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THE TIP-OFF








The day I met the future president I was wearing the first suit my father ever gave me. A gray Hugo Boss at least a size too big, sloppy and untailored. I paired it with a nondescript beige tie and brown Kenneth Cole squared-toe lace-up shoes. I was twenty-three years old, fresh out of Duke University. I thought I looked sharp.


It was December 2005. I had been home killing time for a month in Fayetteville, North Carolina, where my parents lived. I was playing round after round of golf while waiting to see if I was going to have a professional sports career (either in NFL Europe or Arena Football, where I could get more experience before hopefully joining the Dallas Cowboys). I was also considering applying for a position at Goldman Sachs. Mostly, I was honing my short game.


My mother, Lynette Love, no fan of idleness, told me I needed a contingency plan beyond pro sports and high finance. “Do something more productive with your time,” she scolded as I loafed around her house.


“I’ve dropped ten strokes off my game!” I shot back, teasing. “I don’t know how to be more productive than that.”


My mom didn’t laugh. And her point was well taken. I wasn’t Tiger Woods. Or a retiree. Duly chastened, I sent my résumé to a friend, Alan Hogan, a mentor of a basketball teammate, Andre Buchner, who was close with Sean Richardson, chief of staff to Representative Patrick Kennedy, explaining I might be looking for an internship on Capitol Hill. Not long after, I received a call from Pete Rouse, then chief of staff for Senator Barack Obama. Rouse, I would come to appreciate, was a man of vast experience and abundant talent. He had been chief of staff to Senator Tom Daschle when Daschle was majority leader; around D.C., Pete was known as the 101st senator. My résumé had been forwarded to him because I was young, into sports, African-American, and I’d graduated with a political science degree from Duke.


I knew about Senator Obama. He was the only African-American in the U.S. Senate at the time, and it boggled my mind that 1 percent of the United States Senate was representing 19 percent of America’s population. I’d seen his rousing speech at the Democratic National Convention in 2004. And I’d read his book Dreams from My Father, in which he plumbed the personal psychology of race in a way I’d not seen discussed before. The parts of the book that addressed Obama’s experiences as a black student at an overwhelmingly white, privileged private high school felt as if they had been written just for me.


My family was solidly middle class. Both of my parents went to college at North Carolina Central University, where they met, and at their encouragement I’d attended a private high school that was predominantly well off and Caucasian. So my basketball teammates in the Amateur Athletic League (AAU) constantly gave me grief as the guy who spent more time with whites than blacks on and off the court.


All of my African-American friends who went to public schools saw me as soft. Uncool. Rather than the Fresh Prince, I was the Carlton. And while my prep school friends lived in giant houses and drove luxury cars, my family could barely afford tuition—we were on tuition assistance, and even that was a struggle—and we lived on the other side of town. I felt caught between two worlds: I came from one side, and I wasn’t genuinely invited into the other. I was part of both worlds, but didn’t fit either mold. After reading Dreams, I realized I wasn’t the only person of color who felt that way, who’d been struggling with identity, unsure of where he fit.


On the phone, I told Rouse that Senator Obama’s book had spoken to me.


“What do you want to do?” he asked.


“I’ll do anything,” I replied.


He invited me to D.C.


*  *  *


I’d been to Washington in May 2001, after Duke won the NCAA Championship. We’d been covered in the media extensively, as every NCAA Championship basketball team has been before and since. Back on campus we were minor celebrities, and now we were in the nation’s capital to, among other things, meet the President. Needless to say, it was not your usual introduction to Washington, and my mind was in a thousand places at once.


Our team visited the Pentagon and toured the White House. I remember it was a hot and humid day as we all stood in the Rose Garden sweating in our suits. I was the only one who’d brought a handkerchief, and I passed it around to the guys while we waited for President Bush to show up to welcome us to the White House.


Bush eventually came out, posed, and was very polite. He congratulated us, and that was that. I never thought for a second that I was standing in the place of my future employment. What I remembered most about D.C., if I’m honest, was a very brief glimpse of the Oval Office, the unpleasant temperature, and how disgusting my handkerchief was after several teammates used it to mop their brows.


