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      Any long-time Florida resident knows that the Sunshine State nickname is Gatsby-level poppycock, especially during the extended summer months. The afternoon thunderstorms that rip through towns from Jacksonville to Miami on sticky, steamy afternoons May through September are enough to send seasoned meteorologists scurrying for shelter.

      Rain doesn’t fall. It assaults.

      Thunder doesn’t roll. It shakes and rattles.

      Lightning doesn’t crash. It fires 300 million volts of cataclysmic electricity toward Earth, which is where, for better or worse, Florida is located.

      The scenes can be breathtaking.

      And frightening.

      And dangerous.

      And, thanks to a surplus of greenhouse gas emissions, more frequent.

      Over the past decade, Florida’s summer storm season has started earlier, expanding its reign of terror into springtime, which, in addition to impacting the entirety of the state’s ecosystem, mucks up the Global Elite Golf Tour. The world’s premier professional links outfit, Global Elite holds its five-tournament Sunshine State Swing every spring.

      Warm weather.

      Endless coastlines.

      Picturesque palm trees.

      The stretch traditionally generates revenue faster than Nazis produce propaganda. However, with the Florida tournaments enduring consistent, and sometimes major, delays thanks to Mother Nature commandeering March and April, Global Elite saw a problem. Recognizing that rainouts and death-by-electrocution might be deemed bummers by their deep-pocketed patrons, tour officials did not ignore the changing climate, a.k.a. climate change, though it was tempting given their political leanings. After much research, they invested big bucks in storm-tracking technology to ensure the safety of wealthy and even wealthier folks who annually spend hundreds of thousands of dollars on tickets and concessions and merchandise during the Sunshine State Swing: expensive radar, expensive software, expensive hardware, and at one course, a not-so-expensive loud horn that to some sounded like a birthing cow.

      Alas, not all safeguards are created equal.

      Thus it was on a Wednesday afternoon, March 27th to be exact and 3:30 p.m. to be more exact, as the Global Elite Golf Tour’s players were finishing their practice round for the Smooth and Clean Suntan Corporation Open, that a storm horn sounded, sending a low, booming “Moo” not just across the course, but throughout a quaint suburb outside Orlando.
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            Wednesday, March 27th

          

        

      

    

    
      The storm siren mooed.

      “Not ‘moo,’” said Global Elite Golf Tour Co-Vice President Edward Thornton, exasperated but still grinding his hips in a slow, overdramatic, counterclockwise manner, a technique he saw in a porn flick at age fifteen and still mimicked today. “Baaahh.”

      “Baaahh,” said Fancy, the unimaginatively named thirty-something prostitute who lay under Thornton in a secluded gazebo on a golf course outside Orlando, set to host the Clean and Smooth Suntan Corporation Open. Fancy was questioning two things. First, where did the “moo” Thornton referenced originate? It certainly wasn’t her. Second, why was Thornton moving his hips like this? Did he have a pulled groin or back issues? “Baaahh.”

      “That’s better, baby. Baaahh.”

      “Baaahh.”

      “So good, baby. Very authentic.”

      In fact, passers-by, had there been any, might have agreed with Thornton’s assessment. Though they would not have stopped to say so, given the circumstances. Thornton, who held a number of non-traditional sexual predilections, wore a Little Bo Peep costume during the tryst. Fancy, without a costume or clothing of any kind, was paid extra for special vocals.

      “Baaahh,” Fancy said again, hoping the sound might spur Thornton to the finish line sooner rather than later because bedding Bo Peep leaned toward awkward. “Baaahhhhhh.”

      “So good.”

      “Baaahhhhh.”

      “That’s it, baby! That’s it!”

      “Baaaahhhh.”

      “That’s it. That’s…aaahhhh! I! Am! Bo! Peep!” Thornton finished with a high-pitched moan that bore an unsettling similarity to the sound of a screaming possum.

      Fancy, because she was a pro, offered a soft and tender, “Baaahh.”

      Then the storm siren sounded again. “Moo!” In the distance, a lightning bolt spiked the earth with an ear-splitting crack. There was a moment of silence followed by several ground-shaking explosions, billowing smoke, and towering flames that licked the sky.

      Thornton gasped.

      Fancy stayed in character. “Baaahh?”

      Thornton dismounted and, at least in Fancy’s opinion, exhibited incredible dexterity, especially considering the back injury, in shedding the Bo Peep outfit and donning his golf shirt, khaki pants, and all-white Skechers. He handed Fancy three crisp $100 bills and raced toward the clubhouse.
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      Per sworn statements from two ex-wives, Johnnie “John Boy” Coombs was an “egomaniacal, cheap sleazebag” and a “lying, cheating son of a bitch who gave me herpes. Twice.”

      Coombs was the owner of Yeux Marrons, the Florida country club hosting the Clean and Smooth Suntan Corporation Open. He made his fortune from one of those sketchy payday loan companies. They give you $500 today, you give them $600 tomorrow. Unless you can’t pay tomorrow. Then it’ll be $700 or $800 or $900, depending on how many additional days you need. Most people who patronized such places did not grasp the math within their contracts. All they saw was “EASY LOANS” in yellow neon on the store window, and later the repo man pulling down their street to take back a new model Dodge Charger with its throaty engine and obscene bass bumping on the stereo system. Neighbors who watched these tow trucks always said a silent prayer of thanks. Their sanity and peaceful evenings were once again safe. The victims were less thankful and often complained to anyone who would listen.

      The media.

      Law enforcement.

      Congressmen.

      After a few years, many states cracked down on the offending companies.

