, they
probably wanted you to do some evil shit! Don’t you fucking get it?”


“Whoa, Bro! The anger, the language, the physical
attack! And I think you’re wrong, I’m too clean cut to be a terrorist. I’m too average
guy next door. Not to be politically incorrect, but I’m not sure I fit the
image—no the profile, of that kind of guy!”


“Well fucking figure it out Jake! Really, how
fucking stupid can you be?” He shook me and kept me pinned against the wall.


I was getting a little beyond pissed and starting to
feel a little hostility myself.  “Go easy bro, don’t say anything you might
regret. We’re best friends, don’t ruin it.”


“You just don’t get it! It’s a perfect fucking plan!
They recruit you, they drug you, they train you, they send you home all brain washed
and they know as a blonde-hair blue-eyed guy with a famous mother and father
and a semi-famous stepfather you have access to some big events, political and
social shit Foster! Places that they couldn’t dream of sending their normal
people into!  The only thing that saved your ass was your drug-induced
coma-style personality and your absolute lack of any moral or political agenda.
They couldn’t get you to drink the Kool-Aid and they just gave up! I love you Bro,
you’re just so stupid about—”


I snapped and in one swift move I drew my knee up
into his thigh, trying to pull back at the last second so I didn’t break any
bones. It was a move that Hector had taught me in Cancun, but I guess really
Cuba, but when I did it there I definitely felt the other guy’s bone snapping. I
tried to concentrate and remember what, exactly, these people had taught me,
and why.  Then I realized Spence was howling and hopping around on his good
leg. 


I felt bad about snapping like that and hurting my
best friend, I guess. Meanwhile Spence was hopping around so insanely that he
slipped and landed square on his ass. It sounded like it knocked the wind out
of him. I figured if it stopped all the moaning then no one outside would think
anything shady was going on in here so I was kind of relieved.


He managed to get back up on his one good leg and to
head toward me, hopping and rubbing his ass and thigh at the same time. I was
pissed I didn’t have my iPhone because this shit would have gone viral in about
a minute.


As he made it over to me I raised my hand like a
traffic cop. “Just stop there, Spence! You’re in no shape for round two and we
both just need to calm down before somebody gets hurt.” I tried to look all
peaceful and friendly and shit.


“Get hurt?!?” he was trying to balance on one foot
while he kept rubbing his ass and leg. “Foster, I think you broke my fucking leg
and I think I broke my ass—”


“I really am sorry but it’s not my fault, you made
me do it! I admit I should have figured out this terrorism shit, or whatever. It
just kind of snuck up on me, and I’m sorry if this shit has pissed you off. Can
we not just put this whole fucking episode behind us? We made a pledge to
always be bros, to stick by each other. This whole thing got of hand and when
you think about it, it’s not my fault, and it’s not yours either.”


He hopped a little closer to me and he looked a
little more chill, maybe, so I stepped forward and put my hands on his sides to
steady him. He sighed and said, “Okay Foster, whatever, but Jesus that hurt!
I’ll do my part and try to put this whole thing behind us, I guess.” He still
looked a little angry to me but I grinned anyway. “But,” he continued, “You
have got to stop just wandering off whichever way people or parties lead
you—you need to stake a claim on your own life, make some solid decisions about
your future, stick to like a plan, whatever. Do you really want a career in
terrorism on LinkedIn summary or your resume? The point is that right now a lot
of people are concerned, we all see you on the road—no, the fucking autobahn—that’s
headed straight to your own spectacular personal disaster.” He put a hand on my
shoulder, I think in part out of friendship but mainly because his good leg was
probably getting pretty damn tired.


 I thought about what all this meant to me personally,
and felt a little panicky. “Spence, what the hell am I gonna do if these guys
decide to come here and fuck me up, get rid of me? Maybe this shit isn’t over,
what do you think?”


He only paused for a second, and I was wondering if
I had any oxy’s in my stash to help with his pain. “Look Foster, I think they
really are done with you. They thought you were a chill guy but they figured
you just weren’t a good fit in their organizational structure. They also
probably figured it wasn’t worth going to all the trouble of training you for
some kind of attack, only to have you be so fucked up you couldn’t execute it.
And as far as coming after you I don’t think they’ll waste the time and effort.
I think they’re betting you’ll OD before they could get to you.”


I felt relieved, and patted his side and smiled,
“you’re probably right, but what if they DO come after me?”


“Then God help ‘em, they’re the ones that trained a
chemically-imbalanced jock in all this terrorism shit. I think they realize
making contact with you would be like putting a hand in a cobra’s nest and
stirring it up.” He started laughing and put his other hand up on my shoulder
so we were basically like, hugging.


And that’s when the door opened and Yoda walked
through the door.


I had made no effort to memorize all the fraternity
nicknames, but this guy was so Yoda it just stuck with me. His eyes were
squinted and he looked kind of sweaty and flushed. He had a beer in one hand
and his other hand was resting on the top of his global gut.


“Shit guys! I knew there was like a pretty intense
bromance thing going on between you too, but really? Fooling around in the
showers is NOT something I would have—“


“No homo, Yoda!” We both shouted at the same time. He
studied us and looked doubtful. Spence and I both picked up our towels, he held
his in front of his junk and was still hopping on one foot and rubbing his ass.
I slung my towel over my shoulder.


“Well right, okay, whatever. I was looking for you,
Foster. The seniors, the ones actually graduating anyway, it looks like they
are about to start some kind of bropocalypse on the back lawn. I think they’re
about to launch, well it looks like some kind of giant fireworks shit, and they
have the thing aimed straight at campus.”


Spence looked at Yoda and then stared at me. “What
the hell do you want Foster to do about it, Yoda?”


“Well this thing they’re about to launch, whatever
it is, it looks pretty fucking dangerous to me. I’m just not sure how safe it
is to leave them out there with it, and I’m not going to be the one to try to
stop them. I really don’t want to get involved. I figured you’re kind of like
the voice of reason around here Foster—”


Spence started laughing hysterically, like that was
the funniest shit he had ever heard, so I backhanded him in the nuts to shut
him up.


“Dammit Foster, stop hurting me’ Bro!” He started
rotating from holding his nuts to rubbing his ass. I noticed there was an
enormous fucking bruise spreading across his thigh. Yoda was looking at me and
then Spence like he was watching a tennis match.


“Then stop making me want to hurt you, smartass! And
look Yoda, I’m on my way out of here, or trying to be, anyway. But I’ll check
this shit out when I go to the car. It’s probably just some harmless fun.” I
smile but the look on his face made me wonder.


Yoda was still rubbing his belly and he finished off
his beer and set the empty bottle on the bench. “If you see this thing—this fucking
missile parked in the back yard—I  think you’ll change your mind, but whatever.
Just remember I warned you!” He turned around and headed out the door, I saw
some people in the bathroom raising their phones in our direction so I slammed
the door shut and looked at Spence.


“Okay Foster, go deal with the seniors. Allison is
waiting for me back in my room and I’d like to get laid tonight,” he kept
rubbing himself all over and looked kind of depressed, “but I can’t think of
any position we could use that’s not going to cause me extreme fucking pain,
and she’s probably already passed out anyway.”


“Okay, Bro, go ahead. Sorry again about this
clusterfuck I got myself into, and sorry I knocked you on your ass or whatever.
I’ll shoot you a text and let you know what’s going on at home. I doubt I’ll
stay there too long.”


“It probably wouldn’t be a bad idea for you to hang
out there for a month or so, just kind of lay low for a while, you know? “ He
wrapped his towel around his waist and patted my shoulder. “Have fun in
Doucheville!”


“It’s Dutchville, asshole!” I took my hand and poked
his stomach. I really didn’t want to fuck him up more than I already had. When
my fingers hit his gut it felt like they hit a brick wall. “Jesus, Spence! How
many crunches a day are you doing?!” He gave me a smug look and hopped out the
door.


I managed to make it out of the bathroom pretty quickly,
the crowd was winding down and I headed down the hall to my room. There was
music coming out of some of the rooms, and some moans and headboard banging
coming from others.


When I got there one of the Davids, was knocking on
my door. “Behind you, Bro”, I unlocked the door and stepped inside. Dave leaned
against the door frame and glanced at my duffel bag.


“How’s it goin’ Foster? Glad I caught you before you
headed out.”


“There’s a lot of that going on around here.” I
always thought Dave was one of the best looking guys in the frat, he looked
like that ancient David—the one by Davinci or Houdini or whoever—the famous
naked guy statue. He had that brown hair with the curls and shit, the Roman
nose, he wasn’t all that tall but he was still ripped and had broad shoulders
tapering down to a small waist.


“Look Foster, I just wanted to try one more time to
get you to come to New Orleans in a few weeks. It’s not that far for you to
drive from home, and I think you’d enjoy it.” He kind of paused and stared at
me, “and honestly, you kind of look like you could use a break.”


I threw my towel on the floor and started hunting
around for some clean jeans to put on. “So what was this trip all about again?”


 “It’s a PRIDE Action Committee meeting, lots of
cool guys, and some fun times in New Orleans at night. I know you’re still a
little reluctant to come all the way out of the closet, or whatever. This would
give you a chance to meet some guys somewhere other than a random bed.”


“Ha fucking ha. But an activity committee? Well that
sounds cool, I guess. Maybe I could organize a 5K run or something, maybe a
volleyball tourney—something like that or whatever, you know. A pub crawl might
be good.” I started to consider this as a viable option, a kickass way to start
off the summer.


“Action committee, not ‘activity’, you dumbass.
We’re organizing some state government visits about marriage equality.”


“Oh,” I frowned, “I had a completely different
picture of hanging out in New Orleans. And I’m not much into political stuff.”
I saw my sample case and shaving kit on the dresser; I grabbed them and stuffed
them into the duffel bag.  I found some new jeans hanging out of a FedEx box
and slipped them on. Then I saw some tee shirts with the frat letters on them
that the seniors had passed down to me. I sniffed a few and threw one on.


“Yeah, I’ve never really seen you as the political
type, gay, straight, or otherwise—you’re more of an undecided kind of guy. And
considering the scandal—you know the shit your father walked into during the
campaign—I can see why you’d avoid politics.”


“No shit, I’m not really talking to him right now.”


David nodded his head, “No doubt. How anybody could
just stumble blindly into that kind of clusterfuck is beyond me”.


I had to wince a little at that. “Well I think he’s
already back in politics, he’s a lobbyist for The People for the Ethical
Treatment of Firearms, or something like that. You know, he really doesn’t seem
to learn from his mistakes.”  I swung the conversation back to the New Orleans
trip. I winked at Dave and asked, “Would we be sharing a room there, Bro?” I
let my eyes wander over his body dramatically  and gave him the most evil grin
I could come up with.


“Only if the room has double beds and I slept with a
stun gun under my pillow, Foster.  If we weren’t fraternity brothers maybe, but
probably not even then. I’ve realized that all you guys truly are my brothers,
and I’m not going to fuck that up by starting something with you or anybody
else here.” I winced at that too, considering my track record around here. It
seemed a little like Dave read my mind, “And as far as coming out to the
brothers, I think they figured you out a long time ago—you’re just not all that
discrete. The walk of shame out of this room has definitely become more a guys’
event than a girls’.”


“Okay Dave, I gotcha, whatever. I just don’t want to
deal with talking to everybody right now, and if they already know what’s the
point?”


“The point, Jake, is that they want to hear it from
you. They are your brothers, just talk to them, okay?


“No. I mean yeah, I am. Just not tonight, okay? Do
me a favor and shoot me a text with the details on the trip—I’ll let you know
if I can make it. It’s definitely an option.”


He smiled and nodded, “have fun in Doucheville.”


He started to move back into the hall and I had to
ask, “Why does everybody keep calling it Doucheville, Dave?  It’s Dutchville!”


“I think Foster, that it makes more sense to call it
that.  It just seems more likely to most of us that you grew up in a village of
douches.” He winked and then turned and disappeared.


 I picked up my car keys and my wallet then I
grabbed the rest of my shit and headed down the hall. I was fumbling around
with my phone to send my Mom a text that I was on my way home when I hit the
top of the steps and saw Brittany stumbling up them. She looked wrecked, She
was smiling at me while she clung to the banister with one hand and tried to
balance a party cup in the other. I sat down on the top step and as she joined
me I tucked my bag behind her so she was propped up a little. 


“Britt, what are you doing up here? Are you gonna
hit the hall and see if you can get laid? Good luck, I think the bros are all
either passed out or already occupied.”


“I was looking for you, shithead. I thought maybe
you’d like a going away present.” She grinned at me and started rubbing the fly
of my jeans. 


“Like, uh well, that sounds tempting, Britt, but I’m
on my way out the door. I’m heading out to Douche—shit, I mean Dutchville.
Otherwise I’d—“


“Yeah, right Foster. You, never mind, you really
don’t seem like all that fucking in to me anymore.” She pouted a little and
looked over my shoulder at something. I figured it was a mirror because she
asked, “do you think I’m ugly, or whatever?”


“Uh Britt, you’re a varsity cheerleader, you were
homecoming queen, and you’re by far the hottest girl in your sorority.” I put
on my most sincere face and hoped she bought it.


“Well then what the fuck is it Foster? You think I’m
hot, and you are absolutely my type! Dumb jock, boy-next-door, whatever, and
that southern accent of yours drives my crazy! Why don’t we just get it over
with and be a couple, at least for a month or so.”


Before I could say anything some girls came halfway up
the steps and one of them held her phone up to take a pic of the other two. Britt
and I leaned down and made gagging faces, it seemed like an appropriate photo
bomb for this situation.


She looked over my shoulder again and Dave sat down
on the other side of me. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes, lit one and passed
it down to Britt, then did the same for me.


We all sat there for a minute, from our vantage
point we could see that the party was pretty much over. Most of the people down
there were either passed out on the floor or the furniture.  The rest of them
were slowly walking around with their arms out trying to balance and hanging on
to walls and other people and shit. They looked like a bunch of seriously
stoned zombies. David took it all in like he was watching a disaster movie.
“Jesus Britt, what happened down there??” He studied her for a second, “and you
look like you’re not too far behind them.”


She took a drag off her cigarette and blew out smoke
as she explained, “Well somebody put something in the liquor bottles, and I
heard somebody else was passing out Klonopin like Halloween candy.” She looked
me in the eyes with a semi-accusing stare. I shrugged and shook my head.


I had to change the subject quickly. “So Britt, what
are your plans for the summer. Like, what are you going to do?”


She rattled off the agenda so fast I barely
followed. “Well, like my mother had the whole summer fucking planned—traveling
to Europe with the family of some friend of hers and going to ‘finishing
school’ whatever the fuck that is and then on to an African photo safari like I
know where that state is and then on to Brazil for a one-week break and then to
New York for shopping and then LA for some, uh, like surgery that you don’t
need to tell anybody about and I axed all that,” she ground out her cigarette
on the carpet, took a breath, and kept going, “I absolutely put my fucking foot
down on all that bullshit ‘cause I had already told that bitch two days ago
that Courtney and I were going to rent a place on the beach in California for
the whole summer but now Courtney’s in rehab so now me and Amber and like one
of the Taylors, whatever, are going to rent a place together in Malibu or where
ever, IF my mom would get her fucking ass in gear and find a place for us! It’s
not my fault if she waited until the last minute to handle this shit for me.
And she hasn’t even leased a car for me out there yet, what the fuck are you
supposed to do in Cali without a car?! She just doesn’t think about things like
that, she’s just so damn selfish!”


“Wow,” I was staring downstairs and watching one of
the last zombies keel over, he twitched a little and then went still, “Africa
and California and Switzerland—that sounds pretty fucking intense.”


She stared at me for a minute and then motioned for
us to get her up on her feet. David said “I’ve got her Foster. I’ll take her to
my room and let her sleep it off. Go ahead and hit the road. She can help the
seniors get ready for graduation tomorrow morning.” He helped her up and got
her aimed in the right direction down the hall.


She paused and looked back and forth between me and
Dave. “You know, I just realized something—you two would make a great couple. I
maybe think I just figured something out.” She stared at me with those glossy
eyes and Dave was staring at me with this fucking smirk on his face. They
headed down the hallway.


I stood there, feeling like there was something I
needed to do. I realized and moaned, “Fuck, the seniors!” I ground out my
cigarette, grabbed my duffel and headed down the stairs.


I ran through the front doors and hauled ass around
the corner of the house. I slowed down a little to find my ride in the parking
lot, there were five black Range Rovers parked in a line. I couldn’t figure out
which one was mine but then I remembered I parked in the handicap spot to avoid
a situation like this. I unlocked the car and pushed some trash in the floor
and threw the duffel on the passenger seat, locked the car and kept running to
the backyard. I sprinted around the corner and came to a dead stop and the only
thing I could manage to say was “Oh dear God.” It, the thing Yoda warned me
about, was sitting there looking like something that was going to start World War
III or whatever.


It was long, about fifteen feet or so, and it was
pointing over the trees and appeared to be aimed in the direction of campus. It
was dull black and all odd angles and some blinking lights and fins and shit. The
ass end of it hung over the pool and it was perched on some kind of ramp that
ended about twenty-five feet in the air.