When I arrived on a cold winter day in 2005 for the interview with the senator’s office, however, it was a different story. I was mesmerized by the federal city. Everything felt so seductively foreign to me. The architecture. The pace. Driving into town felt like being a toddler walking into a toy store. Or buying a new gadget and pushing all the buttons at once. I was overwhelmed, breathless with excitement. Playing hoops for sold-out crowds at Cameron Indoor Stadium or in front of a hundred thousand hand-chopping Florida State University Seminole fans should have prepared me, but the grandness of the city was something completely different.


Which is probably why I crashed the car.


I’d borrowed my father’s Volvo S80 to make the drive. I’d never driven in the city before. And though it was a minor fender-bender, a Jeep coming into my lane and hitting the side of my car, I tried not to think of it as a bad omen. (Or of what I was going to tell my dad.)


Senator Obama couldn’t meet with me the first day, so I ended up staying overnight with a friend. The next day, I took the Metro over to the Capitol to meet with David Katz, then a personal assistant to the senator. Stepping into the Hart Senate Office Building only reinforced the exhilaration I was already feeling. The place was massive, chock-full of business-attired people rushing past, looking like they were consumed with purpose. There were metal detectors and security guards and men and women in suits and shiny shoes talking in eager, agitated voices into their phones, or to each other. The very air itself seemed heavy with ambition, and as I inhaled it, I realized right then I wanted to be a part of the mix.


I sat outside the cloakroom on a hard wooden bench, too stupid to be nervous, just giddily eager, like a dog in cold weather. The senator emerged with Katz, who pointed at me. I stood up just as he approached.


“Hey, Reggie,” Obama said, extending his hand. “Thanks for taking the time.”


We shook hello, his demeanor formal, but friendly. He asked what I’d been doing with my life.


“Playing football,” I said, adding quickly, “I read your book. It was inspiring, thoughtful.”


“That’s great. Thank you.”


We stood there, eyeing each other. It felt less like a job interview than a sizing up. We both fell silent for a beat, as if we were trying to see who could be more low-key. Then he asked me a couple questions about myself. What mattered to me. What I wanted to do in the future. I didn’t have any answers. And I didn’t really pretend that I did. I said I was looking forward to learning about the political process, and he said that it was easier to try new things as a young man than when you are thirty-five.


“You think you might want to run for something someday, Reggie?” he asked, finally.


“No. Maybe. If somebody thinks I should.” I knew I sounded moronic. I could tell he was unimpressed. He looked me over one last time.


“Well, maybe we’ll work something out,” he said, then walked away, immediately directing his attention to something that actually mattered.


Nailed it!


Man, did I suck. It was the worst interview I’d ever given. Maybe because it was the only interview I’d ever given, aside from trying out for the Duke basketball team, which hardly counted. I left the Hart building that day feeling pretty certain I wouldn’t be coming back to D.C. anytime soon.


*  *  *


If you had told me then that for the next six years I would spend most of my life crisscrossing the globe with Barack Obama, I would have thought you’d been dropped on your head as a child. And yet that is exactly what happened. He became my boss, and then the President of the United States, and I became what he dubbed his “iReggie,” his go-to source for all critical, nonpolitical information.


I was his DJ, his Kindle, his travel agent, his valet, his daughters’ basketball coach, his messenger, his punching bag, his alarm clock, his vending machine, his chief of stuff, his note passer, his spades partner, his party planner, his workout partner, his caterer, his small forward, his buffer, his gatekeeper, his surrogate son, and ultimately, improbably, luckily, his friend.


For the entirety of my stint in Washington, I was at the senator-then-president’s side for more hours a day than not. From dawn to what was often the middle of the night, I was a witness not only to history, but to a side of the man few got to see: an attentive father, a devoted husband, a trash-talking basketball player, a feisty card shark, a loyal and thoughtful friend with a wicked sense of humor. I also saw him in those early morning hours on the campaign trail when no one believed in him; eating lunch alone in the White House; flipping through a stack of magazines; shooting free throws in deserted small-town high school gymnasiums; taking a few moments to compose himself in the seconds before stepping onstage to be sworn in as the 44th President of the United States of America.


Being a personal assistant, a “bodyman,” is like taking a ball from half court and trying to heave it into the basket. You don’t know how it is really going to work out. Luckily, we grew close over time, and what originally seemed like a low percentage Hail Mary ended up being a more manageable job than I would have anticipated. Perhaps most surprisingly, we became friends, eventually even something close to family.