      Coombs thus bailed and sought a new business venture. His accountant, a thrice-divorced and very bitter man named Herb Wall, suggested Coombs look into the golfing set. It should be noted that Wall was a gambling addict who bet everything from NFL games to beauty pageants. The day before advising Coombs, Wall lost $5,000 on a charity golf tournament wager. His view of the links community was thus freshly hostile, rivaling the feelings of Red Sox fans toward the Yankees or conservative Christians toward science.

      “The whole golfing set is pathetically desperate,” Wall told Coombs, chasing a bong hit with a shot of cheap whiskey. “They’re just like your payday loans clientele: losers desperately seeking something beyond their reach. With payday loans, it’s poor folks in need of money. With these golf types, it’s folks with disposable income in need of attention or added prestige or improved social status.”

      Coombs knew nothing about golf or the golfing community, but he trusted Wall’s analysis. Plus, he needed to hide his millions in something stable under someone else’s name—Wall knew an alias/shell company guy—so Coombs’ future third ex-wife couldn’t get her grubby, herpes-tainted fingers on his money. Thus, Coombs bought an Orlando-adjacent golf club and course. It was called Glory Holes.

      Seriously. That was the name.

      He spent a few million on renovations and cosmetic improvements, and rebranded it Yeux Marrons, because Coombs was a huge Jackie Gleason fan but a poor speller. He thought the name was a clever tribute.

      Coombs was also a right-wing Republican, so far to the right that believing in climate change meant you were not only un-American, you doubted the existence of the Almighty Himself. He–Coombs, not the Almighty–was also a cheap bastard. (Ex-wife number one was correct.) So, when the clubhouse was rebuilt, Coombs told contractors to skip whatever “didn’t hold up the roof” or “shine like the lost city of El Dorado.” Thus, while the interior was gold-plated and the exterior clean and sparkling, the 30,000-square-foot Yeux Marrons clubhouse was lacking in several basics, including zero rods or air terminals or down conductors to channel electrical currents from a lightning strike directly to the earth through a grounding system.

      For their silence, Coombs paid his contractors $5,000 apiece—the exact amount he paid certain discreet men for teenage girls—and sent them on their way.

      It should be noted that Coombs was not an oblivious dolt. He noticed the daily afternoon storms were arriving earlier in the year, staying a bit longer, and growing more violent. He just didn’t care. Chalked it up to God’s plan. Coombs figured he and God were tight.

      He prayed.

      He tithed.

      He only cheated a few times on each wife.

      He coveted his neighbor’s daughter but once.

      There was no way the Almighty would harm anything Coombs touched. Coombs believed that. Coombs was wrong.

      And science smiled.

      So, it was on this Wednesday at 3:30 p.m. at the incorrectly spelled Yeux Marrons club that the storm horn mooed. The sport’s premier players, caddies, and officials sought shelter in the gaudy, unprotected clubhouse, wherein they drank cocktails, discussed plans for the night, and, in an unfortunately timed meeting, planned strategies for the following year with golfers from Global Elite’s primary and second-level tours.
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      Following the moo siren, The Links Network seamlessly switched from not-so riveting pre-tournament coverage of players mingling on the range to its nearby onsite studio, where broadcast talent could make dozens of incorrect prognostications and even more incorrect analyses. Numerous studies showed that no one—not fans or golfers or even network executives—ever backtracked to check what was said, so on-air experts realized they could pronounce the craziest shit possible. One year, as the legend goes, an anchor nearing retirement predicted Luke Skywalker would shoot four perfect rounds and then quit golf to play bass for a Beatles tribute band. His words received neither external media coverage nor post-tournament criticism.

      No one would remember The Links Network’s conjectures this year either. Though apathy was not the culprit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      To a veteran reporter, Thornton later described his reaction after reaching the Yeux Marrons clubhouse as follows: “Remember Planet of the Apes? The original movie from 1968 with Charlton Heston and the dark-haired girl and that sexy chimpanzee Zira? Man, she was a bombshell. Am I right? Anyway, remember at the end when Heston sees the fallen Statue of Liberty and realizes he’s been on Earth the entire time, and he falls to his knees and wails? I felt like that.”

      Once a shrine to the nouveau-riche and climate-ignorant, the Yeux Marrons clubhouse looked to Thornton like a crushed beer can. Fearing the worst, he peeked inside. The rank smell forced him backwards. He doubled over and vomited.

      The lightning bolt, followed by several additional strikes as satellite images later revealed, sent more than 600 million volts through the edifice. All the gold-plated fixtures, chairs, spoons, forks, lecterns, light covers, toilet-paper rolls, all the golf clubs, metal patio chairs, umbrella stands, and anything else metal, picked up the electrical charges and sent them to the next conductor. The entire building’s contents were charred or melted. That included the people. Among the deceased were three Links Network analysts who moments earlier had agreed that a blizzard might impact this year’s Clean and Smooth Suntan Corporation Open, one cameraman, most Global Elite tour officials, including the president and CEO, all 130 players from the Global Elite’s second tour, and 109 of the 110 golfers from the main tour.

      Global Elite Golf had a big problem, and Thornton knew it.

      Disoriented by the apocalyptic scene and a little sleepy thanks to his recent escapade, Thornton staggered away from the clubhouse and down the long, faux cobblestone drive toward the grounds’ main entrance, where he found his first sign of living humanity: golf course personnel on one side of two locked gates, law enforcement, firefighters, and medical personnel on the other. All involved worked furiously to open the gates, which Coombs insisted on locking to prevent communists or atheists or any other undesirable “ists” from infiltrating the meeting.