The seniors were standing around and drinking from a
keg, they had bags of chips lying all around. It looked like a tailgate party;
it had that kind of pre-game excitement feeling going on. Then I saw Sheldon,
our resident geek and aerospace major, standing beside this evil-looking
machine. His lanky arms and body waving around like one of those whacky-waving-people
things you see out in front of banks and shit. He looked so wild I thought he
was about to hop on the rocket and take if for a fucking test drive. I put my
hand on his shoulder and turned him around, he looked at me with this glazed-
over smile on his face and he had this odd chemical smell coming off of his
body. He was wearing a long-sleeved t shirt that read “Mission Commander” in
big letters across the front of it.


“NO, Sheldon, oh no, no fucking way, whatever this
is, you ain’t gonna do it! You better explain to me what this fuckin’ stealth-bomber
shit is doing parked on the yard, and why is it aimed at the center of
campus?!” One of the seniors passed me a joint and I inhaled about half of it
and passed it back. I was trying to keep calm, keep chill, keep from slamming his
scrawny ass to the ground and pulling each one of those waving limbs off his
body, one at a time. 


About that time Spence came across the lawn and walked,
hopped, and limped past the pool to where we were all standing. Another senior
passed him a joint and he inhaled sharply, like he had the lung capacity of
Michael Phelps. He made no move to pass the joint back. He was shirtless,
wearing a pair of cargo shorts hanging low over his hips, his fly was open and
it was obvious he was going commando. He moved over to where I was standing,
and put an arm over my shoulder to steady himself; his other hand was still
rubbing his ass. A few of the seniors were staring at the two of us and kind of
snickering and shit. “Getting laid was a no go thanks to you Foster, my ass is
so fucking sore and you twisted up my leg so bad I really couldn’t do anything
with Allison. And she was so out of it I really couldn’t get any help from
her.” He looked down at his fly and zipped it up, which made the seniors laugh
even harder.


“No homo!” he yelled at them but they all looked
pretty doubtful. I pulled his arm off my shoulder and took a step back.  I
pointed at the ballistic-missile-looking thing sitting on the grass and Spence
made this choking-guinea-pig kind of squeal, then he took another hit off the
joint. “I don’t know what in the fuck that thing is, what it’s going to do, but
it’s sure as hell not the senior gift you guys told me you were raising money
for!”


I remembered them fund-raising and I was fairly sure
that I had written a check for a couple grand to help them out. “Yeah, wait a
minute--you guys said it was for our float in the graduation day parade!”


Spence sighed, “Foster, there is NO such fucking thing
as the graduation day parade! You’re a junior, and you should know that by now.
But I got conned by them too, the little fuckers told me it was for a new wing
for the library. I thought that seemed ambitious but I figured one of the alums
had like, you know, had kicked in some money too.”


“So now we know Spence, that the seniors have some
odd plans for graduation. It appears they have their career paths all mapped
out and shit, and it looks like they all have a plan for
evil-fucking-global-world domination.”


Sheldon looked like he was about to launch himself
into orbit, and all of the seniors were standing around, all shirtless, all
wearing cargo shorts, and most of them sporting tribal tattoos on various parts
of their bodies. The exceptions were the two or three bros who were a little
too heavy and self-conscious to go shirtless and instead were wearing khakis
and button-downs. They were hanging out a good distance behind the other guys. Putting
a bunch of people between them and that rocket seemed like a smart idea to me.


I wondered how in the hell I was going to stop this
thing from going further, so I took a minute just to chill and enjoy my buzz
and figure out a plan. It was a perfect night, you could see all the stars and
shit, there was a light breeze pushing some cool spring air and you could smell
all the flowers or whatever that were blooming. I took in the whole scene, the
wavy light rippling out of the pool, the green lawn, the blue lights of TV’s
and the low sound of music coming from the windows of the house—all of it seemed
so calm and reassuring. These seniors standing around and waiting for the
launch, the big bang, whatever—these were the guys I had partied with, studied
with, lived with. And this was their last night before they took off to become
the new movers and shakers of the world or something. It made me realize how
fast this whole college thing was going, that I was going to be a senior myself
next year, so I would only have two or three more years to enjoy all of this.


I noticed four or five of the seniors had moved
beside the rocket, the lights from the pool reflecting off their bare chests
and abs and white teeth and shit, they looked like they were posing for an
A&F catalog. It all had kind of a surreal feeling, or maybe it was just the
weed kicking in. Then I saw the two girls in lawn chairs beside the pool, their
phones out and aimed at the guys next to the rocket.


“Jesus Spence, the rocket is about to photo bomb the
pics those two girls are getting ready to take!” Spence looked over at them and
then started hopping off as fast as he could to stop them.


“Hey ladies!” He called over to them. “I know you
want to get some pics of the seniors for status updates and whatnot, but can
you do me a favor and crop that little science project next to them out of the
pic?” They started to reply but the rebel yell from the second floor cut them
off.


Everybody looked up just in time to see Super Mario,
one of the Tonys, come shooting out of the window of his room. He flew over the
lawn and landed with an enormous cannonball splash into the center of the pool.
The girls ran over there to see if he was dead or whatever.  They managed to
hook his arm with a pool skimmer and pulled him to the steps, he started
spewing water and crawling out on to the lawn. He was buck naked and the girls
started taking pics immediately.


“Hiya ladies, did you like that shit?!” He frowned a
little and explained, “I was aiming for the hot tub but waddafuck, what are you
gonna do? And why is my bro Kyle face down over in those bushes? He was
supposed to video this shit so we could post it! You know, get the shit going
viral!”  He looked at both of the girls and stood there with one hand kind of
covering his junk. “Could you do me a favor, could you stay right there and
video my next try?” He started checking out the angles between the hot tub, the
window, and the lawn then he grabbed one of the girls by the shoulders and repositioned
her about five feet back while he pointed at his window and checked out her
phone.  


I panicked a little when I realized the wild little
Italian was going to try the leap again. He had spent most of his time in
college riding around in the back of an ambulance or a police car. We really
couldn’t afford either one of those poking around here tonight so I grabbed one
of the Nates and pointed him in the direction of the two girls. “Look Nate, do
me a favor and go talk to those two girls checking out Super Mario.  We need to
distract all three of them, and listen, you play this right and instead of
standing out here you could be inside banging one of those girls!” He looked
over and Super Mario was jumping up and down and gesturing like a psycho, and
the girls seemed to be fucking charmed out of their panties. “Bro, he’s already
hooked them, all you have to do is go over and reel them in!” He looked around
at the other guys and the rocket for about ten seconds then he bolted across
the lawn to Eddie and the girls. After a minute or two they all headed inside
and Spence and I both sighed in relief. With them out of the way I tried to
deal with Sheldon and the seniors.


I turned back around to face the crowd, Spence was
standing next to me looking like he was either going to pass out from pain or maybe
the joint he just finished. I stood on a cooler and raised my voice to get
everybody’s attention. 


“OKAY! Guys, friends, brothers! Just listen for a
minute. I’m going to get to the bottom of this right now. Sheldon will explain
the plan for this thing, what the fuck it’s going to do, and then we’ll take it
from there. But I can tell you right now from where I’m standing this looks
like an epic disaster in the making.”


 I could tell Sheldon was dying to lay out the
mission, or whatever. So I nodded at him and he rattled off his grand plan.


“Okay Foster, and Spence, the seniors wanted to do
something everybody would remember, something that would be seen all over the
world—”


“Hold on a fucking minute!” Spence yelled as he
swayed back and forth trying to stay upright; he finally gave up and leaned on
me again. “Do not tell me this shit is going to be seen around the world! Is
this fucker going to orbit the Earth?”


“No Spence, I just meant YouTube, dumbass.” Sheldon
kept going, “so the plan is that this launches, goes over to campus where it
will use lasers to project ‘Hawthorne Trojans 2013!’ on key buildings,
residence halls, and the water tower. From campus it will head down the river
until it gets to Sutton Lake, where it will self-destruct on impact. That lake
is so deep and wide that no one will even be able to find a debris field.”


“But Sheldon,” I asked, “where did this thing come
from? Did you steal this from a lab, a company, the government? How did you get
your hands on this fucker?”


“Foster I didn’t steal any of this! This was a
project I did in my spare time for the seniors. If a government or a university
lab built this thing it would cost millions, I built it for less than what one
of those cars out in the parking lot costs!  It only took a few internet
searches, a couple of webinars, some shopping on Craigslist, and chatting on
line with some helpful Chinese scientists, and here we are! I built most of it
in the basement with my 3D printer.” 


I felt relieved, “Well there you go, this sounds
like harmless senior fun to me!” A few of the bros raised their party cups in a
toast to me and began staring at the rocket. “Okay Sheldon,” I told him. Let
‘er rip! Go ahead and let this fucker fly!”


Spence grabbed my shoulder and neck so hard I
thought he was trying to use some kind of Vulcan death grip on me. “NO, NO,
Sheldon wait!” 


Sheldon was tapping shit on a tablet and the missile
started making odd buzzing noises and red lights—the lasers I guess, they were
making some odd patterns on the lawn.  A tablet hanging from a tree lit up and
began counting down from thirty minutes. The seniors began clapping and
cheering. Sheldon started kind of vibrating while he watched the countdown
display.


Spence got his voice into full inquisition mode and
fired off a round of questions that snapped Sheldon out of it.


“Sheldon, is this like a harmless RC helicopter, you
know like the ones we use to look in the windows of the girls’ dorms?


“Well it uses similar technology, but it’s a little
more advanced than that.”


“Uh huh. How so?”


“Well this flies itself, you don’t use remote
control. I programmed it with the latest and most accurate GPS data and loaded
in Google Street View, so it will move through campus by itself, I won’t be
controlling it.”


“And I don’t see any propellers, Sheldon, no
helicopter blades. I’m guessing the uh, the propulsion system, right? I’m
guessing that’s a little advanced too.”


Sheldon nodded like a bobble head and kept talking,
“Right! Right! The engine runs on a fuel that the French sold to the Iraqi’s
decades ago. They never really got it right, I fine-tuned the mix and it’s
really super-efficient now! Powerful stuff, but it get it gets great mileage
and leaves almost no carbon footprint!”


“So if it’s that great why aren’t all the cars
running on it?”


Sheldon looked at Spence like he was a first grader.
“It’s not for car engines! It may be super-efficient but it’s still basically
rocket fuel. It’s some dangerous stuff, really unstable if it’s not handled
just right.” A few of the seniors took some steps back and covered their beers.


“So this drone, this rocket, or what the fuck ever,
it probably flies a little faster than a toy you can buy out of like the Sky
Mall catalog, right?”


“Well sure, you know, it’s as fast as any other
missile.”


Spence was hopping on his good foot and rubbing his
ass again, “Foster, are you catching all of this, the gist of this doomsday
plan, can you summarize this whole clusterfuck for us?”


I grabbed a party cup from the closest senior and
chugged it. I was expecting beer and started spitting and spewing when I
realized it was straight vodka. I gagged a little, took a slow sip, and then
looked at Sheldon. “So what you’re saying Sheldon is that this really isn’t an
innocent toy, it’s a fuckin’ rocket-propelled cruise missile that’s gonna
scream through campus and then, I dunno, maybe produce a sonic boom when it
reaches the river. And you don’t think somebody, I dunno, maybe campus police,
or maybe THE FUCKING AIR FORCE, might notice this thing? No sir, Sheldon, this
dog right here ain’t gonna hunt!”  Everybody looked confused, like I was
speaking in tongues.


Spence jumped in, “what Foster is saying in
Douchevillese, Sheldon, is that if you launch this fucker and something goes
wrong we’re going to have the state police, the FBI, the Air force, fucking
Homeland Security—basically everyone with a badge or a gun within about a
thousand-mile range, we’re going to have them all up our asses for the rest of
our lives. This is the shit that gets people a one-way ticket to Guantanamo
Bay, Sheldon.” He looked at the seniors, “Were any of you planning on going
there after graduation?” 


“Wait!” One of the Zachs said and he sounded
excited. “I may have been there before, is that the resort in Jamaica or is it in
the Bahamas? I think I went there on Spring Break for my high school graduation
trip! The beaches are all topless!”  Some of the other brothers started
checking their smartphones to find it.


I glared at them all but had to agree with Spence.
Nothing seemed to be discouraging anybody from this stunt so I pulled out the
nuclear option. “Bros, if this goes wrong the fraternity will lose its charter,
we’ll be booted out. Do you want that to be your legacy?” Some of them gasped
and there was some grumbling within the crowd. I asked, “Sheldon, exactly how
risky is this thing? What are the odds that somebody could get hurt?”


He looked me square in the eyes and flatly stated,
“It’s a lot safer than you getting behind the wheel, Foster.” That was probably
true but it wasn’t very reassuring, either. All the pressure was on me to be
some kind of deciding factor in this shit and it really seemed unreasonable to
me. I couldn’t be responsible for Sheldon and his fellow astronauts or whatever,
and I really didn’t have time for all of this.


All of the seniors got into a huddle and murmured
for a few minutes then Fitch spoke up for all of them. “We want to risk it,
Foster, Spence. This is our weekend and we want this to happen.”


“Okay bros, I mean it’s your graduation, it’s your
call. Sheldon, keep the countdown going. I just hope no one gets hurt or
arrested or worse—and keep this shit quiet! Do not sell the rights to this shit
Sheldon! I don’t want to see this on the cover of the next Hammacher Schlemmer
catalog.”


“I wouldn’t do that Foster, if I sell this prototype
it will be to a government, not to a toy company.”


Spence spoke up. “Sheldon, you mean OUR government,
not ‘a’ government, right?” Sheldon shrugged and started tapping on the tablet
again.


 I looked at the timer on the tree; I still had time
to get away before the launch. “Okay, Okay, Sheldon, let the fucker fly! But
stick with that clock; give me some time to get down the road. I don’t have
time for roadblocks or vehicle searches if this fucking thing blows up
something, I just don’t need that kind of bullshit in my life right now.” I
worked my way through the brothers and did the whole secret handshake, fist
bumping, quick man hugs—all the shit to say goodbye. I started back to the
parking lot with Spence hopping behind me.


“So much for the voice of reason Foster!”


I sighed and stopped, letting him catch up to me.
“Spence I just have to go, this isn’t about, you know, going back home anymore,
it’s about getting the fuck away from here!”


“Okay, bro, okay. But after what we talked about in
the showers, you know, I just have to ask. You don’t remember any fucking
training that may have involved rockets or explosives or anything, do you? It’s
not possible that you could have like Ambien-walked down to the basement and
fooled around with this thing—no chance it’s going to go off track or go
thermonuclear or hurt somebody, right?”


I did my best to try and remember me doing anything
like, getting any instructions on anything like that. “If they taught it I
slept through that class, bro.”


He looked relieved and pulled me in for a quick hug
and pat on the back. “That’s what I was hoping, bro. Have a safe trip and a good
time at home; let me know when you’re headed back. Take your time, you have all
summer to relax and maybe figure out some shit. David told me about the trip to
New Orleans and if you decide to go like, that far, then you need to fill me
in, whatever you do is cool with me. We all just want you to be happy.”


“Whadda ya mean by that, Spence.” I didn’t like
where this was going.


“Well, you know, Foster, we’re all your brothers.
You can talk to us about anything. You know, we’re all cool with it—we already
kind of know. And nobody bothers Dave about it—it’s not a bad thing at all.
They just want to, you know, here it from you or whatever.”


“Yeah, Spence. I mean no, it’s maybe not a big deal
but if everybody already know I still don’t understand why I owe anybody an
explanation!”


“You don’t ‘owe’ anybody anything—I think they just
want to hear it from you, you know, they want you to trust them enough to just
say it.”


I couldn’t really think of anything to say so I just
nodded. I realized my room card was still hanging on my wrist; I slipped it off
and handed it to him. “The pain stuff is in my sock drawer Spence,  do yourself
a favor and sample some shit—sorry again for beating your ass, and I’m sorry I
didn’t figure out the whole terrorism shit on my own. Hang on to that key, and
if they don’t clean my room or deliver my FedEx or UPS packages just shoot me a
text and I’ll have my mom call and handle it for me. Are you still going to do
that Wall Street internship thing this summer? I heard that can be tough.”


“Not really so tough, Foster. I mean, my father owns
the brokerage firm—he’s not going to make it tough on me. I always keep him
under control, you know?” Both of us stood there for a few seconds, then he
headed back to the house and I walked to my car.
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I hopped in the Rover and cranked it up, backing out
of the handicapped spot and trying to navigate around all the cars that that
were parked randomly in the lot, no one seemed to have paid attention to the
lines for the spaces. I turned on Hawthorne Street and headed away from the
university. I glanced back and saw the line of cars backed up waiting to get
through the campus security gate. I passed all of the Greek houses and avoided
the groups of students stumbling down the street. The scene wasn’t any
different as I went past all the bars and restaurants, anybody who had been
even semi-successful in New York or LA had opened something here. The names and
the signs kept changing monthly to keep up with the latest trend in where ever,
and it was really easy to get lost trying to find your way home.


I was almost through there and had started working
on clearing out all the text messages that had popped up in the last hour or so
when I felt a thump. I looked up and saw some skinny kid, probably a freshman,
sprawled out on my hood. There were some other people standing at the corner watching
and I glanced around and figured I needed to go on the offensive. 


“Hey dude!” I yelled out my window, “I don’t know
what you’re doing on my hood but I don’t have time for this shit! And I
definitely don’t have time to give you a ride back to fucking campus if that’s
what you’re looking for.”


He looked up at me and seemed pissed, and I couldn’t
figure out why when he was the one who hit my car or whatever.  “You asshole!
You just ran a light and hit me in the crosswalk,” he pointed down at the lines
on the pavement.


