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      By USA Today Bestselling Author Tymber Dalton writing as Lesli Richardson.
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      Dignity (Book 1)

      He wants it back…

      

      My name is Kevin Markos, former star anchor for Full News Broadcasting.

      I say former, because an exhaustion- and frustration-fueled emotional on-air meltdown of apocalyptic proportions means my previously dignified reputation and stellar career as a highly respected conservative TV news host and commentator lay in smoking, irreparable ruins. Only one person will hire me now, and it’s the last person I want to work for—Democratic Senator ShaeLynn Samuels, who’s determined to be the next president of the United States.

      My reluctance isn’t because of her, but because of who’s working for her—Special Agent Christopher Bruunt, the head of her Secret Service detail.

      A college spring break trip I thought was safely hidden in my past, even if it never strayed far from my thoughts, now comes back to haunt me. If I take this job and succeed, it could resurrect my career and put me at the right hand of the most powerful person in the United States.

      But how much am I personally willing to sacrifice to claw my way back to the top? Because Christopher never forgot that spring break, either.

      And he has a few agendas of his own.

      

      Diligence (Book 2)

      She wants it all…

      

      My name is ShaeLynn Samuels, and all my life I’ve settled for second place to my own mother, who is a political legend in our home state of Florida.

      So far, I’ve proven myself through several crucibles, and now I’m a US Senator. Many people would be happy with that accomplishment, but not me.

      Because I want more—I want it all.

      I’m determined to be POTUS.

      And if washed-up TV news host Kevin Markos is my best chance to get elected, then by god, I’ll make him come work for me however I have to.

      Even if Markos doesn’t want to, and even if it means I turn the head of my Secret Service detail loose on him.

      Because Special Agent Christopher Bruunt has a secret assignment beyond protecting me—he’s warming my bed. And he has a few plans of his own for Kevin Markos.

      You see, Christopher and Kevin have a secret history…and Christopher has pictures.

      

      Desire (Book 3)

      He wants them.

      

      When I first met Kevin Markos, we were both drunk college students at Spring Break. It was a week I never expected, and a week I’d never forget.

      Especially since I took pictures.

      Unfortunately, life got in the way, careers got in the way…as did Kevin’s miles-deep closet. I thought the only way I’d ever see Kevin again was on a TV screen.

      But now?

      He’s desperate, broken, and broke.

      ShaeLynn Samuels is a unique woman with future plans I want to be a part of. And Kevin never left my heart or my thoughts.

      Now I have a chance to make both ShaeLynn’s biggest dream come true—and mine.

      Kevin’s coming along for the ride whether he wants to or not.
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Politics are messy, nasty, sexy, brutal, funny, impossibly complex, and a lot of fun to write about. (Mostly because they’re messy, nasty, sexy, brutal, funny, and impossibly complex.) Since the focus of this trilogy isn’t the politics so much as it is the people, I’ve taken certain liberties and simplified a few things here and there.

      But the kinky shit is absolutely realistic.

      The Determination Trilogy is a spin-off set in the same world as the books in the Governor Trilogy series, Devastation Trilogy, and others. It is a standalone trilogy that can be read separately from those books. This series was first written in 2018, before the events of January 6,2021, before the SCOTUS ruling that destroyed Roe v. Wade, and before Covid.

      It is suggested the books in the Determination Trilogy be read in order:

      
        	Dignity

        	Diligence

        	Desire

      

      Kevin, ShaeLynn, and Christopher first made brief appearances in the Governor Trilogy series:

      
        	Governor

        	Lieutenant

        	Chief

        	Yes, Governor

        	Pet

      

      There will be more books set in the world of the Governor Trilogy. You can check out the series information on my website at:

      
        
        https://www.tymberdalton.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DIGNITY (BOOK 1)

          

        

      

    

    
      He wants it back…

      My name is Kevin Markos, former star anchor for Full News Broadcasting. I say former, because an exhaustion- and frustration-fueled on-air meltdown of apocalyptic proportions means my previously dignified reputation and stellar career as a highly respected conservative TV host and commentator lay in smoking, irreparable ruins. Only one person will hire me now, and it’s the last person I want to work for—Democratic Senator ShaeLynn Samuels, who’s determined to be the next president of the United States.

      My reluctance isn’t because of her, but because of who’s working for her—Special Agent Christopher Bruunt, the head of her Secret Service detail. A college spring break trip I thought was safely hidden in my past, even if it never strayed far from my thoughts, now comes back to haunt me. If I take this job and succeed, it could resurrect my career and put me at the right hand of the most powerful person in the United States.

      But how much am I personally willing to sacrifice to claw my way back to the top? Because Christopher never forgot that spring break, either.