      Thornton knew about Coombs’ paranoia. He did not know about Coombs’ distrust of technology. Rather than an electronic system or magnets or anything else that seemed new-fangled, Coombs’ gates were secured by a tree-branch-thick chain and a cartoonishly large tumbler padlock, which at this moment were confounding an increasingly desperate emergency response population. Finally, a burly fireman with biceps the size of bowling balls forced his way through the crowd. Raising an axe overhead, he swung downward like a lumberjack whom minstrels might immortalize in song, shattering the lock and granting access to all.

      Thornton became slightly aroused. He wondered about the cost of a Paul Bunyan costume. Or maybe Thornton could dress like Babe, Bunyan’s blue ox. That would be quite the…

      “Oww. What the hell?” Thornton held his right cheek, which had just been slapped by the burly fireman.

      “Get the hell out of the way, moron!”

      Thornton snapped to reality. He was, in fact, in the way. No vehicle could pass as he stood in the middle of the road daydreaming about homoerotic, quasi-bestiality.

      “This way,” Thornton offered, pointing toward the very obvious Hellscape in the distance.

      “No shit,” said the fireman as he pushed Thornton to the side with disdain and then charged toward the disaster along with a parade of emergency vehicles and first responders.

      The news teams were not far behind.

      Oh shit, Thornton thought.

      Recognizing that widespread media exposure might be detrimental to the Global Elite Golf Tour and therefore his livelihood, Thornton raced back to the clubhouse, mere steps behind the rescue personnel. Instead of entering the facility with these heroes, Thornton stopped, turned, and waited.

      Minutes later, the first TV crews squeezed down the lane. The sheer visual stopped most parties dead. The stench stopped the rest.

      Thornton stood twenty yards from what was formerly the clubhouse entrance. He raised his arms up and out, parallel to the ground. He imagined himself as that Christ the Redeemer statue in Brazil. Then he questioned if Fancy would sleep with a John dressed as Jesus. Finally, he took a deep breath and composed himself before the dozens of reporters and cameramen.

      “Is everyone okay?” they asked.

      “Hard to tell,” he lied.

      “Any casualties?”

      “Again, hard to tell.”

      “Well, what can you tell us?”

      “We’ll issue a statement when we feel it’s appropriate.”

      And then a police captain emerged from the clubhouse. He approached Thornton. After a hushed conversation, several law enforcement officials ushered media personnel off the grounds and commenced with the clean-up.

      Thornton commenced with Global Elite business. He withdrew his cell phone and placed a call.
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      The Global Elite Golf Tour could not cease operations due to a lack of manpower. Manpower, in this case, was all but one legitimate golfer and the five surviving tour officials. After all, this was not some mom-and-pop thrift store. This was a billion-dollar business, and the remaining brass who had not ventured to the greater Orlando area on this Wednesday afternoon, as well as the one who had been living out a nursery rhyme fantasy, had come to rely on these billions to pay for lavish homes and exotic vacations and designer clothes and private schools and Little Bo Peep costumes with gargantuan price tags.

      So, after several phone calls and emails, the tour officials met that evening at a hotel in nearby Lakeland, Florida. They talked. And talked. And talked some more, which grew tiresome because three officials were old and old people tend to argue and repeat thoughts and ramble off topic before retiring to their couches for naptime. The two younger officials, Thornton and Global Elite Co-Vice President Marley Marie Baxter, who were young only in comparison to their sleeping elders, waited for the inevitable snoring before preparing a pot of bourbon and finalizing three resolutions.

      First, thanks to Baxter’s public relations minor at South Central Georgia College, it was decided that a show of empathy was needed. Cancelling the Clean and Smooth Suntan Corporation Open was common sense, but something more must be done. After scouring the books, Baxter and Thornton uncovered the lowest-earning stop on the tour schedule. Said stop also had the most inappropriate name, given the recent disaster, and so it was that the Buck’s Charcoal Briquet Classic was canceled out of respect for those now comprising the largest pile of ash since Vesuvius destroyed Pompeii. “It was the humane thing to do,” Baxter’s press release later noted in another feather-in-the-cap of mealy-mouthed spoon-fed crap that is public relations.

      Second, the totality of the disaster would remain a secret for as long as possible. While it was clear that losses were incurred, no one could know the full extent until Baxter and Thornton felt it appropriate. This was key to their final resolution.

      “And third,” Thornton said in a grandiose tone that made Baxter slightly nauseous because Thornton was off-putting and overdramatic and Baxter accidentally slept with him after a five-margarita Christmas party two years ago, after which she awoke wearing a Humpty Dumpty costume, “the show must go on.”

      Baxter knew the show to which Thornton referred. She also knew Thornton was right. The BDSM Invitational, which, despite its laughably inappropriate name, was the biggest, brightest, and most profitable event on the Global Elite Golf Tour. It was their sport’s World Series. Its Kentucky Derby. Its Wimbledon.

      And it was scheduled to start in eight days in Front Nine, Georgia.

      “We’ll need a protagonist,” Baxter said.

      “A what?”

      “A protagonist. A hero. Someone fans will root for.”

      “Ahh. And how do we find one of those?”

      “We hunt.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “We hunt.” Baxter stood and paced around the room. “We scour the internet. We look at everyone. Career third-tier players who never got their big break. Bad-ass newcomers. A minor-leaguer on a hot streak. College kids. High schoolers.”

      “You want to put a high school kid in the BDSM Invitational?”

      “I’d put a crippled toddler in the BDSM Invitational if I thought it would help attendance.”

      Thornton, who was slightly aroused by Baxter’s sudden aggression, fired up his laptop. An R-rated Snow White image appeared on screen. Thornton made no attempt to hide it.