“It’s not my fault! You obviously weren’t paying
attention or you wouldn’t have just walked out in front of me!” 


I jumped out and walked around to the front of the
Rover. Other than a few spots of what may or may not have blood it looked
okay.  I towered over this kid and looked down at him, “If you weren’t hurt
hitting my car I may have to hurt you now. This car is a Range Rover
Autobiography, I’ve only had it for a month, and it only has fifty miles on it!
It’s a six-figure SUV and you’ve ruined it!”


He looked scared as shit as he rubbed his shirt
sleeve over the hood. “Dude, I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking! And this crosswalk, I
think they put it in the wrong spot so I don’t think either of have any blame
for—wait a minute, you’re Foster! I thought you looked familiar! Man you hooked
me up last semester with some fucking incredible kronick! Do you remember me?”
He looked up at me like he was meeting a rock star.  


I had no idea who this little fucker was. “No, I
mean yeah, whatever.”


He pointed at the hood and it was spotless, all the
bar lights were reflecting off the black glossy paint like a mirror. I patted
him on the head and said “No hard feelings little fella, let’s just forget
about this whole thing.” Before he could say anything I hopped back in the car
and left the scene.


I maneuvered my way slowly down the street, picking
up speed as I got into the heart of the commercial district. The Apple store,
A&F, Urban Outfitters, L L Bean, AT&T, and Verizon, whatever— all of
that shit was closed for the night. I took my eyes off the road to reach into
my duffel and grabbed a few Adderall out of my travelling stash and washed them
down with a swig from an old bottle of Mountain Dew I had left in the console. Then
I noticed a Fed Ex envelope on the floorboard and ripped it open, remembering
that this was a movie my mother sent, some action flick that hadn’t been
released yet. I almost missed the turn for the interstate but I swerved at the
last minute and made it.


I felt better, calmer, as I got up to cruising speed
on the highway. I popped the DVD into the console, picked up my phone to keep
working on all those texts as the Rover hummed down the highway. Everything
finally seemed peaceful, even relaxing. About that time I heard this odd
whistling-screaming noise coming from my left. I looked over and saw this white
streak shooting low across the horizon heading toward the river. Seconds later
this big boom rattled the windows in the car, and I was relieved that Sheldon’s
science project appeared to have worked, the seniors had their moment. I
settled in for the long ride home.
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When I pulled into the driveway of the house I felt
pretty excited to be home. I’d only been back a few times since I started at
Hawthorne but the place looked the same. It was an old 1900’s farmhouse that my
parents had bought as a kind of sanctuary from LA and DC when they were still together.
My mother had decided that Daniel and I needed a more “normal” environment to
grow up in, so she took us here to Dutchville and we settled in to life in a
quiet town. Through all the drama with my father, the divorce, everything
else—this place would always be special to me. I had been spending my summers
at school for the last few years and enjoying some time away from small-town
life. My mother still lived here but was spending more and more time in LA,
attempting to restart her acting career. My brother Daniel was still in high
school here and when Mom wasn’t around we always had Maria and Vince, the
couple who worked here, to take care of us.


I got out of the car and was immediately blown away
by the heat and humidity, it was only May but it had to be eighty-five degrees
outside. I grabbed my shit and left the car parked in front of the house, the
sweat already dripping off my forehead.


Once I walked inside the temperature dropped about
fifteen degrees and I felt like I could breathe again. I called out for Daniel,
Maria, Vince—but the house seemed to be empty. I threw my duffel at the foot of
the stairs and wandered around the house and ended up in the kitchen. I saw a
note on the counter from my mom and a stack of hundred. I tucked the bills into
my wallet as I read.


Jake, welcome home! Paul and I had to go to LA
for some last minute revisions to the screenplay, and Maria and Vince are out
of town until Monday. Daniel should be home after practice around four. I left
some money for you guys to grab some food. There’s some beer in the garage,
Daniel wants us to keep it out there now for some reason. Please spend some
time with your brother, we can’t seem to figure him out these days and I think
he’s gotten into to something weird, like a cult or something. We’ll be back
next week and catch up, have fun here at hom!. I told Pete and Betsy and some
of your other friends from school that you’re going to be here and they’re all
excited about it! And I know Bo will be thrilled to see you!


Love, Mom


I was a little pissed that she wasn’t here for my
homecoming or whatever. And I had been looking forward to seeing Paul, who was
without a doubt the coolest stepfather of all of them. I wandered upstairs and
went into my room and threw my shit on the bed. The room looked exactly as it
was my senior year at Reagan; it was spotless so I figured Maria still cleaned
it on a regular basis. I went through the door to the bathroom Daniel and I
shared and pissed for about five minutes, then I glanced into Daniel’s room. There
was an enormous cross hanging on the wall that I didn’t remember and the whole
room looked really stripped down—just the bed, the dresser, no TV or anything
else on the walls. I walked in to check it out some more and other than the
pile of sports gear in the corner the room was spotless. I peeked into his
closet and the only things in there were a ton of white button-down shirts and
some plain khakis hanging, and there were a few pairs of running shoes and some
plain brown shoes on the floor. I didn’t see any black candles or any kind of
serious shit like that in the room so I figured my mother had it wrong as far
as her cult theory. I passed back through the bathroom and noticed a big
package on the counter with a big Post-it note from Mom. 


Foster, the pharmacy called and said you weren’t
refilling your prescriptions, you need to take better care of yourself! If this
doesn’t get you caught up let me know and we’ll order more. 


I looked in the box and there were enough meds to
stock a small CVS.


I walk backed into my room and flopped down on the
bed. I opened the drawer of my nightstand to grab the ashtray I kept there and found
a huge bag of weed that smelled like good Cali stuff. There was a Post-it note
stuck to it from Paul telling me to enjoy my weekend. There was also an
economy-size box of condoms with a Post-it from Vince telling me to do the
same. I pulled the weed, the ashtray, a lighter, and a little bowl out of
there. I smoked some of the pot and rolled a few joints for later.


I wandered around my room checking out the rest of
it. The closet was packed with new jeans, shirts, athletic shoes still in the
boxes, and a couple of new suits from that place in London I liked. There was
another note from my mom telling me the suits were for, hopefully, a good red
carpet season for her in Hollywood.  There were a few FedEx boxes on the floor and
I opened them. One was from Under Armor and had a ton of compression shorts and
t shirts and whatever packed in it, another box from some other store had a ton
of jeans and casual shirts and shit. Another box was full of fitted dress
shirts from Italy.  Maria had left a Post-it on top of the box telling me to
try on everything before she cleaned or ironed the stuff.  Across from my bed
there a newer, bigger TV on the wall but the shelves under it still had all the
old stuff on them—trophies that wouldn’t fit anywhere else in the room, a few
framed pictures of me on various teams and getting various awards, all of my
favorite DVD’s, and a framed copy of my acceptance letter to Hawthorne.


I grabbed a joint and the lighter and wandered back
downstairs. I decided a beer by the pool would be good so I cut through the
kitchen and grabbed a six pack out of the fridge in the garage. While I was in
there I noticed a brand-new silver Porsche parked in one of the bays and I made
a mental note to give it a test drive this weekend. I walked back through the
house and went out the back door to the pool. I had only made it about two
steps before a giant black blur came charging at me. “Bo!” I yelled as the big
black lab started barking and jumping all over me. Bo was a two-week
anniversary present from some girl I dated my freshmen year at Hawthorne. We
broke up a few days later and neither of us really had time for a puppy that
just chewed on everything, shit on everything else, and always seemed to want
attention. I shipped him home after I just couldn’t deal with it, my mother
wasn’t there at the time but Maria and Vince promised to take care of him for
me until I was able to take him back. Bo started running around the pool and
picking up tennis balls, Frisbee’s, and other assorted toys and dropping them
at my feet. “Okay Bo, we can play for a while but I’ve got to jump in the pool
first!” I grabbed a towel out of the pool house and looked around for a bathing
suit, then I realized I had the whole place to myself so I stripped out of my
jeans and shirt and took a flying leap into the pool. 


The water felt awesome and I started swimming some
laps, then I realized Bo was tagging along beside me with a ball in his mouth.
I wondered who had taught him how to swim. I stood up and he released the ball
in front of me, paddling and looking at me like he was waiting for me to do
something. I grabbed the ball out of the water and tossed it to the far end of
the pool, he took off and brought it right back, and every time I threw it he’d
do the same thing. “Somebody has really taught you all kinds of tricks, haven’t
they boy?”


I swam over to the edge and hopped out long enough
to wipe my hands dry on the towel, light the joint, grab a beer, and then eased
back into the pool. I leaned against the wall and Bo came across the deck with
another toy in his mouth, I threw it and he would dive in, get the ball, climb
up the steps at the shallow end, and run right back to me. We did this until we
both were worn out. Bo lay down on the deck by me and fell asleep on his back,
all four paws up in the air and a goofy smile on his face. I climbed up on the
deck and sprawled out on my towel, the sun and my buzz had me drifting off in
no time. 


I’m not sure how long I slept but I felt a shadow
over me and looked up, Danny was staring down at me. Bo woke up and went
ballistic, whimpering and rubbing against him, tail wagging furiously.


I squinted up at him and grinned. “Hey, Danny! It’s
great to see you!”


He kind of frowned down at me, patting Bo on the
head the whole time.  “Hello Jacob, how are you?”


“Fan-fuckin’-tastic, Bro!” I realized he was wearing
his practice shorts and a t-shirt covered with dirt and sweat, “You just
getting back from baseball practice? No offense but you smell a little ripe.” I
hopped up and ducked into the pool house to grab another beer and walked back over
to him. “So why didn’t you shower and change at school, were the locker rooms
closed or something?”


“No, they weren’t, I choose to shower at home where
there’s privacy. Reverend Jim says modesty is a virtue.” He glared at me and I
remembered I was buck naked. I wasn’t sure why that would bother him since we
shared a bathroom the whole time we were growing up, but I eased back into the
pool. He seemed a little more relaxed and pulled a chair over and sat on the
deck, his hand shielding his eyes from the sun.


“Well I don’t know who this guy ‘Reverend Jim’ is
but he obviously never played sports, bro. Everybody on the team always takes a
shower at school after practice, at least they did when I was there. I never
really thought about privacy in a locker room being an issue,” I shrugged, “but
whatever.”


He started frowning and quickly changed the subject.
“Maria and Vince are off for the weekend. I know Mom left some money on the
counter for groceries. I don’t suppose you could take me to the store after I
get cleaned up?”


“Well sure Dan, I can take you, go on up and get
dressed, I’ll just finish my beer and then we can roll.” I was happy that we
could do something together, but I was beginning to think that my mother was
right about something being off about him.


“Well, I’m not sure—and it’s Daniel, not Dan—but I’m
not sure you should drive, how many of those have you had? Are you sure you
should drive?” He looked down at the beer and then his eyes widened, and I
think he noticed the joint and the lighter.


“Man, I’ve driven a lot more fucked up than this.
Besides, what’s the worst that can happen out here? We hit a fucking cow or a
rabbit or a beaver or whatever? I think I can manage, but if you have any
doubts about me my keys are on the counter in the kitchen, just take the
Rover.”


“I saw that thing in the driveway; I bet it cost a
fortune. Don’t you think spending all that money on a car is a little sinful?
You could have spent a lot less on the car and given the rest to a charity, to
the church. You could have made a difference in a lot of lives! I know you have
money, I’ll get my trust fund soon too, but I plan on giving mine to the
church. I just need enough to go to a good Baptist college, get a reliable car,
and set aside some money for when Mary and I get married.”


“Whoa, Dan—Daniel—Bro, what’s the talk about
marriage? You’re in high school and you already knocked up some fucking girl,
don’t you use—”


“Don’t YOU talk about Mary that way, Jacob! We’ve
both taken a pledge, pre-marital sex is a sin!” He stood up and looked down at
me, his fists were all balled up and I was afraid he was going to try and beat
the shit out of me.


“Hey, Daniel, ease up okay, I’m not sure what’s
gotten into you but I just don’t remember our church being this uptight about
things. I think you might be drinking a little too much of the Kool-Aid, Bro.”


“I don’t go to our old church, to Mom’s church. I go
to the Baptist church with Mary, now. And Reverend Jim is a good man, he’s
taught me a lot about the way to redemption, I’m proud to be a born again
Christian!” I wondered what this cult he had gotten himself involved in would
think if they heard that.


“Fine, whatever, fuck it! Just take my car to the
store or take that Porsche in the garage. I really don't give a shit! But I
don’t think I can handle any more time with you right now.” I studied his face.
“You seem a little tense, do you want a beer?”


He shook his head no but I thought he may have
considered it for a second. “No, I can’t, Jacob. I don’t drink, I’m too young
to drink. But you obviously do, and I guess you do worse, too.” He pointed at
the joint and kept talking, “Mom says you may be here all summer. If you are
then you need to understand that I don’t drink, I don’t do drugs, I don’t have
pre-marital sex—basically I don’t do any of the things you seem to like so
much!” He started stomping off and Bo followed close behind him. He stopped for
a second and looked at me over his shoulder, “And another thing, you clueless
moron. I can’t drive to the grocery store! I only have a learner’s permit!”


That confused me, “Well how the hell are you going
to learn if you don’t drive, dumbass?” I thought maybe that logic would calm
him down. I climbed out of the pool, remembered his new-found thing about
modesty and wrapped my towel around my waist. “Daniel, you’re my brother, I
love you, man. I don’t want things to start out like this, not if I’m going to
be here all summer.”


“All summer, really?” He seemed pretty flustered
about something to me. “I don’t even think I can handle you being here this
weekend! I don’t want to live here with someone so committed to living a life
of sin! Just look at you, you’re running around here naked, drinking beer,
smoking marijuana, and Lord knows what else! You’re an athlete, Jacob. You
should treat yourself better. Reverend Jim says the body is a temple!” 


I could tell this was a lose-lose conversation so I
went for the thing I figured would piss him off the most. “Well if your body is
a temple, Daniel, then this,” I dropped my towel and stood there with my
feet apart and my arms spread and looked down at myself and then back up at
him, “this is a cathedral.” He started freaking out, trembling and mumbling some
kind of shit I couldn’t understand. I wondered if that’s what they meant by
speaking in tongues or whatever as he slammed the door to the house shut.


I stood out there and smoked the rest of the joint
and grabbed another beer. I threw the roach into one of the flower beds and
admired how Vince always kept the grounds spotless. I headed inside and
realized that Bo had followed Daniel in, and I felt a little hurt that my dog
had abandoned me.


When I got back up to my room I threw the towel on
the floor and flopped down on the bed. I heard the shower running in the
bathroom and I figured I owed Daniel an apology so I got up to apologize, but the
door was stuck and I couldn’t get in there. I looked at it for a minute before
I realized that he had locked the door, and I couldn’t remember when either of
us had ever done that. I knocked on the door but he didn’t answer. I could hear
him in the shower singing something to himself, and I wasn’t so much of a
heathen that I couldn’t recognize a hymn when I heard one.


I walked over to the TV and looked at the DVD’s
trying to find the stack of porn videos that I kept right behind the regular
movies. I reached back to where they normally were and pulled out a Post-it note
that read “I took these away and burned them for your own good. It’s never too
late to repent!” All of these people coming in and out of my room and leaving Post-it’s
and shit was freaking me out a little, it seemed like there were no boundaries
in this house.


Friday, 7pm


I woke up from my nap and stretched and realized I
hadn’t eaten anything all day. I got up and showered before I went downstairs.
I went to get some deodorant out of my medicine cabinet and the bottom two
shelves were packed with more prescription bottles. I looked all around but
there was no note explaining why they were in there. I grabbed all of the
bottles and tossed them in the duffel and figured I would sort them out later.
I went to the dresser and found that all of my old underwear had been replaced
with tons of new stuff, all folded neatly. It wondered what was more awkward,
that I was 21 and Maria was still folding my underwear, or that my mom was
still buying it for me. I grabbed a pair of boxer briefs and liked the way they
felt and looked so I put them on. I was about to go ahead and get dressed and
head to the store for some food but my stomach was just growling and shit so I
headed downstairs to raid the fridge. 


I walked into the kitchen and there was a blender  out
on the counter, it looked like somebody had made some kind of frozen drinks. I
wasn’t big on daiquiris or shit like that but I figured what the hell and
poured some into a glass. I took one sip and spit it out in the sink, it tasted
like oatmeal and cut grass and some other shit. 


“Jacob, that’s mine!” I jumped at Daniel’s voice and
then shrugged, “Don’t worry little brother, that shit is nasty! What the fuck
is that crap?”


“Stop. The. Swearing. Now. There’s a lady present!”
He looked over toward the door and I saw this really hot chick—all blonde hair,
pouty lips, huge tits—like a porn star, standing there. 


I walked over to her and offered my hand, “Hi, I’m
Foster, and you are….?”


She turned her head and looked like she was talking
to the wall, “I’m Mary, Daniel’s girlfriend. Nice, uh, nice to meet you. But
wait, I though Daniel said your name was Jacob?”


“Yeah, it is but everybody calls me Foster, I got
the nickname in high school ‘cause they all said my—”


Daniel cut me off, “Enough Daniel! Mary does not
need to know your nickname or what it means!” He was turning red, fast. Your
given name is Jacob and that’s what she’ll call you! And you shouldn’t be
standing there practically naked in a woman’s presence!”


“Okay, Okay, bro, just chill. Sorry Mary, I didn’t
know you were here. Are you two going out tonight?”