      And he has an agenda of his own.
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      This one’s for Hubby, and for Sir. He knows why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      Wednesday, November 7th, the day after Election Day

      “Thank you all for joining us today. It is my privilege to be interviewing Lieutenant-Governor Susannah Evans, who woke up this morning as the governor-elect of Florida. I know you have a busy schedule, Ms. Evans, so thank you for taking the time to sit down with me, and thank you for making us your first stop this morning.”

      “You’re welcome, Kevin. Thank you for having me. It’s a pleasure to be here.”

      Although I can see from the hard, cold glint in Susannah Evans’ blue eyes that she’s anything but happy to be sitting here talking with me. Especially in person.

      But we’re live, and we’re both on our best behavior.

      Frankly, I can’t blame her. Not after my run-in eight years ago with her friend and former running mate, Governor Owen Taylor, during his campaign for his first term.

      I never should have let the producer in my ear override my good sense that day. It was a shitty question, a stupid question, and I knew better. I hadn’t meant to ask it, not really. But I was sick from food poisoning because of bad sushi the night before, was working on a migraine and couldn’t clearly read my notes, my head was screaming at me, my mom had literally just died of cancer the week before…

      And because I was trying to listen to Taylor, and listen to the producer’s voice in my ear at the same time, with a miserably throbbing headache to boot, I stupidly parroted the question my goddamned producer dumped in my ear before I’d really thought about it and processed it.

      Yeeeeaaah.

      Admittedly, not one of my finer moments.

      Add to that the mega-ration of shit I later received from my father over flubbing it and not hammering Taylor harder.

      I finally got the bastard—the producer, not my father—fired by the network for that goddamned stunt. I’d been trying to get rid of him for months, and that was the last straw.

      Hell, if I could get the network to fire my father from my life, that’d be amazing and worth every ounce of bullshit I put up with from my employer.

      Worse? They still didn’t want to fire the guy, at first. The only reason they fired him wasn’t because of what he did, but because even our own viewers rightfully skewered us, and we were the laughingstock of every damn network.

      Even Fox News clicked their tongues at us.

      That’s when advertisers threatened to pull their dollars, and FNB finally caved and released a statement blaming him and terminating him.

      It was cheaper than letting me go and paying out the remainder of my contract. Especially when the rest of my crew all publicly stepped forward to support me and verify my account of the events, and then some angel anonymously released the full tape that recorded the producer yelling at me from the command center.

      Doubly especially since I’d tried to get another anchor to handle the interview, but the network brass overruled me and insisted I do it despite how horrible I felt and my life circumstances.

      All that was on the tape, too, which had been running before I sat down with Taylor.

      When the public learned not only was I sick, and in massive pain, and grieving my mom’s death, the pendulum of opinion swung back hard and heavy in my favor.

      I’d only been at Full News Broadcasting for a couple of years at that point and was still naïve enough to think I could create positive changes there to shift their coverage back toward center and help boost ratings. Admittedly, it was a helluva scoop, landing an interview with Owen Taylor after that school shooting.

      Until I flubbed it worse than the Buccaneers on any given Sunday. It was literally the only time I ever felt thankful that Mom died, so she didn’t see me do that.

      She would have loved me regardless, I know she would have. She would have talked me through it, hugged me, offered me that limitless love and pride, the motherly concern she’d always been imbued with.

      I’m pretty sure it was Lou who released the tape with the audio from the producer on it, the one that saved my ass and my job. When I asked him if he did it, he smiled and shrugged, but would neither confirm nor deny.

      Doesn’t matter who, I guess. They saved my career, as well as helped win me even more viewers.

      Owen Taylor got me back but good, though, four years later. I thought all was forgiven and I was being handed a scoop when I got to be the first anchor to interview Taylor and Evans early the morning after Taylor’s re-election. The walk-and-talk wouldn’t take long, just a preliminary clip we could run until we tagged them later in the day for our scheduled formal sit-down.

      A sit-down that had been delayed and rescheduled several times over the previous week by Taylor’s ball-busting chief of staff, Carter Wilson.

      Who also happens to be Susa Evans’ husband.

      I got my walk-and-talk, all right.

      Except I was left slack-jawed, as well as lambasted by network brass only an hour later, when a widely smiling Evans and Wilson went on Tampa’s WFLA morning show, alongside Governor Taylor, and broke the news that she and Wilson were expecting their first child.

      Oh, and she finally officially confirmed she’d be running for governor at the end of Taylor’s second term.

      It gave the local NBC affiliate the political scoop of a lifetime. Especially considering that, only months earlier, Evans had barely survived a plane crash and shipwrecking that literally killed half the Southeast’s governors and lieutenant governors, cruelly and forcibly shuffling the political hierarchy in those states forever.