I carried snacks and the luggage, babysat for the children of world leaders, prepped the teleprompter and the operator, and handled a million other tasks that came up on the fly. Most of all, I listened. Gradually, I came to understand with one look from the President what sort of day lay ahead.


Because I was not part of the political process, in many ways I became the President’s touchstone for normalcy. His window onto the outside world. We played basketball together. (A lot of basketball.) We played cards. We debated the merits of Tony Parker and rehashed Mad Men plotlines. We watched ESPN. I was twenty-one years younger than him. We didn’t have a lot in common in terms of life experience, but what we did share was safe ground. I wasn’t going to question him about the economy or deliver bad news about the polls. And because of that, the time we spent together was unique. I was able to see through a rare window that others did not. I would occasionally let fly with an expletive when we talked. So did he. The subject was usually basketball.


*  *  *


Five days after my abysmal interview, Pete Rouse called me back. I would soon learn that not many things would get done without him. Rouse was my mentor and champion, as he was for many people on the Hill. He had a vision and game plan for me.


“You have good presence,” he said. “We want you to come to D.C. and grow with this team.”


I didn’t really know what he was talking about. And I told him as much.


“Are you sure?” I asked.


He said he was.


“I’m not certain I want to make a long-term commitment,” I said, backpedaling.


“That’s fine. We can start you at twenty-eight thousand.”


Not exactly what my fellow Duke graduates were earning at Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley. Not exactly NFL coin either.


“Do I get moving expenses? A signing bonus?”


“No.”


I mulled over the offer, remembering the energy I’d felt when I visited Washington, remembering, too, how impressed I’d been with Senator Obama.


“When do I start?” I asked.


“Just get here by January.”


*  *  *


I took the position for many reasons, some more thought through than others. I liked the sense of working for a larger purpose I’d observed and felt when I was in D.C. Another thing stuck with me from that visit, too: the lack of racial diversity in America’s political system. I also knew that I wanted to work for someone I respected, admired, and could learn from. And Senator Barack Obama was that.


I had little inkling then of just how epic his impact would be, not only on this country, but on me as I grew into an adult. At his side, I would learn the key lessons of what makes a leader, a pioneer, a man. His example (combined with the examples set by my father and my coaches) led me down the path to adulthood. I would come of age in the course of this extraordinary journey.


I knew none of this, of course, when I said yes to the job. But I’d watched and rewatched the senator’s convention speech on YouTube. He reminded me of my pastor. He was a man of mettle and determination. He was going to change the political landscape.


And I was going to be there while he did.
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THE BOTTOM IS ONLY THE BEGINNING








I was hired as a staff assistant. On January 6, 2006, I moved into a crappy apartment in northeast D.C., on Ninth between F and G. It was a thousand-dollar-a-month dump with mold on the ceilings and rats, in a neighborhood where my car was broken into like it was a paper sack.


During an early meeting in the senator’s office, Pete Rouse called all the staff assistants to the table and asked us what we’d like to do. It was an impressive, even intimidating, office. My eyes jumped from Rouse to the eight-by-ten portrait of Justice Thurgood Marshall to my fellow assistants to the senator’s autographed gloves from Muhammad Ali. I was inspired just sitting there. As we were rapidly laying claim to various jobs, it became clear that no one wanted to handle mail. Since his DNC speech, the senator had received something like ten thousand pieces of correspondence, backlogged from 2004. The job of sorting and cataloging the input would be a massive, thankless one. Never one to shy away from a challenge, I volunteered.


To me, it was a concrete undertaking. I had always been drawn to measurable outcomes. It was part of why I enjoyed playing sports. At the end of the day, you knew where you stood. You won or lost—simple.


In the mail room, I implemented systems to help improve the office’s “constituent services,” which were basically methods for tracking the mail and speeding up the time it took to respond. I used Adobe, Excel, an FTP with the sergeant at arms office, and other software to digitize, manage, and track the flood of letters. And from the positive chatter in the senator’s office (Pete Rouse was impressed), you’d have thought I’d turned water into wine. In a way I had. I’d accepted the lowliest job and converted it into something that attracted attention. People on staff began to wonder, what else can he do?