“Oh no, Jacob! Friday night is our date night. We
usually hang out with my parent’s and play board games or watch a movie. But
tonight is, well, special. I’m staying here tonight—”


I winked at Daniel and said “you go dawg! I thought
you two were waiting—”


“Shut the hell up Jacob!” I knew he was pissed when
he started cursing and I was secretly a little proud of him. Mary gasped a
little. “Just, I mean, just shut up. Mary is staying here because we’re heading
out early in the morning to go on a church trip! The Pattersons from church are
driving us, and Mary lives too far out of the way—we need to leave at 5am. Her
parents have given their blessing for her to stay here. They know you’re here
to chaperone and Mom told them it was okay for her to stay here. She’ll be in
the guest room and everybody knows we’d never take advantage of this, this
situation. Her parents trust us, and thankfully they’ve never met you! Nothing
sinful will happen here tonight!”


Mary cut her eyes over to Daniel, and I thought I
could see a little disappointment on her face. I winked at both of them and said,
“Okay, I gotcha little bro! I’ll be the best chaperone ever, I’ll make Reverend
Jim proud of all of us.” I glanced in the fridge and couldn’t see anything I
wanted, so I shut the door and leaned back against the counter. “What do y’all
say, let’s go get some real food, some steaks, anything other than this crap!
My treat, I’d be neglecting my chaperone duties if I didn’t take you two little
love birds out for dinner on your ‘date night’.”


“We’ve already had dinner, Jacob, so no thanks.
We’re just going to have our shakes and watch some TV, and then we need to go
to bed early.” I winked at him again and he turned a deeper red. “I mean we
have to get up early for the trip, that’s all I meant!”


I noticed Mary had stopped staring at the wall and
her eyes locked on to my crotch. I realized I was scratching my balls. Daniel
had noticed and he glared at me, “shouldn’t you go upstairs and get dressed, or
just go away or something? What’s with you anyway? You don’t wear clothes at
your college?”


I shrugged and looked at Mary and she was studying
my body so hard that I just had to keep my brother squirming a little longer. I
stretched and then turned sideways to give her a profile shot. “So, what
exactly is this trip about?”


Mary snapped out of it and exclaimed, “Oh, you
should come with us Foster, I mean Jacob! We’re going to meet some folks from the
Westboro Baptist Church and help them with a prayer vigil at a soldier’s
funeral!”


“That’s right, Jacob. It would do you some good to
spend some time with our church members! Everything’s already organized, all
you have to do is get up early and wear some nice clothes, really ANY clothes
would be okay.”


“Oh, and look, Jacob! We made signs of support and
everything!” She stepped into the garage and came out with a huge sign that
said “God Hates Fags”. I was a little speechless, confused or whatever, and
walked out of the room.


Upstairs I rolled another joint and dug around in my
closet for some clothes to put on. I found one of my old Reagan High Spartans t
shirt and an old pair of jeans that still fit okay, they were a little tight
across my thighs but that was fine. The sleeves of the shirt were tight around
my biceps, and my chest and abs were pretty well-defined, so I left it on. I
looked in the mirror and thought I was ready for a night out on the town in
Dutchville. I found an old belt with a huge rodeo buckle and dug out my old boots,
the ones I wore when my buddy Pete and I would go hunting in the fall.
Everything felt familiar and comfortable. I dug into the duffel and pulled out
a couple of pills, kind of a variety pack since I wasn’t sure what I’d get into
tonight. Then I thought about the little right-wing fascists downstairs and
grabbed a few more tablets.


I walked back downstairs. Daniel and Mary were on
the sofa watching a sitcom with Bo sprawled out between them. I went into the
kitchen and noticed the blender was still half full. I called out, “Hey Daniel,
do you mind if I finish off this shake stuff in the blender, bro?”


“Don’t drink that Jacob, I was coming in there to
get the rest of it during the next commercial!”


I scooted back out to them and grabbed their
glasses, “let me do that for you—for y’all! I’ll be right back.” I ran back
into the kitchen and ground up some E and some Viagra and dumped all of it into
the blender. I threw in a couple ice cubes and let the blender run, then poured
it between the two glasses. I took a sip and it still tasted like hell so I
figured they’d never know the difference.


“Here you two go, no hard feelings about earlier,
okay?” Daniel looked a little doubtful but Mary beamed at me. I was standing at
the end of the sofa with my legs pressed against the arm and I realized my crotch
was right in her face. I took a step back and said, “Uh, okay then. I’m going
out to get something to eat and maybe check out the town. Bo, you wanna ride
with me, boy?” He kept snoring so I took it as a no.


I slipped out through the kitchen and went into the
garage to check out the Porsche. The keys were laying in the driver’s seat
along with the garage-door opener. As soon as the door was half-way up I fired
up the car and backed out. I sat in the driveway and checked out the dashboard
to get a feel for where everything was, lit the joint, and then took off down
the road.


When I got into town my first stop was the
Fast-Mart. I put some gas in the car and then walked inside for a mountain dew
and some food for the munchies I had going on. I grabbed a case of beer and was
trying to stack everything on top of it when the clerk or cashier or whatever
walked up beside me and she said, “Let me help you with that!”


I was looking at all of the chips and trying to
decide what to get. When I felt the beer being lifted out of my hands I said
“thanks,” and turned to face her and she was a dude, a he, whatever.


“Hi Foster! I thought that was you!” His voice was
high and he definitely sounded like he played for the same team I had joined
but definitely not the same position. And we were opposites, he was short and
pretty scrawny, he had an earring in his right ear and a streak of purple
through his hair. And that hair, it had this whole pointy-swoopy thing going on
over his forehead, he looked like one of those guys auditioning for a
make-me-famous singing show or whatever. I went to shake his hand but I
realized neither of us had a free one, both of us had our hands full of all of
my junk food and beer. He motioned to the counter and we set all the shit down.
I looked at him again and realized I knew him from school. “Hi, uh, Jerry,
right?”


He grinned and said “Close! It’s Jeremy, you were
one year ahead of me at Reagan, but you probably don’t remember me.”


I looked around and realized it was just the two of
us in the store. The Porsche was sitting out by the pumps, a collection of
moths and other bugs and shit were flying around the lights out there and I
realized it was getting dark outside.  I made one more pass through the store,
grabbing some candy and some mints and filling up a giant cup with fountain
Mountain Dew. I walked back to the counter and leaned against it as he rang
everything up. 


 “Hey, yeah Jeremy, I remember you.” I didn’t say
that I remembered all of the jocks, including myself, harassing and torturing
the poor little guy. I had flashbacks of us tossing him in a dumpster, sticking
fag signs to his back, laughing at him in gym class—typical high school shit
that I kind of felt pretty fucking guilty about right now. “So, uh, like what’s
new with you?”


“Well, Foster, things are going just fantastic for
me! Just look around you,” he raised his arms over his head and his hands
swiveled all around. “I rule this place, I am the manager, I am the Que—the
King, you know what I mean. And I’m taking a few courses at the community college;
I’m trying to get my associate’s degree in HV/AC repair.” That kind of shocked
me. I figured he was going to say hair styling or something like that. He was
staring at me, “You know, you were kind of my idol in high school. You know,
the whole popular, good looking, great athlete stuff—I hate to admit it but
this girl did have a little crush on you!” I felt my face go red and looked
around the store again just to make sure it was still empty. I went back around
the aisles and picked up some more junk food, grabbed some more beer, studied
the magazine racks. 


“Well somebody is a hungry boy tonight! But anyway,
like I said, I was so impressed with how muscular and cute and all you were in
school, it made me feel bad, but then I figured instead of being jealous I
should just hit the gym myself! I joined the YMCA over in Stockton!”


I started moving back to the counter and dumped the
new pile of stuff on top of the old pile. I looked at his skinny arms and I really
wasn’t sure what to say. “That’s great Jeremy, did you just sign up?”


He looked a little hurt at that but then he bounced
right back. “Oh no, I’ve been going for about a year now! I’m in a spinning
class, a yoga class, I’m taking beginner’s swimming, and I feel great!”


I was stumped so I changed the subject. “So what
does everybody do for fun around here at night? Are there any new hot spots
around here, anything to entertain me tonight?” I realized as soon as I said it
that probably wasn’t the best question to ask him and my face went red again.


“Oh, well I guess the only thing around here is
still Joe’s. I’m sure all your old friends will be there tonight, it gets
really crowded on the weekend. I haven’t been in a long time, my boyfriend and
I usually go into the city and hang out in the clubs there. Why don’t you come
with us?! Those boys at the club will faint when a fine-ass straight boy like
you walks in the place.”


I was getting panicky, feeling really
claustrophobic, thinking about breaking into one of cases of beer and downing
one at the counter. “No! Well, uh, I guess—well what I mean to say is thanks,
but I think I’ll go to Joe’s and catch up with the old gang, you know how it
is.”


“Well, I won’t ever set foot in Joe’s again! The
last time I tried to go there it was terrible, just awful.” He was ringing up
all the shit and throwing it in bags, and then putting them back on the
counter. He was running out of room.


“Joe’s was awful? Has it gone downhill or
something?” 


“Well, the last time I tried to go I was only in
there for a few minutes. I heard a bunch of glass breaking out in the parking
lot, so I looked outside and somebody had busted all the windows in my car and
flattened my tires.”


“Jesus, Jeremy! Why would somebody do that to you?
From what I remember you were always a nice kid, you never caused any trouble.
Did they catch the guy?”


“No, Buddy said he’d look into it and he took a
police report and all, but I could tell by the way he was acting he wasn’t
going to do anything. And why do you think they would do that, Foster?” He
pointed to the rainbow flag pinned to his shirt.


“Oh, well shit, I mean that sucks. This has always
been like a pretty conservative place, I guess. Maybe you should make a move
and live in the city, seems like you might be… more comfortable there, you
know?” I really felt kind of bad for the little guy. I was a little
uncomfortable with him being so, well such a whatever, but somebody being
openly hostile toward him seemed pretty extreme to me.


“Part of me would move in a heartbeat, Foster! Sometimes
I hate this place as much as it hates me! But I’m not moving, I’m taking care
of my aunt, she’s not doing too well and she needs me here. And I have school,
my boyfriend, the gym and I have our church. I’m just not gonna give up, not
yet anyway.”


“Well good for you, man. Way to hang in there, it’s
a brave thing you’re doing. And I’m sure your aunt is thankful to have you
around. Those are good things, man. You should be proud of yourself. You’re
giving it a hundred and ten percent!” That was about all I had in the way of a
motivational speech so I shut up.


He looked like he was going to cry, and all he said
was “Thanks, Foster, just—well, just thanks.” He stared at the counter, at all
the bags and beer stacked up there.  He pointed at the cash register, “That’s
uh, well that will be $345.00, wow! I’ve never had to ask anybody in here
before, but do you need some help out to your car with all this shit?” We both
laughed and gathered up bags to carry out to the Porsche.


The car wasn’t really made for hauling groceries,
but we managed to pack everything in there. “Thanks man, I’m still headed over
to Joe’s, I want to try and catch up with Pete and the rest of the guys.”
Before I could even think about what I was doing I heard myself saying, “But
let’s have lunch, or maybe dinner, tomorrow, okay?”


He lit up and grinned, “Well that would be great
Foster, dinner would be just great! I have to work until six, but I could meet
you around seven after I check on things at home!”


I pulled out my phone and started punching in a
reminder. “Okay, dinner it is, that’s good, that’s okay. Seven’s fine, just
tell me where to show up, boss.”


He considered that for a minute. “Well, I don’t
think you’d want to be seen with me around here--” I started to cut him off but
he held his hand up. “It’s okay, Foster, I’m just trying to make things
comfortable for both of us. How about the Pizza Hut out near the highway. You
know where that is?”


“Sure man, that’s fine, seven tomorrow it is.” He
smiled and started walking back into the store. I reached over to the passenger
seat and grabbed a beer. Then I fired up the car and headed to Joe’s.


Friday, 9pm


I pulled into the dirt parking lot of Joe’s and
grabbed a parking spot near the front door. I climbed out of the car and walked
into the bar. As I walked through the doors the country music, the cigarette
smoke, the familiar faces—it all seemed like I had only been gone a month
instead of years. I made my way through the crowd, saying hello to some old
buddies from Reagan and some folks from around town, exchanging phone numbers
and promising to catch up with them before I left town again. Everybody seemed
pretty excited to see me and I was feeling a little special, like I thought I
was going to feel when I first pulled up at the house. I saw Pete and Betsy,
his wife, over in the corner of the room by some open windows and made my way
over to them.


Pete still looked pretty damn good. He had bulked up
a little, his arms and shoulders were bigger than I remembered. He was an inch
or so shorter than me but in anything other than baseball he kicked my ass in
any sport we played. He was a natural athlete with short black hair and some
matching stubble on his chiseled jaw. He still had that wild-eyed southern boy
look that drove all the girls, and me I guess, crazy.  While I was staring at
him he and Betsy were laughing and bumping shoulders, they still looked like
the happy couple they had always been in high school.


He glanced up and saw me coming; his eyes lit up and
he jumped off his bar stool and met me halfway. We hugged and patted each other
on the back and I realized how much I had missed him. We walked back over to
Betsy and I hugged her, too.


I was so excited I yelled over all the noise, “Jesus
it’s so fuckin’ good to see you two! It’s been way too damn long!” They kind of
stared at me and I notice a big part of the crowd around us had gone quiet. I
looked around and wondered what was going on. 


“Hey, Foster, it’s good to see you, too,” he glanced
around and had this awkward smile on his face. “But, uh, well this isn’t a
locker room, Bo. You gotta watch your language. There are a lot of ladies here,
you know, just go easy on the F bombs and whatnot.”


“Oh shit, I mean shoot, whatever. Sorry about that!”
The noise level returned to normal and I made a mental note that I wasn’t at
Hawthorne anymore, I needed to ease up on the language. Before I could say
anything else Patty, the waitress who had been at Joe’s probably since before I
was born, put two shots and two longnecks down on the little table next to
Betsy. Patty pointed across the bar at two guys I recognized from the football
team, Bucky and Tommy. They waved and Pete and I tipped the beers toward them.


I asked, “Well why didn’t they buy three beers, are
you the designated driver tonight, Betsy?” She grinned at me and patted her
stomach.


“Foster, honey!” Her voice had always reminded me a
little of some kind of southern belle—all magnolias and honeysuckle and whatnot.
“I’ve been the designated driver forever, it feels like! My Pete’s gotten
spoiled! I didn’t drink when I found out I was expectin’ the first one, and now
we have number two comin’ in about three months.” She and Pete exchanged
glances and smiled. I felt something a little like jealousy or loneliness,
whatever. 


“Oh, wow, no shi—I mean wow, congratulations!” I
gave her a hug and Pete a handshake. “You look amazing Betsy, just as pretty as
you were in high school. So wow, you already have number two on the way! Seems
like I have some catching up to do. So the first kid, it—she’s a girl, right?


Pete grinned, I was trying to listen but really
staring at him, he looked better than high school, maybe a little tougher. With
that buzz cut, the stubble on the jaw, the steel in his eyes, he looked like he
could be on a poster for the Navy SEALS. “Yep, Foster, we have a little baby
girl, Emily. She’ll be one at the end of the month.” We both had southern
accents but his voice rolled out in a true drawl, he always sounded like he was
saying something dangerous or dirty.


“That is just fu—that’s awesome you two!” I picked
up my shot glass and Pete grabbed his, we tilted them toward each other and
slammed them down. I wiped a little bit of bourbon off my bottom lip with the
back of my hand. “So Pete, you still in the Marines?” Betsy looked a little
confused and Pete took a long swig of his beer.


“Well Foster, I’ve been out of the Marines for a
while now, it’s been a year or so now. I guess we do have a lot to catch up
on.” Betsy was leaning back in her chair and looking around the room, things
were getting crowded fast and the music and conversations were getting a little
louder. Pete tapped on her shoulder, “You lookin’ for anybody in particular,
honey?”


“Well, I was hoping Patty would swing back by, I
could use a diet soda or something.” She kept looking around, “But I guess this
crowd is keeping her busy. That poor girl will be serving beer until she’s in a
walker.”


I took a look at the line at the bar. “I’ll tell you
what Betsy, I’d be happy to get you a soda! You just stay here and try not to
start any bar fights, okay?” She grinned and I grabbed my beer and winked at
her. Pete started to get out of his chair and I shook my head, “I got this
round Bo, be right back.”


Getting to the bar was a little harder than I thought,
it seemed like everybody in Dutchville was here tonight. I waded through the
crowd and had to stop to say hello to old teammates, old girlfriends, old
teachers--basically everybody. At one point I had to stop in my tracks as Patty
parted the crowd with an enormous tray over her head loaded with beer, fries,
and some burgers. I didn’t know where she was headed but I was pretty sure
somebody was going to be wearing all of that shit before she got there.


While there was still an open spot in her wake I saw
this guy standing across from me and staring. I gave him a quick once over
trying to figure out if I knew him. He looked maybe five or so years older than
me and was a stocky kind of guy—not fat, but not trim either. He looked like a
rugby player, maybe. He had short blonde hair that was pretty thick with some
kind of gel or something spiking it up. He was wearing a blue polo shirt stretched
over his chest and biceps, and he had on khaki shorts that showed how muscular
and tan his legs were.