      Also, considering it was a given Evans would run for governor at the end of Taylor’s second term, because term limits meant he couldn’t run again, it was still a scoop because she officially announced it there first.

      Fuck me.

      Yeah, I guess I deserved it.

      I sent Dad’s calls immediately after to voice mail and deleted the messages without listening to them because I knew he was blasting me, too.

      I’d provided one more disappointment in a lifetime of them, I suppose.

      Due to a lot of groveling on my part, I’m Evans’ first sit-down interview early this Wednesday morning in Tampa, following her landslide victory last night. She killed it, too, a fifty-five point victory that will rightfully shake both major parties to their foundations before pundits finish processing all the numbers. Independents such as Taylor and Evans can no longer be dismissed as lucky flukes. She and Taylor both have won incredible victories, especially considering they’re Independents.

      Not that the idiots in either major party will take heed. They’ll wring their hands and revert to the same ole bullshit in four years.

      I’ve interviewed Evans’ father several times during my career. Benchley Evans is a former Florida state senator and a state GOP political bigwig. The man is a ball-buster, and I was supposedly on his side, politically.

      I can tell his daughter didn’t fall far from the same tree. If my balls aren’t crushed by the end of this interview, it’ll be a miracle.

      Her friend and Florida’s current governor, Owen Taylor, is equally difficult to interview, although that’s mostly my fault because of how I bungled my interview with him. Said interview which had followed on the heels of a school shooting shortly before he won election to his first term.

      I do take a little satisfaction in the fact that my former producer ended up having to move to Brazil and manage soccer game coverage because not a single damn network in the States would touch him once they learned what happened.

      And Draymond Garcia, Evans’ chief of staff, is every bit as much of a bastard as Carter Wilson.

      Garcia allowed me this interview under strict conditions, obliquely reminding me of the journalistic ratfuck they subjected me to four years earlier. He also hinted I would only get this one chance to make a halfway decent impression with the woman and return to their good graces, or my network would all but lose our press credentials with this administration for the next eight years.

      In other words, they were done putting up with our shit.

      Again, I cannot blame them in the slightest. After eleven years stuck in this thermonuclear circus of a network, I’m just about done putting up with our network’s shit myself. Not that I can publicly admit that to anyone.

      If I didn’t need the goddamned job so fucking much, I’d leave.

      Unfortunately, I have a contract that says I’m stuck here for at least another two years, unless they fire me or decide to let me go early. The list of fireable offenses is a very short one, but also one that would guarantee I’d either end up in jail on the back side of events, or unemployable by any other network.

      There’s not a snowball’s chance on the sun that they’ll willingly release me from my contract early. I have the highest-rated show on their network.

      If I choose to leave before my contract’s up, I can do that, sure. Problem is, I have a non-compete clause that means until my contract’s term expires, I won’t be able to get an on-camera network job anywhere in the US, unless it’s for the Golf Channel or Animal Planet or something. Or, I’d have to take an anchor position at some little tiny local backwater independent TV station for a fraction of the pay.

      Before I came to work at FNB, my previous agent died. The agency I ended up hiring for my first contract negotiation with FNB was competent. But the agent who’d repped me left and went independent before I was due for renewal. Since I was repped by the agency, I let them assign me someone else to negotiate the renewal.

      How was I to know there’d be a difference in representation?

      Guess I got cocky, but I was in the middle of covering a series of contentious midterm elections at the time and honestly didn’t want to focus on contract negotiations. By the time I realized what I’d signed, it was too late.

      I drag my mind back to the present. I’m aware of Garcia positioned off to the side, out of the shot but in my peripheral vision. As he watches us he stands with his feet shoulder width, arms crossed, and wearing a stony expression that could easily be him channeling Carter Wilson. I know there’s a connection between the men, something about Garcia’s older brother having served in the Army with Wilson, but I haven’t had time to research that tie yet.

      It’s on my to-do list. I want as much deep background on Garcia as I can get, in case there’s anything I can use to help me suck up to him, or possibly strong-arm him, either way.

      At this point, I don’t care.

      “Ms. Evans,” I say, “you’ve already stated you would continue down the same path regarding education reform as your predecessor, Governor Taylor. That you will be enacting more programs to help improve graduation rates…”

      I sense her relax somewhat during our interview as she realizes I’m not going for a gotcha.

      I’m no idiot. I want these people to like me. I’m not happy with my network, but if I can drag them kicking and screaming toward more centrist political views, even a little, I know our numbers will climb once more. That’s why I’m going out of my way to present the incoming governor in as positive a light as possible, finding points that even most hard right-wingers can agree on with liberals, like education, infrastructure, and emergency preparedness.