To supplement my meager salary, I worked part-time as a bouncer at McFadden’s Irish pub. It was your typical preppy D.C. college hangout. One of my oldest friends, Cory Broadnax, was already working there part-time as a bouncer. We had been college teammates at Duke, where he played defensive lineman, and we had known each other since we were fifteen and playing AAU basketball. Now we’d reconnected, and Cory said working at McFadden’s was easy money and fun. It mostly was, until the night some drunk frat boy threw a punch at me.


The kid didn’t have I.D., so I couldn’t let him in. “Come on, bro,” he begged, giving me a little smirk.


“Sorry, I don’t make the rules,” I explained.


“You think you can tell me what to do?” he spat back, his face suddenly flooding red. He was dressed in khakis, a pastel-pink J.Crew button-down. His friends were all staring at him. But he only had eyes for me. “You think you’re somebody? You trying to push me around?”


I’ll give it to the guy. It took some stones to pick a fight with somebody three times his size. Of course, he was also drunk. Liquid courage, it is well documented, can convince you that a host of bad ideas are, in fact, good ones.


And then he swung.


Thankfully, it was a big windup. I saw his fist coming a mile away and moved out of the way. Cory also noticed what was happening and jumped in, wrapping his arms around the guy’s pink shirt, jerking him forcefully from my reach.


“How dare you!” he sputtered as his friends tried to drag him away. “You’re just a fucking doorman.”


Well, now I am, I thought. But a doorman is just a job. Jobs change. Being entitled, with no self-awareness, rarely does.


I stopped working at McFadden’s shortly after that. I had recently gotten promoted at the senator’s office, and frankly, I was run ragged from being up nearly twenty-two hours every other day. Besides, I couldn’t show up at the Obama office with a black eye. That’s not the kind of operation they were running.


Thankfully, after six months working for the senator in the mail room, I was promoted from staff assistant to deputy political director for Alyssa Mastromonaco at Obama’s Hope Fund. I would be splitting my time between the Senate office and his PAC. Once again, I landed in a very glamorous position: database management.


If Senator Obama did a fundraiser, if he was in a TV advertisement to help another candidate, if he sent out an email asking for a contribution for someone else’s campaign, if he appeared at a rally—any communication he had with anybody—I kept a record of it.


This kind of list is part of a politician’s lifeline. The ability to differentiate an avid supporter from an ambivalent one is of profound value. So when someone requested a photograph with Senator Obama at a Democratic meeting, we’d promise to mail it to that person if he or she would provide an address, and I would make sure that happened and then keep track of that information. The PAC also used postcards to build relationships with the thousands of non-Illinois constituents the senator would meet while campaigning for other Democrats. The team would send a photo of the senator standing in a location that the recipient would immediately recognize as local, and we’d personalize the postcard with a note on the back saying, “Hey, thanks for joining me at the rally in support of Claire McCaskill” or “Debbie Stabenow.” And with the note would be a link to our website.


The postcard was good PR. But the genius part was collecting names and email addresses. It would become the beginning of the first national list of supporters. It is always the efforts of a couple hundred dedicated individuals that allow a candidate to build broader support, and even before any official declaration of candidacy, the team had started to identify who those few hundred people were.


In part because of the systems I helped to set up, the campaign was allowed to buy/rent fewer lists in the future, which, in turn, enabled the team to communicate coherent messages and to interact with engaged and likely voters. Identifying and interacting with Democratic activists across the country before officially launching a national campaign was critical. Preparation and forward thinking had the Obama team slightly ahead of the curve. The team could identify among the people we’d mailed, who had already shown up to see the Senator, those who had already demonstrated tangible support. The team was able to put energy into smarter places. The data was solid. Because of that I felt I’d helped to make a difference early on.


Even so, the process wasn’t easy. There were days when I would have more than a thousand postcards to send. I’d bring them home with me and stamp them one after another, hour after hour in front of the television. Sometimes I’d enlist friends to help. (Bribing them with beer or chips or the use of my pickup truck to move furniture.)


There was something else the team did differently. In the normal ecosystem of campaigning, interested parties would ask Barack Obama to appear at an event to help with their fundraising. Typically special guests like Obama would do their thing, help draw a crowd to other candidates and causes, then say good luck and God bless. But early on, our approach to events had a longer-term goal in mind.


In our scenario, we adopted the philosophy that “Obama’s a Democrat. We are trying to get you reelected because you are a Democrat, and hopefully we can all grow together.” And so, when the senator agreed to appear, we made the request that his participation be contingent on our receiving the list for the event of the candidate he was showing up to support.