The girl holding on to his arm was stunning in her
own way. She had bleached-blonde hair that looked like she had just stepped of
a roller coaster. Her dress was incredibly small, showing off the body of a
Barbie doll or a stripper or whatever. She had on high heels, not the usual
footwear for wading through the peanut shells and cigarette butts that littered
the floor at Joe’s. Together they looked like a couple who had gotten lost or
had a flat tire on the highway or something and had just stumbled into a Hell’s
Angels’ clubhouse. When I looked back up at the cosmetic explosion of her face
she was glaring, actually scowling, directly at me. I had a sinking feeling
that she noticed I spent more time checking out her boyfriend than her.


I broke eye contact with her and kept moving toward
the bar, still going upstream through the back pats and fist bumping from old
friends. When I finally got up to the bar I realized there was one guy
bartending and a crowd of thirsty people so I stood there and waited. The crowd
kept bumping into me and I started to feel a little claustrophobic, and that
was when I realized that whoever was behind was beginning to grind against my
ass. And then I realized it was a guy grinding against me, and things were
getting a little more firm as he moved. My first thought for some reason was
that maybe it was Pete, maybe some kind of joke? I really didn’t have room to
turn around, but I turned my head as far as I could and looked behind me, and
there was the polo-shirt guy. 


He had this aww-shucks grin on his face, “It’s nuts
to butts in here tonight, ain’t it, Bo?” I really started to hate myself but I
was kind of drawn to this guy, in a train wreck sort of way. “I guess this
right here is the place to be!” He had the balls, or whatever, to push his package
right back up to my ass and press again. I turned my head toward him and I
guess he saw something in my eyes that made him reconsider the situation. He
backed up enough to break contact and became fascinated with the menu above the
bar.


The bartender finally nodded his head at me and I
had to yell for him to hear my order. I threw a hundred down on the bar and
didn’t wait for change, I just grabbed the two beers and the Diet Coke and
headed straight back to Pete and Betsy.  When I got there the table was packed
with beer and shots that people had sent over. Betsy pointed at all of it, “It
damn near killed Patty to keep bringing all this crap over here, and nobody
ever thought to send over a soda for me!” She saw the glass I was holding and
said, “Thanks, Foster!”


I passed it over to her and tried to find an open
spot on the table for the beer. “Holy crap, do they really expect two guys to
drink all of this tonight?”


Betsy drank half her soda in one gulp. “I can’t
speak for you, Foster, but Pete will not be drinking all of that tonight! I
need to get home and get my feet up, and get out of this smoke.” I looked
around and realized that even with all the open windows there was still a haze
across the room. 


Pete grinned and started organizing lines of shots
and bottles of beer, “Let’s give it a try, bud, for old times’ sake!” Betsy
rolled her eyes and laughed as we did our best to clear the table. The next
time Patty came over with another round I gave her a twenty to pass everything
back around to the crowd, Pete and I just hung on to a few beers.


I was starting to feel really buzzed, and I could
tell Pete was feeling pretty good, too. All three of us tried to talk about our
high school days but we were just about screaming over the crowd. The last day
or so had really wiped me out, and I was about to make up an excuse about
having to head home to check on Danny when Betsy looked over my shoulder. Something
must have scared her, she blew a fair amount of soda out her mouth and kind of
gasped. Pete stood up fast and I thought maybe we were about to get robbed or
whatever, but then he grinned and said, “Howdy Billy!” I looked up and there
was polo guy and his girlfriend or hooker or whatever. Pete and this Billy guy
shook hands and then Pete got up and motioned for the girl to sit down. Betsy
looked like she may or may not be in the beginnings of some kind of seizure.


Pete put his arm around Billy’s shoulder and Billy
was really checking me out, I knew that look. “Foster this is Billy, my boss at
the construction company where I work. Billy this is Pete, my best buddy from
high school!” He looked at the woman sitting there and checking a little mirror
she pulled out of her purse. “Well, this is, uh—”


Billy looked proud and a little embarrassed at the
same time and he reached down and picked up the last beer on the table. “This
here is Heather!” She looked up and smiled at all of us, like a crocodile or
something equally as dangerous would. “She’s from over in Matthews but I
finally got her to go out with me! And so, uh, here we are! Heather, that
pretty lady sittin’ next to ya is Betsy, Pete’s wife.” They exchanged looks and
a little shiver went down my spine. I couldn’t be sure but I pictured a cat
fight, maybe even a knife fight, was about to start.


Billy had his eyes on me again. “Foster, is it?
Wait, now I remember, you and Pete were the stars of the baseball team, and the
football team, too! That was a little after I graduated from West Montgomery,
but I heard a lot about you back then, and Pete’s told me a lot of stories
about the two of you. You were some kind of state all-star in baseball, weren’t
you? A catcher who knocked a lot of balls out of the park, right?”


“Foster was the home run king of the team, that’s
for sure,” Pete grinned at me.


Billy kept going on going, “And you both were
quarterbacks too, right?”


“Pete was the star quarterback, he was a natural.” I
held my hands up, “I was just the backup.”


“But you two were the biggest jocks around here from
what everybody said! I heard that—”


And that’s when Heather spoke up and I  cringed when
I heard that flat nasal accent, it sounded like a poorly-tuned banjo, or maybe
a cat stuck in a tree. “Well, now, I went to West about the same time you two
were at Reagan.” She looked straight at Betsy, “Of course I was a few years
behind them.”


“No doubt,” Betsy stared back at her, “But that
would make you eighteen, isn’t that a little too young to be at Joe’s? And
Billy,” she just kept staring at Heather, “Billy you’re a little bit older than
this sweet innocent thing is, I sure hope you’re not corrupting her.” Pete blew
out a little beer on that one.


“Oh no! Billy treats me like a lady, he’s a real
gentleman.” She looked a little bored and disappointed when she said that.
“After this he’s taking me out into the country for a drive, you know how hard
it is to have a good conversation in here with all this noise.” She gestured
around the bar and half of the guys in there waved and smiled at her.


Billy jumped back in, “Well we don’t get over this
way too much. I figured, you know,” he had his hand on the front of his shorts
and was doing this weird kind of tapping rubbing thing— and he actually winked
at me. “I figured I'd show her some of the sights.”


I didn’t know why this guy was getting to me but he
was. “Did you play any sports in school Billy? You look you’re in pretty good
shape.” Billy gave me this huge grin like I was giving him some kind of a
signal, some kind of a green light. 


That’s when Heather’s voice went up to near
screaming, “Holy Shit, now I remember!” She alternated between staring at my
crotch and looking at my face. Your real name, it’s like Jake or Jack,
something like that, right?”


“Yep, it’s Jake…but my nickname is Fost—” 


“Yeah, shit! I heard about you, alright, all the
girls in the county talked about it and they said you got your nick name on the
account of you havin’ a pecker the size of a beer ca—” 


Most of people within earshot were staring at her,
and some of them were looking at me. Billy looked a little flustered but he was
staring at my package, too. “Whoa, Heather! Not everybody in this place needs
to hear that kind of lang—”


Heather cut him off, “well, shit Billy” she downed
her drink in one gulp. “Foster here, he’s kind of a legend in Dutchville! I bet
you half the people in here already know about that huge--”


I realized Billy and Heather were both staring at
the front of my jeans and Pete and Betsy were staring out the open windows with
grins on their faces. Betsy almost immediately turned back to Heather “You—Heather,
darlin’, you truly do seem to be excited about this topic, but I’m just not
sure that a lady, a real lady, would even—”


I had to think of something fast, “Betsy, you’re out
of soda, let me grab you another one real quick. Billy, Pete, you ready for
another round?” Billy said no but Pete nodded to me. I bolted through the crowd
and just sort of shouldered my way up to the bar. I ordered fast and threw some
cash down on the bar. I turned around and Billy was standing there, I jumped a
little bit but kind of glad, too. He was raising his eyes up to mine quick and
I had this creepy feeling he had been staring at my ass. He took one of the
beers from my hand and cornered me up against the bar.


“Let me help you with that Foster,” and he chugged
half the beer. “Oops, that probably wasn’t mine. Let me buy you another one.”


“Oh, that’s okay Billy, I’m driving and I prolly
shouldn’t have any more. I think I’m going to take a leak and then head on
home.” I didn’t have to go until I said it, and when I looked at the line for
the men’s room I wasn’t sure if I could wait that long.


Billy tugged on his crotch and grinned, “You know I
was just about to head that way myself. And maybe I’ll see if that Foster
legend is true.” Then he fucking winked at me. I made up my mind to wait until
I got out to parking lot to take a leak.


“You know Billy, maybe some other time, buddy.” I
had no idea why I would say that. “I think I’ll just take this soda over to
Betsy and then call it a night.”


“Well sure Foster, you got it—I mean, we should get
together and play some golf or something sometime. You know what I mean, Bo? I
just kind of grinned and nodded, I wondered if he remembered his date was
sitting about twenty feet away from us.  I started moving away from the bar and
was glad to see him join the line for the men’s room. I walked back to Pete,
Betsy and Heather and they were all just sitting there, they all looked a
little miserable. I gave Betsy her drink and spoke over the crowd, “I’m going
out to smoke a cigarette. I don’t wanna smoke right here in front Betsy, it’s
probably not good for the baby or whatever. I’ll be right back.”


Heather glanced up and looked around, “is Billy
already outside or something?” Betsy was giving me a warning glare for trying
to abandon them. 


“Billy went to the little boy’s room, ha ha. I’m
sure he’ll be back in no time.” I cut back through the bar and just about ran
through the front door. I walked over to the car and dug a pack of cigarettes
out of all the bags of crap, then I reconsidered and grabbed the half-smoked
joint instead. I walked around the corner of the bar and past all the open
windows, a little bit of cigarette smoke and a whole lot of noise coming
through them.  I walked around to the back and lit the joint and then
unbuttoned my fly as fast as I could.  


I was still pissing when I felt a hand on my
shoulder and I thought about turning around and pissing all over Billy’s feet.
Then I realized it was Pete and he had already unzipped, I passed him the joint
and he took a long drag off of it.


“Great minds think alike Foster, I figured you were
back here and I was about to bust. This joint here is a nice little bonus
though.” I didn’t think I was ever gonna finish pissing but I finally did and I
passed the joint back to Pete.


“As much as I’d like to smoke some more I think I
better pass, Betsy would through a fit if she knew I was out here doing this.”


Betsy cleared her throat and we both jumped, “the
only reason I would be pissed is that I can’t do it. I’m not mad at him,” she
laughed. “I’m just jealous of the two of you.” Pete walked over to her and
hugged her. I dropped what was left of the joint and just sort of stood there
watching how happy they were.


“Well, let me get my lady home, Foster, she’s been a
trooper tonight but she does need her rest. But hey, why don’t we go out to
Uncle Ron’s place, hang out at the boathouse and do some fishin’ tomorrow?” I
gave him a thumbs up and he said, “Great! Just like old times, Bo. The fish
usually bite around six or so, why don’t you come over to the house around
then? I’ll pack a cooler; all the tackle and fishin’ rods are in the boathouse.
Let’s do this!”


“Sure, Pete, but six in the morning? Let’s make it
around ten, we’ll let the fish sleep in tomorrow.” We started walking around to
the front of the bar. When we got there Betsy and I both hit our remotes at the
same time. The Porsche beeped and the minivan parked next to it chirped. 


She looked at all the bags piled up inside the car.
“The next time you need to go shoppin’ I can loan you my minivan. I wouldn’t
mind trading cars for a day.” She was eyeing the Porsche like she was about to
snatch the keys out of my hand and disappear for a week or two. We said our
goodbyes and I promised to be at their house by ten.


I got home and put the beer in the garage fridge then
I gathered up all the other bags out of the car and stumbled through the door
with them. Bo was there wagging his tail to greet me so I popped open a bag of
chips and threw some in his bowl. I poured myself a Mountain Dew and headed
upstairs. I got up there and started heading to my room, thinking about
spending the day hanging out with Pete tomorrow and feeling pretty happy. As I
passed Daniel’s door I heard some odd noises so I stopped to listen. There was
a thumping noise that I recognized as a headboard hitting the wall, and there
were all kinds of moans and mattress squeaking going on. I was pretty proud of
myself as I went into my room.


I kept thinking about Pete, and maybe a little bit
about Billy too. I washed down a couple of Ambien and threw my clothes on the
floor. I went over to the bathroom door and it was locked. I didn’t think I
should interrupt the honeymoon couple so I opened the window and took a leak.
As I fell into bed I looked at the clock and it was only ten thirty.
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I woke up and stretched and I had that weird
where-am-I? feeling that I used to get when I first started at Hawthorne. I
looked around, rubbed my eyes, and got my bearings. On a whim I tried the door
to the bathroom and it was unlocked. I walked in and brushed the funk off my
teeth and looked in the mirror. Considering the last few days I thought I was
hanging in there pretty well, and I couldn’t remember when I had slept that
long. I finished up in the bathroom and just as I was about to walk out
Daniel’s door opened and Mary walked in. Except for some really lacey black
panties she was naked. When she realized I was standing there she raised a hand
to cover her tits and put a finger to her lips.


“Daniel’s still sleeping, Jake. Let’s not wake him
up. I think he’s pretty much worn out.” She gave me a wicked smile that caught
me off guard. I noticed she was staring at my junk and I tried to cover it up
with my hand. She said, “You know, for somebody I just me a day ago I sure have
seen a lot of you. Do you ever wear clothes?”


“No, I mean, yeah, I wear clothes, just not when I
sleep.” She had lowered her arms and was leaning over the counter staring at
herself in the mirror. I started walking out of the room but she said, “I know
what you did last night, Foster.”


“Huh, I just went to Joe’s to see some friends, I
mean, I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.” I tried to give her my best
confused look. 


She turned away from the mirror and stared at me
again so I grabbed a towel and held it in front of me. She whispered and tilted
her head toward Daniel’s room. “He was an animal last night, and I think you
may have had something to do with that. That was the best sex I’ve ever had in
my life.”


“Well, that’s coo—wait, what do you mean the best
you’ve ever had? You mean, like, that that wasn’t your first, uh, ti—”


“Nope Foster, that wasn’t my first time at that
rodeo.” Then she looked at me with an urgent, kind of fearful look in her eyes.
She moved forward to me and grabbed my arm, “Please, please Jacob, Jake,
whatever, please don’t tell him, he’d be crushed! I gotta admit this whole virgin-‘til-you’re-married
pledge had me all flustered. But whatever I’ve done in the past, I’d never hurt
Daniel, I’ve never cheated on him, I never would! He just needed a little push
last night, and he certainly had that. And, well, now I know that we’re good
together in that, too.  If he finds out what you did I’m not sure he’d speak to
you again, and if he found out what I did before we were together I’m not sure
if he’d speak to me, either.”


“I understand Mary,” I was trying not to grin but I
managed to keep a straight face. “I’d never say anything to Daniel about what you
did in the past. If he figures out what I did last night I’ll deal with that,
don’t worry. Go on back in there; if he’s like any other red-blooded seventeen
year old he’s probably ready for round two,” I looked at her and winked, “Or
maybe round ten.” She smiled and we both walked out through the doors.


I felt rested and inspired so I went into my room
and threw on some shorts and some running shoes. I headed downstairs while I
was still motivated and relatively sober. Bo met me at the bottom of the steps
and gave one low bark, it almost sounded like a question. He walked into the
kitchen and sniffed his bowl and stared at me like it was my fault the bowl was
empty. I filled the bowl ‘til the kibble started falling out of it and Bo
looked thrilled. He started chomping down on the food and by the time I downed
a bottled water the bowl was empty and he was sitting there, staring at me. “Whatcha
need Bo?” He got up and led me to the back door, I let him out and he
immediately started watering a bush. He seemed happy out there so I closed the
door and went back through the house and started to run.


I ran about two miles or so then turned around and
headed back. With the heat and humidity I was all hot and sweaty and I could
smell the beer and bourbon oozing out of my pores. I cut through the house,
went out to the backyard and dove into the pool with Bo right on my heels. We
swam twenty laps or so and then I hopped out. I dropped to the deck and did a
couple hundred crunches and some pushups and stood under the outdoor shower to
rinse the chlorine and sweat off of me. I didn’t want to chance running into Danny
or Mary while I was naked so I grabbed a towel and covered myself before
heading back upstairs.


I threw on some old blue board shorts and an old
Reagan t shirt and ducked into the bathroom to put on some deodorant and put a
little gel in my hair. I thought I looked okay—my abs and chest were ripped, I
was tan, and had some good stubble going on my chin. From what I could hear in
his bedroom Daniel was still giving Mary his best shot and I almost felt a
little sorry for her. I went back through my room and grabbed an assortment of pharms
from the duffel bag and put them in a little metal mint box, and then threw in
a few joints too. I went down to the kitchen and grabbed some bags of chips and
a pack of cigarettes. I figured that was all I needed so I went out and hopped
into the Rover.


It took using the GPS, and even then I missed a few
turns, but I finally pulled up into Pete’s driveway. The house was small but
really nice. There was a fresh coat of paint on it and all kinds of shrubs and
flowers and shit in the front yard. Betsy’s minivan was parked next to the
house, and beside it was a huge Ford pickup with a big “Billy Warner
Construction” decal on the side. I threw the little box of pills into the bag
with the chips and headed to the front door. Before I could even knock Betsy
opened the door and motioned for me to come in. “Emma just fell back to sleep,
my Mom brought her back over this morning and she was kind of cranky. Let me go
get Pete.”