      “Any idea where to start?” he asked.

      “Yes,” said Baxter after a brief mull. “The BDSM is in Georgia. Look for a Georgia guy. Born and raised in the Peach State. The locals will love that.”

      “Okay.”

      “And make sure he’s good-looking.”

      “Okay.”

      “Preferably with a strong name. Or maybe a catchy nickname.”

      “Okay.”

      “Oh, and it might help if he’s white. Or at least light-skinned.”

      “Good-looking pale guy from Georgia with a nickname. Got it. Anything else?”

      “Yeah. Get rid of that Snow White photo.”
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      Lee “Long Drive” Douglas and Victor “V.D.” Danielson made a striking couple. The tall, lanky, handsome blond trailed by the Shrek-like, slightly hunched, dark-haired, blobby guy. It was like a Hollywood star and his publicist. Except…

      Except they weren’t in Hollywood. Not even close. Today, they were somewhere swampy in Louisiana. It was groin-damp hot.

      Except Douglas wasn’t a star. He was a golfer, though not an accomplished one.

      Except Danielson was no publicist. He used to be a golfer, though less accomplished than Douglas. Now he was Douglas’ caddie. Had been since Douglas went pro. No one understood the relationship, though the two were supposedly childhood friends and thus shared history. Probably. No one cared enough to ask.

      On this Wednesday, on a third-rate course in a fourth-rate town, Douglas and Danielson were performing an all-too-familiar dance at a rare one-day Pro-Am event wherein somewhat wealthy amateurs paid somewhat talented golfers for the privilege of playing eighteen holes as a foursome. The winners each received a small trophy and a signed autograph from their pro.

      Douglas approached the tee, aging wedge in hand, took a deep breath, and swung. Thwack! The dimpled white ball soared like a hawk across the deep blue sky, landed on an unkempt green 150 yards away, and spun back past the flag before stopping four feet from the hole.

      “Holy shit! Did you see that?” the banking vice president screamed to the other two duffers in their group.

      “What a shot,” said the car dealership owner to the banking vice president and the other duffer.

      “Guess that’s why they call him Long Drive,” the city councilman said to the car dealership owner and banking vice president.

      They were each wearing bright green pants, white designer shirts, and purple shoes. Their caddies carried clubs, for which the trio paid over $10,000. The three men were a combined 26-over through five holes, which was akin to batting .150 in Little League or turning in a 100-word essay with 200 typos. Their three caddies remained quiet, other than choking back laughter when their players’ drives displayed the parabola of a lunar orbit.

      Douglas turned to the group, smiled, handed his club to Danielson, and walked toward the green.

      “Is he going to talk to us?” the banking vice president asked Danielson.

      “Sure, for $200.”

      “What?”

      “Two hundred dollars.”

      “What’s $200?” the councilman asked.

      “If you want Lee Douglas to talk to you, it’ll be $200,” Danielson said. “Each.”

      Said the car dealership owner, “Wait a minute. We paid $5,000 per man to play in this Pro-Am. Douglas should polish our clubs for that. This ain’t the Global Elite Tour, pal. This is barely a mini tour. And as far I know, your boy hasn’t won on any tour in a long time.”

      Douglas heard the comment and mulled the idea of burying his putter in the car guy’s skull, but continued toward his ball. All part of the game, he thought. All part of the game.

      “Alright, $200 for all three,” Danielson said. “You can ask him whatever you want. Golf tips. Tour stories. Anything.”

      The bank vice president pulled out three $50 bills.

      “I’ll give you this. Take it or leave it.”

      Danielson pocketed the cash, offered a theatrical bow, and pointed toward Douglas. “Gentlemen, allow me to have a word with Lee in private.”

      Skeptical looks crossed their faces.

      Danielson ignored them as he jogged after Douglas. It was an odd-looking trot. One shoe was missing its heel, revealing a worn, grayish sock. V.D. also had a sore left knee caused by a violent fall from his barstool the previous night. He was sweating gin and tonic when he reached Douglas, who never bothered slowing down. Douglas made sure that the three golfers were out of earshot as he stared down Danielson.

      “How much did you get?” Douglas asked.

      “One hundred dollars,” Danielson lied.

      “That’s it?” Douglas rolled his eyes in disgust, muttered something that to Danielson sounded like a profanity-laced insult or an ancient Gaelic curse, took a deep breath, and then turned back to the trio. He waved them forward.

      “Howdy, gentlemen,” he said as they approached. “What can I do for you?”

      The bank vice president started the Q&A. “I can’t drive a ball like you. I’ll never be able to. But I can putt pretty well. What tips do you have to help in that area?”

      Danielson pulled Douglas’ flatstick from his yellow bag, stitches fraying along the handles, and a zipper broken on one pocket.

      “Showing beats telling,” Douglas said, giving them a wink. “Watch and learn.”

      Douglas walked around the green, surveying the putt from all angles.

      “Man, look at the concentration,” the councilman said.

      “He’s locked in,” said the banker.

      “I’ve played this hole 200 times, and I’ve never even made a birdie,” the car dealer said. “Doesn’t help that the green sucks.”

      “You suck,” the car dealer’s caddie mumbled.

      Danielson soon approached the amateurs. “Fifty bucks says Lee sinks it.”

      “I just gave you $150,” said the bank vice president, clearly perturbed.

      “You know what?” the car dealer said. “I’m in. This green is rougher than tree bark.”

      Danielson walked to the flag, pulled it from the hole, and shook it three times, the signal for Douglas to sink his putt. Long Drive allowed himself a slight smile. Easy money, he thought. Then he pulled back the putter and sent the ball eight feet past the hole.