This did not always go over well.


The Iowa Democratic Party, for example, gave us their list, not digitally, but as labels. The kind your grandmother sticks on envelopes. I had to type thousands of addresses and names into our database. It was a passive-aggressive “screw you.” But we got the data.


These were the early days. I only knew the senator well enough to say hello coming and going. I felt like to him I was probably still some random staffer who happened to have played basketball at Duke.


I did get to sit in on one meeting. It was with Baron Davis, the two-time NBA all-star, who came in with his agent, Cash Warren, to talk about his youth development foundation. I was a prop. But it was still cool to have that seat at the table, even if it was only for fifteen minutes. I remember thinking how in awe I was to be in the senator’s office with such an impressive bunch. Baron Davis had the basketball career I always wanted and not only was killing it, he was able to work with his best friend, Cash, on the daily. I was impressed, and a bit jealous.


At this point, the senator hadn’t yet formally declared an intention to run for the highest office of the land. I was down on the bottom rungs of the office ladder, developing these systems, gathering the data, doing the tedious work, not really having a clear endgame in mind. Little did I know how dramatically everything was about to change. How, in a matter of days, Senator Obama would go from a passing figure to a presidential candidate, and I would play the role of sidekick.


*  *  *


It was Pete Rouse’s idea. It had probably been his plan all along. He brought me into his office, sat me down, and gave me two scenarios.


“Do you want to go to Iowa?” he asked.


“Do I?” I asked, not knowing what “going to Iowa” meant—other than the fact that if I did go, the population of black people would increase exponentially.


Then he brought up the prospect of my being the senator’s personal aide.


“Is that an option?” I asked, knowing even less about what that job would look like.


“It is. But I didn’t think you were interested in that position,” Rouse said casually.


He wasn’t wrong. I was young, ambivalent about almost everything except basketball, but especially about being a personal aide, because I had no notion of what it entailed. On the other hand, there was my desire to shoot hoops. Hang out with my friends. Maybe get a flashy job in finance like some of my old classmates. Or pursue my dream of playing in the NFL one day, something I’d been groomed for since high school and had been actively recruited for after graduating from Duke. Being someone’s personal aide sounded like the very opposite of all of that. But Rouse had never led me astray, and his offer resonated with my instinct to get off the bench and into the game in any way I could make a difference.


At the time, I was dating a young woman named Erin, who worked as an analyst for Prudential Securities. I’d met her through her sister, Casey, who was in Duke law school while I was an undergrad. Erin was my ambassador to D.C. She was twenty-nine and dialed into the local ethos. She thought I was too immature for her, and I probably was, but we dated anyway. She ended up being a great advisor to me; an unanticipated inspiration—a friend with actual benefits. If I ever got lost driving in D.C., I would call her, and she would navigate me home. At base, she had figured her shit out. And I hadn’t.


“Don’t be stupid,” Erin chided, when I told her I was probably going to pass on the traveling personal assistant offer. “This is the biggest opportunity of your life. My last boyfriend was a field organizer in Iowa for Kerry and if your candidate doesn’t win it’s tough. But, as a personal assistant to a candidate, win or lose, you are left with invaluable experience and relationships.”


Erin was always ten moves ahead of me. She could see the smart play, how the job of PA to Barack Obama would change my life forever, in ways that running a campaign office in Iowa, or working at Goldman Sachs, or training for the Dallas Cowboys would not.


It was Erin’s voice I heard in my head when I walked into Rouse’s office and told him I wanted the bodyman slot after all. And just like that, I had a new job.


What I didn’t have was a job description. To this day I still haven’t been able to track it down, because there never was one. Each bodyman job is unique to the principal. Every boss is peculiar. Like snowflakes, the bosses come with their own distinct characteristics (and needs). And more likely than not, they don’t even know what those needs are—until you don’t meet them.


On that note, to any future PA candidates out there, know this: nobody is going to tell you what you are supposed to do. There is no training. There is no manual. There is no human resource department to provide you with a helpful itemized sheet of responsibilities. If you dare to ask what your job actually is, the folks in charge will likely say, “Handle stuff.”


That’s it. “Handle stuff.”