I stepped into the living room and stood around
waiting for him, looking around at all the furniture and pictures and whatever.
It was nice and felt so homey that I felt a little twinge of jealousy, but I
wasn’t even really sure why. I saw something move out of the corner of my eye
and Pete was coming down the hall. He was wearing board shorts too, but his
were white and you could pretty much see right through them. As he came down
the hall he was pulling on a t shirt and I noticed some pretty big scars just
above his left hip. “I guess we need to head out fast and quiet, Betsy’s afraid
were going to wake up Emma.” He was rubbing his eyes and you tell he had just
rolled out of bed. “Sorry I’m not ready, you’re a little early aren’t you?” He
walked into another room, the kitchen I guess, and came back with a big cooler
that was making sloshing ice and clinking bottles sounds as he carried it.  “I
probably went a little overboard on the booze but we haven’t done this in a
while. I have two twelve-packs of beer and a bottle of bourbon.”


“That’ll last until noon, maybe.” I grinned at Pete
and winked at Betsy.  


Betsy shook her head, “You guys please call me if
you drink ALL of that and I’ll pick you up at the gate to Ron’s.” She leaned up
and gave Pete a quick kiss on the lips, then looked at me. “The only thing I
ask is that you don’t do anything that’ll land you two in jail, Foster. You
guys have fun—within reason, and I’ll see you this afternoon.”


We tip-toed out of the house with the cooler
sloshing and clinking but Emma was still quiet. He led me around the house to
an old barn and slid the doors open, and there it sat. “Jesus, Pete, is that
the same Jeep you had in high school?” I flashed back to all the times we had
ridden around in that old thing and stared at it in awe.


“Foster, this Jeep is only three years older than
the last time you saw it, it’s not a friggin’ antique! And she still runs like
a champ. Plus,” he pointed at the scraped up sides and mud packed under the
fenders, “this is about the only thing that can still make it back to the
boathouse.” He pointed at the Range Rover. “Your suv or truck or whatever
doesn’t look like it’s ever left pavement, and Billy would shit if he knew I
took the company truck out there.” We threw all the stuff in the back of the
Jeep and hopped in, the doors and top were off and I really felt like we were
in a time machine. He cranked it up and the Jeep roared and backfired a few
times, then he threw it gear and headed out the driveway.


We went about ten miles down some country roads
without saying much over all the wind and the noises the Jeep was making.  I
felt the wind pulling on the right leg of my shorts and the sun hitting my
shoulders and just sat back and enjoyed the ride. We turned off the road and on
to his uncle’s property. There was a huge metal gate with all kinds of red and
orange stickers on it. I looked closer and saw that they were all from banks,
the DEA, and the IRS. All of them claimed ownership of the land and warned
about trespassing. Pete got out and swung the gate open, “Somebody cut the lock
off this thing last winter, but they probably didn’t get too far down the
path.”


“Uh, Pete, it’s probably none of my business but it
looks like maybe this isn’t your Uncle’s property anymore?”


“Yeah, well no, not so much anymore, I guess. It’ll
take years for all those people to figure it out. Everybody’s been fightin’
over this place since he went to prison. Not sure how it’ll all play out but he
has years to worry about it.”


I reached behind me and pulled out a pack of
cigarettes and a lighter out of my plastic bag. Then I pulled a couple beers
out of his cooler, and offered him one. He shook his head and then nodded at
the path ahead, “I need to watch the road pretty close going through here, you
can try to smoke and drink if you want to, but I bet you’re gonna need at least
one free hand to hang on.” As soon as we moved forward I realize what he meant,
the path disappeared into overgrown brush and low tree limbs. There were a
bunch of scraping noises as the bushes slid down the side of the Jeep. I hung
on to the roll bar with one hand and tried to keep my beer balanced and my
cigarette from falling out of my mouth. We kept climbing up and dropping down,
crashing through everything at a slow but deliberate pace. I caught glimpses of
a few animals moving out of our path—a couple of deer, a possum or two, one fox,
and suddenly we were at the banks of a wide creek.


“This can get can a little tricky Foster. You may
want to grab anything you don’t want to get wet and hold it up high, sometimes
I miss the crossing. And watch that limb over your head, there’s some kind of
snake hangin’ up there. I’ll get movin’ in case it drops,” he squinted up
there, “that may or may not be a water moccasin.” I grabbed the plastic bag
with chips and held it over my head and Pete gunned the engine. I was mainly
looking up at the trees for snakes and shit while he zigzagged across the
creek. At one point a wave of muddy brown water rolled into my side of the
Jeep, coating my right leg in the swampy-smelling water and sloshing across the
floor. We shot up the bank and he eased back on the gas.


“Jesus Pete, are you taking us to the Batcave?”


He laughed, “Yeah, it didn’t long at all for this
trail to get overgrown. I think even the horny kids have given up on trying to
get back in here.”


After a few minutes we broke through the brush and
came out into a wide meadow where the ride smoothed out. I looked to my left
and saw the cabin. We used to ride out here for some huge parties in high
school, but now the paint was peeling and the glass in a lot of the windows was
shattered. The red and orange stickers on the front door were faded but I could
make out a big padlock on the front door. We went back into the tree line and
the road sloped steeply down. The lake and the boathouse suddenly came into
view and he brought the Jeep to a stop on a concrete pad that was cracked and
crumbling on the edges but was still mainly clear of weeds and whatnot. We
gathered up our stuff and walked out to the dock. 


He grinned at me, “Do we even want to pretend to
fish or just start drinkin’?


“You know me well enough to not even ask me that.” The
lake was quiet, and from as far as I could see there were no boats on the
water, no other houses around. It was all still and quiet and shit and it felt
like something I needed. “I thought your uncle had some big plans for all this
land, wasn’t he gonna subdivide it and start building some houses? What
happened?”


“Well, he got some investors but he spent all the
money before anything got started. That’s a big reason he’s sitting in prison
right now.” He got up and walked into the boathouse and came back with a few
old beach towels and spread them on the dock. “This deck will get hot when the
sun’s out like this. Let’s go ahead and get this party goin’.” He reached inside
the cooler and pulled out a couple of beers, I reached into my bag and pulled
out a joint. We sat there for a little while drinking and passing the joint
back and forth. I watched the birds swooping down and pulling fish out of the
water, felt the light breeze coming from the lake, and dangled my feet over the
edge of the dock making little ripples in the water.


“So why hasn’t anybody else jumped in here and
started building something new?” I looked around and thought about the old
parties, skinny dipping off this dock late in the night, excursions into the
boathouse to make out with some random girl. “I’d hate to see it happen but it
always kind of seemed inevitable.”


“I dunno,” he looked around, “the real estate market
had really tanked before he tried to do anything out here. And I think anybody
who was interested backed out quick after they took a tour of the lake. Things
are in bad shape out here.”


I pulled my foot out of the water, “you mean the
lake’s contaminated?”


“No, not so much the lake—it’s the shores, the land,
the people who live here. He started point out places on the other side of the
lake. “Over there on that rise you have all the methnecks, and they are a truly
dangerous crowd. Then right across there you have some fairly large pot-growing
areas, they aren’t quite as rough but they do like to booby-trap the crop to
keep people out. There are a bunch of survivalists over there, they’re harmless
enough I guess. All of the roads around here are like the ones we just took,
hard to get in, hard to get out. A few of our friends from high school are up
here but I’m not sure which crowd they joined, I don’t really want to know.”


I took all that in, “that’s a shame. But I guess
they’re happy living their lives the way they want to.”


Pete just stared at me for a minute. “Really Foster,
do you think this is some kind of dream life for them? I think they just ended
up out here, it wasn’t a freakin’ career goal or anything. It’s probably not a
life they dreamed about when they were in school.” He considered that for a
minute. “Well the survivalist may have dreamt about it I guess, but not any of
the others.”


I realized I still had a bunch of mud on my right
leg and stood up, looked around in the water and dove in. The water was pretty
cold and I popped up and gasped a little. I looked up and Pete was diving in,
landing close to me and then popping up right beside me. “Feels good, doesn’t
it?” He grinned and rolled on to his back, kicking around and moving in slow
circles. I swam back to the ladder on the dock and climbed up shivering, the
water pulling on my shorts. I got out and spread out on my towel, laying on my
stomach and letting the sun warm me. I watched Pete drift around a little and
then he climbed out, too. When he got to the top of the ladder his shorts were
clinging to him and I was staring right at everything showing through. I
figured I’d be on my stomach for a while.


We cracked open another round of beers and he pulled
the bottle of bourbon out of the cooler. We each took a generous swig and
washed it down with beer. “So what happened in the Marines, Pete?” I had been
wondering about it since last night and then after seeing the scars on his side
this morning I wanted to know. I figured now was as good as any time to ask.


“Yeah, well you know I signed up for the corps right
after school, right? I nodded and noted a USMC tattoo on his shoulder. He has
some kind of badass tribal one wrapping around his bicep too. I was always a
little afraid of the needles and shit, and the few times I tried to get one the
tat artist would always refuse—something about me needing to be a little more
sober. He started the story back up, “I enjoyed it but I missed Betsy a lot. I
got through basic okay, made a lot of friends, and then the next thing I knew I
was in Afghanistan with a lot of generally pissed off locals trying to shoot
me.  One night, right at sunset, one of ‘em got lucky and put a couple of
bullets in my side. If that wasn’t bad enough the force of it knocked me off
the ridge I was standing on.” He tilted the bottle up to his lips and then
passed it to me.


“Jesus, Pete, that’s terrible.”


“Yeah, that was the beginning of some really fucked
up shit. I was stuck there at the bottom of the hill for most of the night ‘til
the guys could find me and get me the fuck out of there. I had a few broken
things, and some bad cuts. One of those cuts must have picked something up
because by the time I got back to a hospital in the states I had a raging
fucking fever, an infection that took a while for them to get under control.”


“Fuck Pete, I didn’t know you went through all that.
I mean, I guess I did know part of it, Mom kept me up to date a little. I
remember her telling me about some of it and I wondered why she didn’t tell me
more. “Mom sent you some flowers right? And did you get the card I sent you. I
remembered rushing through a drug store down the street from the frat house for
condoms and grabbing a card while I was running down that aisle. I think there
was somebody waiting in the car I was feeling rushed.


He gave me a funny look and said, “Yeah, Foster, I
got it……..it was a Valentine’s Day card which did seem a little odd at the
time.”


I blushed. “The cashier must've put the wrong card
in the bag, oops.” I figured there were all kinds of holes in that story but it
just kind of came out of my mouth and it was too late to change my story.


“Yeah, okay.” I lit a cigarette and handed him the
pack. He shook his head no and kept talking. “I feel bad Foster, we should have
stayed in touch. I should have—”


“Pete you were stuck at the bottom of a ditch,
recovering in a hospital and shit. I’m the one who should apologize, I guess. I
could have at least caught up with you on Facebook or whatnot.”


“Not much time to check that in the hills of
Afghanistan or in the hospital, but I know what you mean. And when I was at the
bottom of that ditch there were two people I thought about, I gotta confess. It
was you, and it was Betsy. I figured out a few things about you, about me,
about things. Do you know what I mean?”


I was stumped, he was being a little too vague to
cut through the weed and the liquor. You thought about your wife, you thought
about me—your best friend in high school. That seems normal, is that what you
mean?” 


He grabbed the cigarettes and fired one up. “I
thought about how much I loved Betsy and that she was really who I wanted to
spend the rest of my life with. But you were the first one back in school—you
were the first one I loved back then.” He broke eye contact and stared out at
the lake.


“Well, shit. I mean Pete, really? And you thought
you were like that, that I was like that?


He laughed at stood up, pacing a little and staring
down at me. “Oh, I knew for sure about you. I saw the looks you gave other guys
in the locker room. And when we were out with the team doing shit, going to the
diner or something. If some hot girl walked by all the guys would stop talking
and stare at her. You only stared if it was a guy. I think I figured you out
pretty well—”


“No, I mean, yeah, you did I guess. I didn’t think I
was that obvious. Fuck! I didn’t really even realize I did that until I got to
Hawthorne—you know, the looking and shit, or I didn’t think I was that obvious.”
I noticed a sailboat moving across the lake, it was pretty far away but I could
have sworn it had a Jolly Roger flag flying from the top of the mast. Somewhere
near it a few shotgun blasts boomed across the lake.


Pete stared out at the lake, he wiped some sweat off
of his forehead and squinted in the sun. “It was obvious to me ‘cause I spent
most of my time in high school staring at you while you were staring at other
guys.” He looked at me and studied my reaction.


I was pretty fucking stunned by that. “But Pete,
you’re married, you were dating Betsy back then! Are you trying to tell me
you’re, you know, you’re like gay or something?”


He grinned at me, “Not really, not like that, Jake.
When we first started hanging out I had this thing for you. I thought it was
just a little hero worship, a little man crush or something. But we were
spending more and more time together—playing baseball and football, parties on the
weekend, you know, just spending all that time together. It got out of control,
I got obsessed or whatever. I started spending time watching your Facebook page
to check out your pics, see what you were doing when you weren’t around me. I’d
drive by your house late at night to see if you were there, and to see if
anybody else’s car was over there. I got bad, real bad. I had the fever and all
after getting shot, but this thing I had about you, it was worse.”


I tried to lighten the mood a little. “Well I guess
I should be honored by that. I mean, you were like my first stalker, that’s
pretty flattering.” I gave him my best fake grin but I think I failed. “Why
didn’t you do just do something Pete, just say something? You don’t think I
wanted it too?”


“I guess I knew, I had some idea. You were always
inviting me over to spend the night. We’d drink beer, you’d tell me to sleep in
your bed even though you have like three guestrooms in the house. Plus you’d
play porn videos and you always slept naked. That’s not really normal behavior
for a couple of high school buddies.”


“But that’s what I did every night back then, why
would I change my routine because you were there?” He looked at me like I had
just escaped from the zoo. “Well, okay. But I was giving you all those clues
and you never did anything about it!”


He shook his head, “I couldn’t! You were my best
friend, and I couldn’t stand to lose that. What if I was wrong and you had
kicked me out of your life, you know—freaked you out so bad you’d never talk to
me again? I couldn’t risk it.” 


I caught something, like a shadow moving around in
the water near my feet. “What about me, Pete. I could have done something and
then have you go back to the team, tell the whole school, whatever. I couldn’t
risk it either!”


“Well that’s not exactly the same but I guess
neither one of us could make the next move. And nothin’ really would have
changed. In the end I realized somethin’ pretty basic.”


Whatever it was in the water seemed to be moving
faster, going back and forth in something that looked like a search pattern or
whatever. “So what did you realize, Pete?” I sipped my beer and waited for his
answer, that shadow took off toward the middle of the lake and I wondered just
how much pot I had smoked in the last 24 hours. 


“Don’t take this the wrong way or anything—I fine
with it—but I realized that I loved Betsy and that you loved dicks.”


I blew beer out of my nose and mouth. Right about
that time whatever it was in the water broke the surface, it was huge, way too
big for a fish in a lake. It dove back under and Pete didn’t seem to see it. I
jumped up and all the sudden it was like a wave of gravity hit me, I started
wobbling and I realized I was going to fall into the water. I felt Pete grab me
from behind and pull me from the edge. He had his arms wrapped around my middle
and I was pressed against him.


“Easy there Foster,” I could feel his breath against
my ear and his stubble raked my shoulder.


“Jesus! Did you see it Pete? That thing out there?
It looked like the Loch fucking Ness monster! What if I had fallen in the
water?” I shuddered a little and leaned back harder against him.


“Bo, I’m pretty sure there aren’t any sea monsters
in this lake, although with all the meth runoff and the pot growing on the
banks there’s no telling what might grow in there. I grabbed you ‘cause I was
pretty concerned that you would just sink to the bottom. You seem wasted enough
that I didn’t think you’d remember to swim or anything.”


“Yeah I think—no, you’re right, it’s the bourbon or
the fucking weed or something.” I took a few deep breaths and calmed down a
little. Pete hadn’t let go of me yet and I didn’t want to move away from him
yet. “But that thing about Betsy, that thing about me—you’re right. I do like,
well I do like guys. I was sure a long time ago, but it wasn’t until this year
that I realized I needed to ‘come out’ or whatever. I don’t know what the big
fuckin’ deal is, it seems like it’s more important for everybody to hear it
more than it is to me to say it out loud—everybody seems to already know.”


He turned me around to face him. “All they do is
care about ya, Bo. Nothin’ wrong with that.”


But you Pete, you knew, you love Betsy, but you
still wanted me back then. Were there any other guys then, you know, anybody
else you actually did anything with.”


“Nope. Well, yeah, I guess. I fooled around in the
Marines a little—you know, a few ‘I can’t believe how drunk I was last night, I
don’t remember anything’ kind of things—you know, that bullshit.


“I’ve heard that line before,” I thought about it
and added, “I’ve said it a few times myself. But, so you tried it, you
experimented a little but decided it’s not for you—”


“It wasn’t a choice, Foster, any more than you
‘decided’ to be gay. It is what it fucking is, I guess.” He sighed, took another
swig and passed the bottle to me. I realized how empty the bottle was getting
and thought about seeing sea monsters or whatever—I decided right then not to
smoke any more pot and just stick to beer. “But Foster,” he snapped me out of
it, “It never really has changed how I felt, how I still feel about you.” He
took a deep breath and looked at me. “And I want it to happen now, today. Let’s
don’t think about—well about anything else right now—I’m going in there,” and
he nodded at the boathouse, “And if you want, I sure would like you to c’mon in
there with me.” He started walking down the dock and it only took about five
seconds for me to decide to follow him.