      “Fuck,” he mumbled, resisting the urge to hurl his club into a nearby pond. Douglas stomped toward the ball, directly through the putting lines of his three paying amateurs. Without studying the grade, he made his stroke. The ball went four feet past the hole. Another putt. One foot wide. Douglas turned and launched his putter like a somewhat skilled discus thrower. It landed on a sand crane, which unleashed a rattling bugle-like squawk before staggering a few steps and flying away. Normally, such an offense would incur a $50,000 fine and possible jail time. The three duffers decided against reporting Douglas.

      “Well, he got his birdie,” the car dealer said.

      Neither Douglas nor Danielson should have been surprised that Long Drive missed the putt. Douglas could do almost anything with a golf ball, and there were courses and strippers around the South that could verify. The one thing he couldn’t do–or was rarely able to do–was putt with any degree of consistency.

      In professional golf, there is one subtle difference between a top-ten player earning millions and a guy living in a sketchy condo within walking distance of Taco Bell. The former has the ability to sink a 1.68-inch golf ball in a 4.25-inch hole from the green in minimal strokes. The latter does not. One missed-though-makeable putt every nine holes means bidding adieu to the Global Elite Golf Tour and saying howdy to a satellite event named for a West Texas sewage company.

      Douglas missed many makeable putts. Two years ago, he finished sixth in the Bo’s Septic Cleaners Open. Bo’s motto was, “We’re number one in number two.”

      The trio of amateurs guffawed as Douglas stormed off the course. Danielson withdrew a fifty-dollar bill from his pocket. The money was damp and smelled of alcohol.

      The car dealer looked at it and shook his head. “Keep it, son. I think you’re gonna need it.”
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      Later that afternoon, lounging in their room at a less-than-swanky Red Roof Inn near Swamp Village, Louisiana, Douglas pondered his existence as he listened to Danielson, who wore only boxer shorts and Sony headphones, butcher the lyrics to a somewhat familiar pop song between sputtering snorts and quick but hair-burning farts on one of the two twin beds.

      Despite a decent amateur career, Douglas was just another struggling golfer in the sport’s lower tiers, grinding out enough money each week to keep him and Danielson in one-star motels with a nightly bucket of chicken and case of beer, typically KFC and Miller Lite.

      First place in Douglas’ world was usually $5,000, which might sound like good money for a four-day event. But after taxes, golf balls, and attire—players below the Global Elite Golf Tour were not gifted such luxuries—gas, food, and lodging, plus Danielson’s ten percent, Douglas was in no jeopardy of starting a lucrative financial portfolio. Also, it should be noted that Douglas rarely finished first. Though five years ago, he won the Particle Board Furniture Mart Invitational Classic at the dismal Long Wood Golf Course in North Carolina.

      “Seriously, doesn’t anybody run these names past a marketing agency?” Douglas asked Danielson after that event. “Long Wood? There isn’t a teenage boy alive who wouldn’t giggle at that name.”

      Danielson giggled.

      A year later, Douglas took $7,500 at the Chicken Shack Open at the Bent Shaft Golf Course—do marketing teams avoid golf?—in Virginia. And he captured the Possum’s Redneck Bar-B-Q Tournament in Texas sometime thereafter. Douglas couldn’t recall the dollar amount printed on the oversize check he received, but he certainly remembered the threesome with Possum’s two nieces that evening.

      That was it, though. Three titles in fifteen or so years. Not exactly enough to fill a pro golfer’s resume, unless you added the two cases of herpes, one pregnancy scare, and approximately 1,000 hangovers.

      “What a fucking life,” Douglas mumbled, noting an all-too familiar funk of dirty socks and chicken grease polluting the air.

      He looked around the room. Danielson’s suitcase, which was actually a black Hefty garbage bag, rested at the foot of his bed like a deflated balloon. Two oil paintings featuring yellow flowers in blue vases hung on the far wall. An old tube-style television bolted to the worn dresser was tuned to The Links Network. The skies were dark on TV and the course abandoned but for a remote announcer positioned outside the clubhouse.

      Douglas grabbed the remote from their night table and increased the volume. The announcer said the storm rolling in was the worst he had seen, and since he grew up in Florida, he had seen some doozies. He pointed to a cloud with bad intentions, then ducked inside for shelter. Seconds later, a lightning bolt flashed. The picture went dark.

      “Sunshine State, my ass,” Douglas muttered, shrugging his shoulders and closing his eyes for the night.
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      Jessi Kane hated high school for the usual reasons.

      Strict teachers.

      Perky cheerleaders.

      Pythagoras and his condescending, probably Greek, maybe Roman theorem.

      Cafeteria orange juice that smelled like rat piss. At least she imagined it smelled like rat piss. Jessi was confident she had never stood within sniffing distance of a urinating rat.

      And worst of all, random drug searches conducted with dogs named after 1980s hair metal singers.

      As the archaic analog wall clock inched toward noon in the senior hallway at St. Agnes of the Holy High, Axl Rose, a black and tan German Shepherd named for the screeching Guns N’ Roses frontman, found a nick in Jessi’s locker. The baggie was stuffed in a half-empty bag of Fritos under a t-shirt Jessi planned to wear in gym class.

      If she ever attended gym class.

      Which she did not.

      Coincidentally, it was a Guns N’ Roses shirt. The real thing, too. From the Appetite for Destruction tour in 1987. Jessi bought it online.

      The drugs she took from her mom’s dresser stash.