Thus was the true beginning of my presidential education. Learning the ropes of life at the heel of the man who was out to change the course of this great nation.


As for how you “handle stuff ”? You’re on your own. You will be clueless. You will panic. On more than one occasion, said “stuff ” will most definitely not be handled. You will mess it up. Royally.


I know I did.
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EVERY LAYUP ISN’T EASY








On February 1, 2007, the night before my first official trip as bodyman, I was walking the aisles of pharmacy-turned-supermarket Harris Teeter in something of a fog. I had black and silver Sharpies in my basket, black Pilot G2 Gel Roller pens, Trident chewing gum. I was thinking I should throw in some trail mix, in case the guy was starving or something.


So I headed to the nut section and confronted how much I did not know about Senator Obama. Considering all the options—salted or dry roasted? sweet or spicy? with or without dried fruit or candy?—I realized I hadn’t a clue what the man would like. I also had an accompanying thought: how much could it possibly matter? The contingency I was planning for was a starving candidate. He’d be grateful regardless, right?


I snagged a bag of Planters Trail Mix Fruit & Nut with M&M’s.


Back in my apartment, I couldn’t relax. I was anxious. I tried to watch some TV to distract myself, and before I knew it, I woke up at 1:00 A.M. and realized I’d been drooling all across my shoulder. I walked to the bedroom to try to catch some real sleep, all too aware that in four and a half hours I would be boarding a commercial flight from D.C. to LaGuardia with the senator. He had just formed an exploratory committee to test his viability for becoming the President of the United States. And we were heading to New York City for three fundraisers—cocktails, a dinner, and a late-night meet and greet.


I’d already gotten my feet wet doing some advance work in Washington. I’d been the point of contact for the “Families USA” conference, where the senator delivered one of his first speeches on health care in the U.S., articulating his belief that our country needed to create a supplementary system for the traditional employer-based insurance system, which he hoped would act as a transition to universal health coverage.


As part of the advance team, I’d arrived at the venue, the Mayflower Hotel, early enough to absorb the layout, confirming that the entrance and exit routes wouldn’t be too congested for the senator to travel through. The narrower a route, the more time it took for him to leave a building. In my short time as a newly minted PA, I’d observed that Senator Obama was a man of the people and he never turned his back on an opportunity to hear another point of view. Which could make for a prolonged exit.


The day prior to our trip to New York, I worked advance for the National Prayer Breakfast at the Washington Hilton. My responsibility was to make sure that the Senator got from the breakfast to the car in a timely manner, so that he wasn’t late to his next scheduled event. It seemed simple enough. The prayer breakfast officially ended at 9 A.M., so at about eight-fifty, I walked toward the entrance of the ballroom in anticipation of the senator’s exit. It was then that I noticed he was not at his table. After a thorough search around the room, I realized that he wasn’t there at all.


I tried my best to stay composed. It was my trial run before my first travel assignment with the candidate, and I’d already misplaced him. Aha! I know. I’ll just call him on his cell phone.


I rang the number I had in my cell and got a voicemail saying that his number had been changed. Panic began to set in. I’d lost Barack Obama. I called Nick Colvin, another team member.


“Nick,” I said, trying to feign calm, “what’s the senator’s cell phone number? I can’t seem to locate him.”


“He’s been in the car for ten minutes,” Nick replied.


“Oh, okay, cool,” I stammered, though cool was the last thing I felt. Especially since I was about to formally begin my tenure as the bodyman in less than twenty-four hours.


Turns out, I had been right to be anxious. Losing the soon-to-be presidential candidate was the opening chapter in a long catalog of errors I would commit over the next six years. Another memorable, if insignificant, error occurred on the flight into LaGuardia, when the senator opened the bag of trail mix I’d bought and proceeded to pick out every M&M, holding them all in his palm like pieces of candy-coated toxic waste.


“I’m not going to eat these,” he said, pushing his hand in my general direction. Clearly, I thought. “Do you want them?” he asked, wrinkling his nose.


“No thank you, sir,” I answered, then made the first of what would be thousands of notes to self: No candy with the trail mix.


This list would also come to include:


No gum wrapped in tiny papers. (He preferred Dentyne Ice.)


No energy bars with fruit. (Likewise, he preferred MET-Rx Protein Plus.)


Salads only in emergencies, because you can’t eat salad in a car.
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