Afterwards we were spread out on a pile of old seat
cushions from some boat. I had some cobwebs in my hair and Pete had a big
streak of dust down his right side. We were facing each other, out of breath
and coated with sweat and grime from the floor and the other places we had
leaned against, bumped into or whatever. “That,” Pete grinned, “That was pretty
fucking amazing. But I’m wiped out Foster, and I feel….grungy, you know?” I
nodded and was about to say something, probably something I didn’t need to say,
when he grabbed our shorts and shot out the door and down the dock. I caught a
glimpse of his ass going over the end of the dock and ran after him.


We swam around for a while, then I swam back to the
dock and grabbed a few beers for us. We hung from the dock in the shade and
drank, neither of us seeming to want to talk about what just happened. I could
hear a little boat motor putting around out on the lake, but other than that
things were really quiet. “Okay, so what happens next Pete, how do we handle
things from here?”


“Honestly? Nothin’ I guess. We both know you’re
going back to school in the fall no longer how long you hang out here, and we
both know I’m going home to Betsy tonight. Are you thinking something
different?” He grinned at me, “Are we going to run off together, maybe go
across the state line and get married? We could come back, buy a little house
in town. Maybe register for wedding gifts at Tractor Supply, Fast Mart, even
the Wal-Mart over in Binghamton. We could use some of your money and buy a
little antique store.” He splashed water in my face and laughed. “Really,
Foster, what’d you think would happen now?”


“Fuck no, I mean, I know what you mean or whatever.
You’re already settled down and I’m as far from it as I can get. But like, what
about Betsy, what—”


He held his hand up and got all quiet, and he stared
out at the far side of the lake. I could hear that little boat somewhere, the
motor sounded like an angry mosquito now.


“You don’t need to worry about Betsy and me, that’s
my thing to own—my thing to sort out. I think she figured how I about you a
long time ago, I think she watched me watching you watch other guys or what the
fuck ever. She’s a smart girl, she just bided her time and waited for me and
now she has me. But I think—”


“Wait, Pete. Just so you know, I just want us to be
friends—that’s what matters to me most. This was a one-time deal, we both got
it out of our systems or whatever. Sure I’d like to do it again, but I know you
can’t.” 


“I didn’t say that, exactly. I said I’ll deal with
it. I’m probably making a terrible mistake even saying this, but I’ve already
crossed the line with us. . This bein’ one time—well that’s up to you, Jake.
I’m here, if you decide to stay for a while this summer I can’t say for sure
what’ll happen, if this’ll happen again.” He surprised me by leaning in and
kissing me. “But you’re the one who has to decide, Foster—do you want to hang
out here so we can let things just be this like ‘til fall, or do you want to
head out of here and just leave it well enough alone?”


I started to tell him but that’s when the boat motor
sound ramped up and a little johnboat came into sight. It was headed toward the
dock and I could see there was one person in it. “Oh, hell,” Pete moaned.


“What?”


“Hang on Foster, that’s Billy.” He grinned at me, “Now
that could be an interesting distraction for ya this summer.”


“What the fuck do you mean by that, Pete? Billy,
really? Why would you think—”


“C’mon, Bo. I saw the two of you checking each other
out last night. Billy can be a pain in the ass but he’s basically okay. And
he’s permanently horny, you two have that in common.”
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Billy was approaching fast and I didn’t want him to
hear any of this so I just let it drop. Plus I was fascinated by the way Billy
managed to balance a beer, keep a hand on the tiller, and still wave like an
idiot at us all at the same time. He had a baseball cap on backwards, like the
speed of the johnboat puttering at about five miles per hours was going to blow
the cap off his head. Pete hopped out of the water and stood at the end of the
dock as Billy tossed him a line. Billy half climbed and half fell on to the
dock, Pete caught him by the elbow and steadied him.


“Well, fellas!” He crushed his beer can and dropped
it on the dock then grabbed a fresh one out of Pete’s cooler. He looked at me
and then stared Pete up and down. “Pete, Foster, is this a private
skinny-dippin’ party or can I join in?” He pulled his t shirt off and put his
hand on his belt buckle.


Pete grabbed a towel and began drying himself off
but he managed to keep his package covered most of the time. I looked up at
Billy and noticed how broad his shoulders were, how tan he was. His abs were
pretty tight but there was a hint of a beer belly just starting to edge over
the waistband of his shorts. Not bad for an old guy, I thought.


“Yeah, well no. I mean hiya Billy!” I grinned at him
and he fucking leered back at me. “So,” I nodded at the little boat, “You out
for a Saturday cruise?”


“Nope, Foster. I was out taking a look at some
property that the bank’s selling. I wanted to see if it had potential for, I
dunno—I was thinking about subdividing it and building a few houses.”


“A lot of people might’ve done that by car, Billy.
What’s with the boat?”


  “Well, Foster,” he grinned at me, “that property
is just on the edge of the methneck territory and I really didn’t feel like
getting shot at today. If I ever do get around to building anything over there
I’d almost feel guilty about selling it to anybody. Meth labs are the number
one cause of forest fires around here, and what with all the gunfire and booby
traps in the pot fields it’s not an ideal location to raise a family. But I can
get the land dirt cheap, do I haven’t decided on anything for sure yet. So, I
was coming out here, and I swung by your house to see if you wanted to tag
along, Pete. Betsy told me you guys were out here, figured I’d stop by and see
what you two were up to.”


 I started to climb up the ladder but stopped.“Uh
huh. How ‘bout grabbing one of those beers for me, Billy? And Pete, could you
toss me that other towel?”


Billy pulled a beer out of the cooler and then grabbed
the towel. “I got your beer and your towel, Foster. C’mon up and get ‘em. You
stay in that water too long and some snappin’ turtle is gonna come along and
bite your pecker.”


 I thought about the thing I had seen earlier in the
water and panicked. I hopped onto the bottom rung of the ladder and leaned
forward to snatch the towel out his hand and then I wrapped it around my waist
as I climbed out. I took the beer from him and said “Thanks, Billy.” I looked
back down at the water and shivered a little, and I checked out the whole cove
for any shadows, any ripples or bullshit.


“No problem Foster, but what’s with the towel? With
a reputation and a nickname like that I wouldn’t figure you’d be all that shy!
I’m a little disappointed I didn’t get to see what Heather was talking about
last night, Bo.”


Pete jumped in to the conversation, he had slipped
his board shorts on and was sitting on the edge of the dock. “Yeah, Heather’s
something else, that’s for sure. She’s really…well, she’s special I guess. You
two have a good night, Billy? Did you finally, you know, screw her and all?” He
winked at Billy.


Billy looked a little pissed at Pete and then turned
his attention back to me. “I wish,” he tugged on his fly for emphasis. “I
figured that was a given, you know? But all she wanted to do was talk about
this fella here,” he pointed at my crotch, “and the whole Foster myth and all.”


Pete chuckled, “That’s not really a myth, Billy. I
can personally vouch for it.” That grabbed Billy’s attention, he kept his eyes
on Pete waiting for him to say more, I guess. I took the opportunity to pull my
shorts up under my towel.  When he turned back to me I dropped the towel and
for about a half a second his eyes went wide, then he saw the shorts and
frowned.


“I guess I’ll just have to take your word on it,
Pete.” His eyes lit up a little and he tilted his beer at me. “But you, Foster,
if you’re gonna be around here this summer we have abso-fuckin’-lutely got to
hang out some, you know, Bo?” I gave him my best clueless grin.


“What’d you have in mind, Billy?”


“Oh, with you bein’ a baseball star and all I
figured you may want to play on my team for the baseball league— Pete’s on the
team too--the summer league You know, nothing serious, there’s not really much
competiton. It’s just casual, mainly an excuse to drink a few and hang out. And
do you play golf? There’s some good courses around here. We could play a round
or two. Or just hang out sometime.”


Pete was stifling a laugh with his hand and seemed
to be amused at Billy’s persistence. I felt a little amused myself, and I knew
he wasn’t going to relent until I gave him something positive to work with.
“Sure Billy, I’d like to play a round or two with ‘ya.” Pete looked at me and
raised an eyebrow. “You just let me know when and where you wanna play. And
bring your “A” game, Bo. I’m pretty good—at anything.” 


Billy saw the joint and the lighter beside Pete and
leaned down and picked them up. He fired it up and blew out smoke while he
said. “I’m pretty good at it too. You know, sports and whatnot. I’ll shoot you
a text with some details and we’ll take it from there, okay?” He passed me the
joint and looked up at me hopefully, like some kind of lost puppy.


“Sounds good, Billy, that’s fine with me.” 


Pete started picking stuff up off the dock and
cleared his throat. “Well, Foster, I think I need to get back to the house
before Betsy sends out a search party.” He nodded at Billy, “you need any help
getting back into your boat, Billy?”


Billy sighed and said, “No, I got it. I guess I’ll
see ya Monday mornin’, Pete. And we’ll get together, Foster, and play some ball
or golf, you know, whatever sounds good to you.” I grinned at him and nodded.
“Okay, well then, I’ll see you fellas later.” He climbed back into the boat and
Pete and I headed back to the Jeep. We threw the stuff into the back of it and
climbed in. We were both pulling our t shirts on and as soon as  my head poked
out of mine I looked over at Pete.


 “You know, I really can’t decide if I like that guy
or not, I just can’t exactly figure him out.”


“Somehow I doubt that’s slowed you down in the past,
Foster.” We headed back through the woods and didn’t talk at all until we got
to the creek.


I had to ask, “So what’s the deal with you and
Billy, Pete? I might be wrong, I’m not sure, but it seems like there’s more to
that story than just him bein’ your boss.”


Pete looked at me and then stared up at the trees, I
hoped as he gathered his thoughts he was also checking the branches for snakes
or panthers or otters, whatever might be lurking up there. “Yeah, Foster, there
was something goin’ on between him and me, when I first started working for
him. It only happened once or twice, you know? It was something he wanted and
it’s really hard to tell him no, I think you’re figuring that out. I was a
little afraid that if I tried to stop it, you know, rejected him, well it was
dumb but I thought he’d get rid of me. But then this kid who was about eighteen
and thought Billy was the greatest thing ever, well, the two of them started
something and Billy lost all interest in me. Didn’t get fired, didn’t get any
shit from Billy. Hell, after all of it stopped was when I got promoted, got the
company truck, the raise and all that shit.”


“You know Pete, for someone who says he’s straight
you sure seem to wind up sucking a lot of—”


He popped me on the shoulder and put the Jeep in
gear. “Shuddup, Foster. It was a phase, I dunno—a series of unfortunate
choices.”


Before he started to try and cross the creek I
asked, “So was I a bad choice, Pete? Was today unfortunate or something?”


“You dumb jock,” he grinned at me and hit the gas, “You
know the answer to that, Bo!” We started splashing through the water and all I
could really think about wasn’t what happened today, but what would happen next
to me.


We got back to Pete’s and Betsy met us in the
driveway. “Go ahead Pete and Foster, tell me about the one that got away,” she
laughed. “I already called Tony’s to get a pizza delivered, which is fine with
me.” They went arm and arm back into the house and I hopped in my car and headed
home.
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I walked into the house and it was quiet, when I
called out for Danny or Mary nobody answered. Bo followed me out to the pool
and we played fetch and swam around, then I crashed in a lounge chair and he
stretched out in the shade beside me. I dozed off for a while but jumped up
when I heard the back door slam shut, I turned around and Danny was heading
toward me with a disturbing look on his face.


“Foster, you and I are gonna have a talk, have a
come-to-Jesus moment. We need to settle some things here and now, before things
get so bad that I never talk to you again.” He stood over me and I noticed his
fists were clenching and unclenching, and there were some veins standing out on
his neck. I decided to tread carefully.


“Sure, Danny—Daniel, I mean, we can talk about
whatever you want to.” I stood up and grinned at him and hoped he wasn’t about
to go thermonuclear on me, I kinda guessed what he wanted to talk about.


He stared at me and I was reminded of just how much
he had bulked up and I tried to decide if I was going to stand my ground or run
like hell if things got physical. He was trying to keep his voice under control
but I could tell it might be a losing battle. “First of all, Jacob—Jake,
whatever. I’m fairly sure that you drugged us last night—that you put something
in those shakes.” I shrugged and tried to look innocent. “Right, I figured.
Then I had to turn around and lie to Mary’s parents—tell them she had a stomach
bug and couldn’t go on the church field trip—”


“Really, you call that a ‘field trip?” I told him, “I
googled that Westboro thing last night when I was driving home from the bar and
that’s a pretty fucked up bat-shit-crazy crowd you’re hanging out with, Bo. You
really think holding up a bunch of hate signs at some soldiers’s funeral—somebody
who died for their country—you think that’s a Christian thing to do?”


“Don’t try to change the subject, Jake! So, I have
sex with Mary, take her virginity, lie to her parents, drive her home without a
license—you’ve only been here a day and you’re….corrupting me!”


“Danny, what’s so wrong about all that stuff? You’re
seventeen, you need to lighten up, you know…ease up on the God throttle or
whatever.” Bo was sitting near us and seemed fascinated by the conversation, he
had his head cocked to one side like he understood everything. “So what? I gave
you a little chemical incentive to ramp things up with Mary, to like take some
chances, have some fun! I just want you to be happy, you’re too young to be
this serious about things.”


He seemed to be wavering, like I was perched on one
shoulder and the Right Reverend Jim was perched on the other. “But…I dunno, I
drove the Porsche—and by the way that car is incredible, it’s kickass—and I
went to the church, talked to Reverend Jim and we prayed on this—you know, this
fall from grace or whatever.”


“And what was his take on all of this? I’m fairly
sure he wasn’t exactly thrilled about how things have gone this weekend.”


He paced a little on the pool deck, Bo followed him
around with a rubber chicken in his mouth trying to get him to play. “He said
you’re evil, Foster. You’re tempting me down the path to the devil, to living
as a sinner. He told me maybe I should give up my material things, you know,
give my money to the church when I turn eighteen. He said Mary and I should get
married immediately and do God’s work, maybe go on a mission to Africa, to
preach there and save souls.” I walked over to him and thumped him on the
chest, he was standing out there in the sun and the sweat was soaking through
his Mormon clothes or whatever.


“Danny, you’re an idiot! You’d really give up
everything and go to South America or where ever? You’d run off with Mary and
take her out into the jungle? Bo, I think Mary would be happier here, you know,
helping you spend some of that money, travel in style, bang your brains out—”


I think that last thing put him over the edge and he
had me pinned on the ground in about two seconds. It was kind of stupid on my
part to forget he was a state champion wrestler. He leaned down into my face
and went ballistic. “Don’t talk about Mary like that, don’t you ever! You’re
trying to drive us away from the church, you’re evil—some kind of demon who’s
only mission is to ruin me and take me down to hell with you. Reverend Jim was
right, there’s no hope for you Jacob. He and I, we agreed you’re beyond
redemption! You’ve turned your back on God—”


I couldn’t take hearing him talk like that anymore.
I put a move on him that they damn sure didn’t teach in high school wrestling,
something I learned somewhere by somebody—I couldn’t remember the details of
the place and the time but the move was automatic—Danny went head over heels
into the pool and was stunned. He started sinking under the surface and I dove
in after him. I grabbed him by the collar and pulled his head out of the water,
his eyes were rolled up in his head like some shark chomping on a boat or
whatever. Bo was whimpering, growling, undecided if he was going to jump into
the fray. I knew who’s side he’d be on if he jumped in.  


“HE’S MY GOD TOO, DANNY! You self-righteous moron!”
I dunked his head back under the water, counted to three, and raised him back
up. “When I go through the pearly fucking gates I don’t think you and God and
asshole Jim are going to be sitting at a table judging me, like heaven is some
kind of fucked up American Idol audition! When the time comes I’ll make my
peace with God and I doubt there’s any kind of application you’ll need to sign
off on, shithead!” I pushed his head back under the water, 1…2…3, and I yanked
him back up again. This time he coughed up some water and then starting gasping
for breath. “You’re my brother Danny, I love you! But you, Bo, you are coming
in way too hot on this whole God thing! You need to live a little, Bro, you’ve
got plenty of time to repent if you screw up.” Back down, 1-2-3 again, and when
he came up this time he was struggling like a bass on a fishing hook. I
realized tears were streaming down my face.


“Don’t drown me, Foster!” He had genuine fear in his
eyes and I started crying even harder. I pulled him to the edge of the pool and
we both hung on the edge, gasping for breath. I wiped all the snot and tears
and shit off my face and put an arm around Danny’s shoulder.


“I wasn’t trying to drown you, to hurt you like
that.”


He looked doubtful, skeptical. “Then what would you
call it? It sure felt like attempted murder to me.”


“No, well yeah, maybe. I’d call it water boarding
but in this case that’s not exactly right. Let’s consider it a reverse
exorcism, you know—I was just trying to get Reverend fucking Jim out of your
soul. I want you to see he’s as bad as you think I am. He’d love for you to
leave his church all that money and then watch you disappear to Tibet, whatever!
Within a month he’d have the nicest house in Dutchville and would be driving
something a lot more expensive than Paul’s Porsche or my car. He’s using your
faith to turn things around his way! Just think about it, okay. If I decide to
stay here for the summer—” 


“Oh God help us all. All summer?” He looked like he
had just seen a Tasmanian Devil heading straight at him. 