      Somehow, the shirt still reeked of pot, which might have helped Axl Rose and his cop handler locate the marijuana. Unlike many of America’s states, weed was still illegal in Georgia. This was unfortunate for Jessi because her high school was located in the Peach State–Front Nine, to be exact. Guns N’ Roses did not stop in Front Nine in 1987 on the Appetite tour, though they did rock Albany, Atlanta, and Savannah. Jessi doubted Axl the dog or his cop knew this factoid. She also doubted they cared.

      Not about her.

      Not about her vintage shirt.

      Not about the fact that Appetite for Destruction the record, was, in its day, the best-selling debut album of all time.

      Jessi pondered the irony of Axl the dog’s ignorance—and then pondered if the ignorance was actually ironic—as she sat outside the principal’s office at 12:15 p.m. She might have been handcuffed in the back of a squad car at this very moment had Axl Rose not been a major Fritos aficionado. Despite a series of “No, Axl” and “Not again, Axl” commands from the cop, one Officer Jim Wilson, Axl devoured the salty snack along with the contraband.

      Standing with a nun on either side, each coming only to his shoulder, Wilson repeatedly shook his head. He told the pious penguins that the district attorney would dismiss any such case—he knew this from experience—and then ushered Axl out the door, possibly to a vet, possibly to the nearest yard where Axl could expel the now-tainted evidence.

      The principal, a stocky fire hydrant of a woman named Sister Margaret, called Jessi into her office at 12:31 p.m. The older woman’s blue eyes were eternally bloodshot. Her breath smelled of bourbon and mint mouthwash. The crucifix around her neck hung off-center and appeared to have mustard on it.

      “Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit,” Sister Margaret said, quoting Ephesians 5:18.

      “I’m not drunk.”

      Sister Margaret ignored her. “Envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. That’s from Galatians.”

      Jessi was confident that Front Nine did not have a big orgy scene, but she nodded anyway. While she was no fan of The Bible, Jessi found Galatians’ holier-than-thou attitude amusing and ironic. Wait, she thought. Is Galatians ironic?

      “Be alert and of sober mind. Your enemy, the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.”

      “Roaring lion. Got it, Sister Margaret.”

      “Your eyes will see strange sights, and your mind will imagine confusing things.”

      That’s what the weed was for, Jessi thought. “Confusing things. Understood,” she said. “Anything else?”

      “Yes, you’re suspended for ten days. Have a blessed weekend.”

      Have another drink, Jessi thought.
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      Dave Roberts, sportswriter for the Front Nine Times, held his iPhone aloft, dutifully recording every mundane, scripted word flooding past the lips of State University football coach Jeff Adams for sound bites on a podcast. Or a newscast. Or a castration. Something with a cast.

      Roberts was not a cast guy.

      “My freaking God, can you hear what you’re saying?” Roberts mumbled as he turned away, admiring the sun as it fought through several clouds. It was nice to feel a touch of warmth after a long, gray winter.

      Adams, whose team wrapped up spring practice this week, was regurgitating mountains of crap used by somewhat literate coaches who wish to appear cerebral and studious, but instead sound over-rehearsed and ignorant. Adams employed all the key words: Leadership. Ownership. Kinship. All those ’ships.

      This is bull-ship, Roberts thought, turning back to face Adams. I can’t write about team leadership. Coaches talk about team leadership when they know their squad stinks. They know they’re staring at a subpar season, so they position themselves to avoid responsibility. It’s the players’ fault. No one wanted to lead. No one owned their mistakes. No one did what I was teaching.

      Adams knows it, Roberts thought as he continued stewing. He thinks no one else knows it, but we all know it. The arrogance of this guy. It’s all clichéd spittle machine-gunned out by wannabes acting like coaches because they’re incapable of actually coaching. Well, they’re no longer capable of coaching, Roberts conceded in his internal monologue. At some point, Adams had to accomplish something to reach this level. In fact, years ago, Adams strung together three winning seasons at a mid-tier college program, Red Valley Tech—the Fighting RVs, Roberts scoffed, questioning the parties who agreed to that absurd nickname—and then served two years as State University’s offensive coordinator before taking over as head coach. He'd been breathing rarified air ever since, despite his 6-30 career record. In most professions, such a result might get you expelled. Not so at this level, especially when your contract has an eight-figure buyout clause, Roberts mused, now ignoring everything Adams was saying.

      Roberts viewed coaching as a skyscraper, youth league coaches on the bottom floors and college coaches in the penthouse. Roberts had never covered professional football, so he was willing to give those guys a pass. Though deep down, he assumed they were just college coaches without the headaches of recruiting and booster clubs.

      Roberts was now ranting, at least in his head. Once you make it to the top floor, the inner sanctum, the cool kids’ clique, you’re there for life. You can go winless for half a decade, get fired with a lucrative buyout, and some other university president, some desperate athletic director, some guy who cannot or will not risk hiring a young up-and-comer, some shmuck who needs a familiar name from a major program, will hire you. Maybe not as a head coach. Perhaps a coordinator. But you stay in the club.

      The club with its six- and seven-figure paychecks.

      The club with its endorsement deals.

      The club with its coaching carousel, hiring and firing from the same pool of names.

      Roberts’ mind was in overdrive. So why stay in the game if you can’t compete? These guys are all Type A. You’d think the weekly humiliations would be enough to make a clod like Adams say, “Maybe I should look into teaching gym at a nice, quiet middle school.”

      At the podium, Adams mentioned another ship. Stewardship. However, he clearly did not know the word’s meaning, and for ten minutes tried desperately to connect Richard II of the Stuarts with Nino, ship steward on The Love Boat, a 1970s TV show.

      Moron, Roberts thought.