“I dunno, maybe. I haven’t decided. But if I do stay
maybe we can work on us, you know, being brothers again. We’ve gotten away from
that, maybe that’s my fault but I’m not sure. But if I do stay there’s a whole
lot that we need to talk about.”


“I’m just not sure I’m ready to talk about…well, for
knowing everything about you. I’m the one that threw out all those DVD’s I
found in your room, and I’m not sure I can think too much about that—it’s just
too much for me to accept, to deal with. It, whatever—it changes a lot about
who I thought you were.”


That felt like a gut punch to me, and I realized
that not everyone was waiting for me to talk to them about coming out—that some
people didn’t want to hear it, even my own brother. “Okay, Danny, okay. We
don’t have to solve everything, to resolve everything today. But at some point
we’re going to talk about everything, and you’re going to listen. And--oh shit!”
I heard the reminder beep going off on my phone. “I’ve got to meet a guy—you,
know, an old friend—I told him I’d meet him for dinner. I’ll be back around
nine and we can just hang out for a while.” He nodded and gave me a small
smile.


 I ran inside and up the stairs and straight into
the shower to get the chlorine off of me. I toweled myself off as I walked into
my room and checked out the clothes in my closet. I wondered what was cool to
wear for an I-used-to bully-you-but-it’s-good-to-see-you-again dinner. I threw
on some jeans and a John Deere t shirt that made my biceps look good, then I
dry-swallowed some Adderall to counteract all the weed and alcohol that was
still in my system. I fumbled with the buttons on my fly as I launched myself
down the steps and out the front door. 
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I hauled ass to the Pizza Hut and checked my text
messages, nothing important, and then fired up a joint because the Adderall had
me a little too wired, I guess—I was doing a bad job of balancing out my
chemical mix this weekend. I took two or three hits off of it and then flicked it
out the window. It just didn’t seem too smart to get the munchies on the way to
a pizza buffet.


I got to the restaurant and whipped into a parking
space, coming in a little too hot and almost taking out a family trying to
cross the parking lot. I started to yell at them for getting in the way but I
decided they really weren’t worth the trouble. I looked in the rear view mirror
and saw how wrecked I looked, all the pot and the crying and the chlorine had
turned my eyes blood red. My hair had this stubbly spikey thing going on
because I forgot to tame it down with some product. I threw on a baseball cap
and a pair of sunglasses and hopped out of the car, hoping I looked cool and
not like a serial killer or anything.


Jeremy was in a booth and he started waving when he
saw me come through the door. He was wearing a Hawaiian shirt, and the purple
in his hair was especially swoopy tonight. He stared at me and seemed a little
pissed, “Are you so embarrassed about having dinner with me that you needed to
wear a disguise? Really Foster? If you want you can just head out the door,
don’t worry about it.”


“No, really I’m not, Jeremy! I just, well, I just
took a course this semester, you know—Intro to Ducking the Paparazzi—I’m just
practicing what we learned or whatever. And I may go out to California to visit
my mom, they’re starting to follow her again.” 


He looked confused, “So you’re afraid the paparazzi
are stalking you at Pizza Hut?”


 “No, not that.” I took off the hat and sunglasses
and he did this little gasping thing that immediately got on my nerves.


“Holy shit! Did you just wake up from a coma, or
something?” His shocked look eased up and he said, “Are you--” 


I realized the waitress was standing there and she
asked, “Are you boys, well, are you two having the buffet or did you want to
order something?” We both told her the buffet was fine. She kept looking at my
eyes and Jeremy’s hair. “Anything to drink?” She looked at me again and her
face lit up. “Wait, you’re that guy, you’re her son, you know—”


“Yes!” I was so loud Jeremy and the waitress jumped
a little. “We’ll have a pitcher of beer—”


“Uh, Jake, I don’t drink.” He looked at the
waitress, “I’ll have a Diet Coke and I guess he’ll have a bottle of—”


“Nope!” I tried to keep my voice under control, “Go
ahead and bring the pitcher, and uh, one mug.”


When she walked away Jeremy said, “I guess you were
right about the disguise, I hope she’s not calling Inside Edition.” He had a
smirk on his face.


We got up and filled our plates with pizza and then
we sat down and ate in silence. I really couldn’t remember anything from high
school that I thought he would want to relive, and I was starving. I got up and
filled my plate again.


When I sat back down he said, “So, I’m not exactly
what we’re doing here, Foster. I mean, we weren’t exactly buddies in school,
and we don’t have anything, really, in common. On the drive over here I kept
wondering if you wanted to apologize for all the shit you and your jock buddies
pulled on me, but that just really doesn’t seem like something you’d do.”


“No, well yeah, I do feel bad about that shit at
Reagan, but you’re right—this wasn’t about an apology or anything. I just saw
you last night and you know, catching a meal with you, shooting the shit, all
that—it sounded good to me at the time.”


He stared at me like some kind of zoo animal. “And
here we are. So what would you like to ‘shoot the shit’ about?” He kept giving
me that weird look and just sat there, waiting for me to keep talking. 


I looked around again but nobody seemed to be listening
to us. I downed my mug and realized the pitcher was empty so I caught the
waitress’s eye and raised my mug, she nodded and scooted off. “I guess, and you
know, well it’s kind of hard to talk about, but you being… you and all,” and I
kind of pointed at his hair as if that really meant something. “You’re you
know, like, well you being gay I thought maybe we could talk about—” 


He looked puzzled then a little shocked. “You’re a
‘mo, oh my god!” he was squealing like a girl meeting her favorite boy band.


“No—what, wait, whadda ya mean by that?”


“Oh, c’mon Foster, you know what I mean. You play
for my team, you like guys, whatever you wanna call it. I guess my gaydar
hadn’t kicked in back then. I absolutely would have never guessed—I probably
dreamt about it, but never would have figured it out. You always had girls
chasing you, you played all those sports, you just—well you truly had everyone
fooled.”


I turned a little red thinking about Pete. “Well,
not everyone—”


“Oooh, child do tell! Who was it? Which one of those
fine young rednecks did you—” 


“No, Bo—I mean ‘mo, what the fuck ever Jeremy. I
never did, not once in high school—I was too trying to prove that I wasn’t by
hookin’ up with every girl in school. I didn’t want anybody to know, I didn’t
want to lose the image, the friends, all that. I didn’t want to end up—” 


“End up like what, Foster? Like me? Do you think
that’s the only reason I didn’t have any friends and got kicked around on a
daily basis, because I was gay and wasn’t hiding it like you were?”


“No, Jeremy, that’s not what I meant, that’s not
what I was trying to say!” The waitress set the pitcher down and just stood
there, I waved her off. I poured myself another mug of beer and downed it. “I
wasn’t worried about getting bullied because I could kick anybody’s ass at
school who would be stupid enough to start something. I just couldn’t face
everybody,  I couldn’t deal with the hassle.”


“You didn’t want to lose the Foster reputation—jock,
pussy hound,” his nose wrinkled at that, “the born athlete, the boy next door.
You didn’t trust your friends to accept the real you. Sounds like you just
chickened out to me.” That stung a little but he was probably right, it was
probably true but maybe not.


“Well it’s not my fault I had some pretty uptight
friends back then. I thought I was goin’ to move forward this summer, but I
tried to talk to my brother today and he pretty much shut me down. He didn’t
want to hear it.”


Jeremy laughed. “Your brother is insane, Foster!
He’s so far up that fascist Reverend Jim’s ass he’s peekin’ out of Jim’s mouth.
Don’t take too much stock in what Danny thinks.” I downed another mug and
burped, Jeremy winced and waved his hand in front of his nose.


“Yeah, maybe. It’s just a lot for me to deal with, I
don’t really know how all this should play out. But let’s just take a break and
talk about something normal, we can talk about this other stuff later—maybe
some other time.” I tried to think of something else to talk about. “So air
conditioning repair, or whatever. What made you decide to take that at school?”


“Well,” he paused and daintily wiped his mouth like
he was afraid he’d mess up his lipstick or something. “Well, at first I just
liked the idea of ringing somebody’s doorbell and telling them I was there to
check out their unit.” I kind of choked on my beer and laughed. He grinned back
at me but then got serious. “But you know, I like it. I never would have
guessed but I actually have a knack for it. How about you, are you doing
anything interesting at Hawthorne?”


I figured I’d be honest. “Fall semester I dabbled in
drug dealing, and this semester I basically flunked out of terrorism school.”
Saying it out loud kinda made it seem worse than it really was.


“I know the feeling”, he sighed. “I flunked out of
physics the first time I took it,” he confessed. “But wait, terrorism? Maybe it
was supposed to be, like counter-terrorism, maybe you flunked because the
coursework was too, I dunno, too vague.”


“Maybe, I guess, but really not. I think I had it
right but it just wasn’t a good—it just wasn’t a skill set that I excel in, I
guess. But I’m going to get a degree in Recreation Management, so it really
doesn’t matter. I just need a break, you know? A little time here at home and
just take things easy for a change.”


He nodded and looked at his watch, I noticed it was
neon green. “So what have you done in the last day or so, are you getting back
in to small town mode?”


I considered that, “Well, I went to Joe’s last
night, that was fun. Then today I had sex with an old friend, then met another
guy I may or may not be interested in, and I tried to drown my brother.”


“Right, right.” He nodded. “Small towns don’t really
change much, sounds like you’re back in the swing of things to me—just like
your high school days. But all that—the drug dealing, the terrorism thing, the
drugs you’ve obviously been taking, the sex, the violence—it’s all got to take
a lot out of you. No wonder you look a little tired and all.”


I sighed. “Thanks for understanding, nobody else
seems to care how much effort I put in to things. I don’t think anybody
understands how hard it is to keep up this kind of pace.” I felt a little bit
of all the burdens easing up from just being able to talk about it.


“So what about dating Foster, any special young man
in your life? You can tell me, you know I wouldn’t gossip. I wouldn’t even tell
Ernie.”


I was lost, “Who, what, is an Ernie? Your dog or
something?”


He giggled. “No, silly! Ernie is my boyfriend, my
partner, my whatever-is-pc-these-days person. You should meet him, we could all
go into the city and hit the clubs, go shopping, whatever—all the fun stuff you
can’t do around here. But tell me, are you seeing anybody—some lucky guy?”


“Yeah, honestly no. I’m not sure if anybody could
keep up with me right now. But seriously, ‘Ernie’? That’s his name, huh? Well,”
I tried to stall but at the same time it did sound like an option, “I’ll think
about hanging out with y’all sometime. You know, that could be a good break for
me. I have this other friend who wants me to meet him in New Orleans, but it’s
for some kind of gay political thing. I don’t know about getting into all
that.” But I knew seeing David to talk about all this stuff might be better for
me than club hopping with Jeremy and an ‘Ernie’.


“I don’t blame you, political stuff just puts me to
sleep. But you need to keep in touch whatever you decide—this has been so fun!”
He looked at the check and I grabbed it. 


“Yeah, Jeremy.” I shook his hand. “It has been good.
I’ll take care of this, don’t worry about it.” I looked around and spotted the
men’s room, “I’m gonna take a leak before I leave. But give me your number and
I’ll catch up with you soon, I promise.”


I walked into the men’s room and felt like my
bladder was going to explode. I fumbled with my fly and headed straight for the
urinal. I was sighing with relief when I heard the door open and Jeremy came in.
He started checking himself out in the mirror and making messing with his hair,
adding swoop or something.


“Jake, I hate to even ask, but with a nickname like
‘Foster’—”


I should have expected this. “I know what’s coming
next, but really Jeremy? Sometimes, you know, showing it off, or whatever—it
kind of makes me feel like some kind of freak.”


“Sure, I understand. You think with hair like this I
don’t get some stares?” I looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “Well, it’s not
exactly the same, but c’mon Foster! Give me something to talk about with the
girls in spin class! You’re a friend now—just a glimpse, a quick look,
something? 


I finished pissing and slowly turned to face him and
took my time tucking it back in and zipping up.


“Oh, oh, my! Wait ‘til I tell those girls about that
thing!” I grinned and headed out to the parking lot.
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When I got home Daniel was in the living room doing
pushups in front of the TV. I put a foot down on his back and he didn’t even
slow down. He was wearing cutoff sweatpants and a wife-beater t shirt, puffing
out a count as he went, “781, 782,--”


“Don’t bullshit me, Daniel.” I grinned down at him.
“I bet you’re at about ten or eleven you wuss.”


He stood up and grabbed my bicep, “Do you even lift,
Foster? So, how was your dinner?” I burped in his face and he grimaced. “Oh,
wow. I can smell pizza and beer—you must have gone to Pizza Hut.”


“Yeah, and you smell like a rancid moose, little
brother.” I wrinkled my nose and pushed him toward the hall, “How ‘bout you go
shower up and meet me back down here?”


“Yeah, Foster, that would be okay. Mom called and
she and Paul are coming back Thursday, Maria and Vince will be here tomorrow.
So maybe you can stick around for a while, you know, just ‘til I get out of
school in June, or maybe you could even stay the whole summer? I dunno, maybe
that would be good.” I flashed back to when we younger and he followed me
everywhere, thought I was some kind of superhero. I think after today things
weren’t going to be the same and I was a little sad but still tried to be
hopeful. 


“Okay, maybe, we’ll just have to see. Go get cleaned
up and come back down here. We need to get on the computer and have some
clothes FedEx’ed overnight—we gotta get you out of your cult, or missionary, or
whatever clothes.”


He came back downstairs a little while later and we
watched reruns of some old show we thought was hysterical when we were kids but
seemed kind of stupid now. We laughed anyway. Then we went online and I ordered
a bunch of clothes for him so he wouldn’t look like a complete geek when he
started his senior year. After a while he yawned and said goodnight, Bo
followed him up the stairs and I cut off the TV.


I wandered around the house and finally grabbed a
joint and some Ambien out of my room. I stepped into the bathroom and looked
into Danny’s room, he was snoring and Bo was curled up at his feet. I went out
to the backyard and sprawled out on a lounge chair, looking up at the stars and
hearing all the frogs and crickets and shit that I didn’t hear at school. 


I thought about
how everyone seemed to have an opinion about where I should go from here, what
I should do this summer and where it would take me. Spence, David, Danny, Mom,
Paul, Pete, Billy, Jeremy—all seemed to be tugging me in different directions.
It didn’t really seem fair for them to put all these choices in front of me with
no warning. It was overwhelming, it seemed kind of selfish for them to expect
me to figure all of this out without disappointing somebody. I always resented
being put in the position that made me the decision maker, I liked to follow
and see where I ended up. 


So, I could stay here and reconnect with my family
and friends, and I was a little intrigued by the whole Billy/Pete deal. I could
go back to school and gain internship hours like the last few summers, being a
counselor at the sports camps and coaching some kids one-on-one. David wanted
me to get into the whole political thing in New Orleans, and even though I like
the idea of hanging out with him I wasn’t sure if the whole politics thing was
really for me. Maybe I would spend some time with Jeremy and Ernie, visit some
gay clubs and see if I liked that scene. I was nervous about the whole coming
out issue, there were a lot of people who seemed to already have it figured out
but I wasn’t sure about confirming things with everybody, and I knew there were
going to be the Dannys out there who wouldn’t or couldn’t accept me. Another
option seemed to be just  to say fuck it all, maybe go to Jamaica or Europe or
whatever and avoid all of this shit, all of these demands on me,  until the
fall.


I was just stumped, I had no idea which way to go.
And I still had my senior year, or years, at Hawthorne to get through. The
Ambien was starting to kick in and I dozed off and dreamt about all of these
scenarios and some of them felt like nightmares.
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 When I woke up at sunrise I was stiff from sleeping
in the lounge chair, my head was pounding, and there were several plump dead
mosquitos scattered over me. There were so many dead insects on me that I began
to wonder about just how toxic my blood had become.


I grabbed my phone off the deck and noticed the
texts were dwindling down. Most of my friends from Hawthorne had probably
gotten into their summer routines, they were all probably like me—too busy with
their own lives to stay in touch with me all summer. There were a couple of
texts from Billy wanting to know if I wanted to play golf with him this week—I
kept those. Pete sent me one asking me if I wanted to have dinner with him and
the family sometime—I set a reminder to call him back. Paul sent me a message
telling me about some fishing trip in Wyoming or wherever that he wanted to
take Spence and me on this summer—I forwarded that to Spence to see what he
thought. Jeremy sent me a message saying they were making a trip to go club
hopping next weekend—I set a reminder for that one, too. The director of the
summer programs at school sent me one asking if I was coming back to work this
summer—another reminder set. My Dad sent me a message asking me to come to DC
sometime—deleted it. Mom sent me a message begging me to stay here and spend
time with the family and Maria and Vince—replied and told her we’d talk about
it Thursday. There was a message from one of the Zach’s in the frat telling me
that two guys in suits who may or may not have been some kind of federal agents
came by the house asking for me—deleted and I shuddered a little bit about that
one. Messages from my mom’s friends in Cali—asking if I was interested in doing
some modeling, working as a personal trainer, being on Big Brother, being on
Survivor, doing an interview in People with my Mom, doing an interview with a
free-lance writer about my Dad blowing the campaign and whatnot—all of them
deleted.


 Expending all that energy made my head pound even
harder and I remembered I had some codeine upstairs. I went inside and I
thought about waking Danny up to see if he wanted to lift some weights in the
basement or go for a run, something to snap me out of the stress of all these
decisions I was expected to make. I decided to just go upstairs and get in my
bed instead.
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