      Roberts hated Adams. The man was overpaid and possibly–no, definitely–a racist. The condescending tone he used with Roberts at every opportunity was proof of that. During a postgame press conference two seasons ago, Adams called Roberts, “Boy.” Cameramen from local TV stations foamed at the mouth at the possibility of a Caucasian coach and Black reporter throwing verbal and physical haymakers within feet of their lenses. Adams realized what he’d said, though, and quickly pivoted, adding “howdy” after “Boy” to cover up his degrading slip.

      As Adams continued telling the small media gathering what he thought he knew about fellowship and partnership and family-ship, Roberts wondered what his own family was doing. The separation was hard on everyone. He thought it might have been hardest on him. His ex had dated a guy or two and seemed happy. The kids, who stayed with their mother, adapted well. They had their cellphones. They had their Netflix subscriptions. They had Snap-a-Gram or Insta-Rap or something of that ilk. Roberts didn’t like any of it.

      The Front Nine Times kept pushing Roberts to use the social media platforms. He did so, though not consistently. Or effectively. Roberts laughed at his professional situation while Adams blathered on about big ships and little ships. A paper with a circulation of 30,000 and shedding readers like they were doing it intentionally would not win anyone back by broadcasting this press conference on the internet.

      Roberts silently bemoaned the demise of print media. Like coaches who spouted paraphrased quotes from Vince Lombardi, today’s desperate newspapers borrowed random practices that worked for random papers in random locales without researching why said practices found success.

      “Mimicry alone is not a formula to develop sustained success.” Roberts had written that in one of his many resignation letters that sat undelivered in his home office desk drawer.

      “Dave? Dave? Dave, do you have any questions for Coach Adams?”

      Roberts realized someone was talking to him. He snapped out of his fog and noticed Tiffany Small, one of State University’s sports information assistants, standing next to Adams, who had apparently run out of ships.

      Small might have been in her mid-twenties, though Roberts had reached an age where everyone under thirty-five looked the same. Her hair tied in a tight bun, minimal makeup, and baggy khaki pants with a unisex polo shirt, it appeared Small was actively hiding her femininity. Roberts hoped this was not a directive from the State brass. The thought of his own daughter facing such restrictions made him sad. He wanted the best for her. Be bold. Be confident. Be you. If some man—or woman—tried to homogenize her, screw them.

      Small, Roberts thought, now feeling especially salty, what a perfect name for your job. Do whatever that asshole coach says. Never argue. Never make suggestions. Act small. Take the screaming and blame when he’s accurately quoted after saying something stupid.

      Roberts shook his head no.

      Small sighed and turned back to Adams.

      “I guess that’s a wrap,” Small said to Adams’ back. He was already striding toward the coaches’ building and his office, wherein the only trophies on display were from fishing tournaments and barbecue contests.

      Then Adams turned and pointed at Small. “I’ll need you in here. We have to write down the instructions for these dumbass players so they can go to the bank and withdraw their Pell money. Every year it’s the same thing. They couldn’t open a can of soup without instructions. And I’m supposed to win with these guys? Jesus Horatio Christ.”

      Small’s shoulders sagged before she responded. “Yes, sir.” Small looked at Roberts. “He has the Pell file. He just can’t operate his computer. Says he’s too busy to learn.”

      Roberts watched Adams enter the glass and steel-encased building and disappear into an elevator that led to his top-floor office, which was twice as big as Roberts’ house and cost more to furnish than what Roberts had in his 401K.

      “Too busy to learn,” Roberts said with disgust. “Probably needs to learn some time management-ship.” Roberts checked to ensure that he turned off the recorder app. He wondered what Adams said after he’d stopped listening. He thought about replaying the press conference. Then he thought again. Why bother?

      Roberts took a last look at the expansive building beside the turf practice fields. Built last year, it was another perk in a contract that paid Adams $4 million annually. Adams hated that Roberts published his salary under a big headline, “State awards $4 million to six-win coach.” Adams yelled at Small, who tried to yell at Roberts before realizing he gave not one fuck what she or the coach said. Roberts was on his sixth football communications person and fourth football coach, each more arrogant and entitled than the previous. Plus, he was perfectly within his rights to not only uncover a contract’s contents but publish said contents for his readers.

      Roberts looked around the practice site: four football fields, an indoor practice facility, a coaches’ building, and a state-of-the-art fitness facility. All tax-free. The land formerly contained several structures, some of which dated back to Civil War times: an antebellum home, an historic blacksmith shop, a soup kitchen for the homeless, a school district warehouse. There was also a café that, based on the inedible cuisine and scantily clad waitresses, Roberts surmised was also a brothel.

      All were all torn down, though, because it’s football, by God. It’s the South, and even people with savvy business minds lose their instincts when it comes to college sports. State needed this practice facility—all 50 acres—because the other one was twenty years old. Athletic teenage recruits were telling coaches that the bloom was off their rose. Smart, Roberts thought with sarcasm, because cocky, overhyped kids are, of course, the people you want dictating the financial future of a university with more than 25,000 students, especially when half of those players will be special admits because they spent more time playing than studying.

      So, a few million was shelled out, the homeless people trucked out, the land secured, and the glass-and-steel cathedral to college insanity constructed. Promises were made that the surrounding neighborhoods would benefit from new jobs, new restaurants, etc. Roberts knew instinctively those were all lies. The mayor and city council would say anything to keep the university happy. Roberts suspected that bribes were exchanged to secure the votes. He also suspected that he could never prove that.

      The only new business structure was a BDSM Bank branch. Roberts joked, though he wasn’t actually joking, that money went straight from the bank to whoever voted for this testament of ignorance and bad intentions.

      “Am I really that bitter?” Roberts asked himself.

      It made him sad. His eight-year-old son loved State. He would sometimes come to practice when Roberts conducted pre-season interviews. He would high-five the players as they walked off the field. He didn’t get to do that much anymore.

      “Yep,” he said. “I am that bitter.”

      “Actually, no,” he continued. “Bitter is in the rear-view mirror. I’ve moved on to apathetic.”

      Then his cell phone beeped. He recognized the tone. News update. He checked his device: LIGHTNING STRIKES FLORIDA GOLF COURSE. NO DETAILS YET.

      “Solid reporting,” Roberts said, his tone dismissive. He turned off his phone to avoid further depressing news. “God, I hate my life.”
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      “Hey, waitress. If you be my Dairy Queen, I’ll be your Burger King. Waitress, did you hear me? Waitress?” The man’s voice was boozy with a touch of phlegm.

      Stevie Nicks Kane, so named because her alcoholic parents met as roadies for the 1970s rock act Fleetwood Mac featuring Stevie Nicks on vocals, rolled her eyes. The guy was wasted. Also, she was not waitressing.

      She was dancing.

      Swinging on a pole.

      Wearing high heels, a garter belt, and nothing else.

      There were only three patrons at The Juicy Lie gentlemen’s club this evening: a fifty-something businessman donning a rumpled blazer and loose paisley tie, and two guys who, based on their red noses and cheekbones, had neglected to apply sunscreen before playing one of Front Nine’s famed golf courses.

      “Hey, waitress,” the rumpled blazer guy said, waving a dollar bill. “Did you hear me?”

      Stevie sighed and offered a warm but insincere smile. Be nice, she thought. Be nice. Then she laughed to herself, recalling that years ago someone had used the Dairy Queen line on her with great success.

      Of course, Stevie was young and somewhat naïve back then, so that helped.

      And the guy delivering the line was a looker. That helped even more.

      Stevie, then Stevie Nicks Newhouse, served that looker a whiskey sour with an appreciative laugh. That was all the encouragement the looker needed.

      “Vance Kane,” he said, flashing a generous smile and extending his hand. His teeth were pearly white. His emerald eyes twinkled. His jaw may well have been chiseled from stone. He was tall enough and wore navy blue slacks with a white button-down shirt. His cologne smelled of cookie dough and springtime.

      He was, Stevie thought, a possibility.

      “Stevie,” she said, pointing to the name tag on her green polo shirt, which, appropriately, featured her name.

      Asked Vance, “Have you worked here long?”

      Let’s see, Stevie thought. Baby at eighteen. Community college dropout just shy of nineteen. Failed receptionist, telemarketer, and dry-cleaning clerk before turning twenty, though she still resented her termination from that last gig. Who in their right mind drops off a Nazi military uniform at a shop in suburban Atlanta? There was an American flag flying outside every other house in the county. Stevie felt it was her patriotic duty to do something, which she did. Locating the man’s address on the company computer, she drove to his residence, tossed the garments onto his front lawn, drenched them in gasoline, and set them ablaze while singing “Born in the USA.”

      She was off-key.

      She was stoned.

      Also, she learned later—later being a minute after she started the fire—she was making a huge mistake.

      The uniform was part of a traveling exhibit featuring priceless World War II artifacts. The man upon whose lawn she burned said uniform, which once belonged to a Third Reich general, was that of the local museum curator, not an anti-Semitic swine, who bolted from his house like a thoroughbred from the starting gate shouting profanity generally reserved for prison riots or high school math teachers second-guessing their career choice.

      Stevie felt her subsequent termination was harsh and short-sighted. After all, her actions showed both ingenuity and passion. Who doesn’t want those traits in an employee? Well, apparently, the owner of Happy Bob’s Dry Cleaning.

      So, Stevie split. Aimed her car toward Florida. Broke down short of the border. Landed at the Eagle Cafe in Front Nine, Georgia, a town where many local businesses chose links-related names in honor of their revenue-producing pastime. That was in November. It was currently April.

      “Been here five months,” she told Vance.

      “You like it?”

      “Beats cleaning Nazi uniforms.”

      Vance took a beat, then laughed. Even without the backstory, the line was funny. “I’m sure it does.”

      “So, are you in town for a golf outing or something?” Stevie asked as Vance sipped his drink.

      “Golf? God no.” Vance nearly spit whiskey on the table. “I’d rather watch Amish porn.”

      Stevie hoped against hope this guy was not just passing through.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Vance continued. “If you love the game, good for you. Me, though. No thanks.”

      One week later, Vance met Stevie’s young daughter, Jessi.

      Six months after that, Vance proposed.

      Jessi, still a toddler, knew Vance only as Daddy. Stevie felt no need to tell her otherwise. Vance was fine with the role. Stevie had no siblings and her parents disappeared over a year ago, ditching their daughter and granddaughter to follow some trippy jam band across Europe. Dead or alive, she would not search for them.

      There were no loose ends to tie.

      Life was perfect.

      Until it wasn’t.

      A decade and two months later, Stevie laid a flower next to Vance’s gravestone, allowed herself a few tears, and then squared her jaw.

      “Hey, waitress,” the rumpled blazer guy said, jerking Stevie back to present times. “How much for a lap dance?”

      She exhaled, leaned closer, batted her eyes. “For you, handsome, $30.”

      The club rate was $20.

      Two hours later, with three tens in her purse, Stevie pulled into the Front Nine Classic Theater parking lot. Fifteen minutes after that, she exited the building with two baggies of Jamaica Mistaica weed, removed a flyer advertising a low-budget circus from her vehicle’s windshield, and headed home.
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