      Right now, we’re hemorrhaging viewers, especially in swing-state Florida. If the tallies from this election—which resulted in wins for a record number of Independent and third-party lawmakers not just across the Sunshine State but throughout the country—don’t shake up the network, then nothing will. Especially when looked at from the perspective that more voters than ever are either registering with smaller political parties, or switching from D or R to I. So much so that, here in Florida, there is now a large and vocal non-partisan grassroots movement to end the state’s closed primary system. They have a good chance of getting a ballot referendum passed and adding it to our state’s constitution.

      Yes, I said “our.” Because I’m a native son of this batcrap crazy peninsula, which makes it even more imperative to me personally that I don’t piss off this fledgling administration before they take office.

      Now if the network will actually let me do my damned job, instead of trying to force me into bullshit tabloid territory, I might have a chance to redeem their brand if I can get enough of the other anchors on my side. I’m not the only one tired of their bullshit, but I’m also not the only one with a non-compete clause.

      We’re all on a sinking ship. Unless I can get everyone to start bailing with me, we’re all going to drown.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time I conclude our interview twenty minutes later, I’m sweating bullets but Evans looks chill as fuck. Like she could hold a glass of Macallan in her hand and freeze it solid with a smile.

      A glass of Macallan I feel like I need to chug, right about now.

      Once I’m given the sign that we’re clear and off the air, I reach back and switch off my mic pack before I drop my voice. “Governor Evans, again, thank you for today. I’m really sorry I got off on the wrong foot with Governor Taylor. It was inexcusable. I hope I can earn your trust and build a solid working relationship with you and your administration.”

      Yes, it’s desperation, and I won’t even deny it. I’m tired of bending over for this goddamned network, a network who likes to use false balance in the extreme to pretend they’re reliable and trustworthy and representing the masses, when they’re not.

      Maybe it’s time I start working for my own best interests. I regret ever coming to work for them to start with. I made a lot of money, but the trade-offs, in retrospect, have not been worth it.

      Not at all.

      Susannah Evans gives me another once-over. Out of the corner of my eye I see Draymond Garcia take a step toward us. Without breaking eye contact with me, Evans makes a subtle gesture toward the man, which pulls him up short.

      In this way she totally channels her husband, Carter, and I suppress an involuntary shiver.

      First, she reaches back and switches off her mic pack. Then her voice drops, barely audible.

      “I don’t give second chances, so keep that in mind. Today worked well. I’m not looking for preferential treatment, Mr. Markos, merely professionalism. I don’t mind tough or adversarial questions, either. That’s part of the game. But you pull a stunt on me like you did on Governor Taylor that time? You’ll regret it for the rest of your professional life.”

      I nod. “Yes, ma’am. I don’t share all of my network’s views, but I have to be careful how I present them.”

      I don’t understand why the corner of her mouth quirks in a smile, but she offers me her hand. Her grip feels surprisingly firm, but then again, she’s been involved in politics literally since she was a child because of her father. At forty-three she’s less than a year older than me, but she looks ten years younger and has the political knowledge, cunning, and acumen of someone twice her age.

      “Then keep up the good work, Mr. Markos, and you and I will get along just fine.”

      Five minutes later she and Garcia have departed, heading for their next interview, and my crew is breaking down equipment.

      Lou, my producer, walks over. “Excellent interview. What’d she say to you there at the end?”

      Why lie? “I apologized again for putting my foot in my mouth with Taylor that time.”

      Lou snorts. “Always hated that fucker. Katzen, I mean, not Taylor. Sorry.”

      Lou was back in DC in the studio’s control booth that infamous day, working as an assistant producer. He’d immediately stood up to Katzen and tried to get my mic cut, or to switch to a commercial or promo bump, but it’d happened too fast.

      “I knew what you meant,” I say. A wave of exhaustion washes through me, an adrenaline crash, no doubt.

      We’re done here, so I take a moment to duck into the men’s room in the hotel lobby and remove my stupid contacts before I do anything else. I replace them with my glasses, which are far more comfortable. When I look in the mirror, I see my normal grey-blue eyes staring back at me. I hate the blue contacts that turn my eyes something close to turquoise.

      That’s a holdover from the first on-air slot I held at my old network, Full News Broadcastings’s sister network USNN. My previous network insisted I needed colored contacts to emphasize my eye color, instead of wearing my glasses. I didn’t know enough back then to understand that I could refuse to do it. I’d wanted my break too much to sink my opportunity over something as trivial as that.

      I’m not fond of contacts to start with, but it was one of those battles that didn’t feel worth fighting, at the time. It wasn’t in my contract specifically back then, but fuck me, it ended up in my last one, along with the non-compete—another reason I kick myself in the ass for not knowing any better when I signed it.

      I suppose after all these years on the air it’s easier to get along than to make unnecessary waves. To pick and choose the battles truly worth fighting.

      My next on-camera appearance isn’t until the noon hour, when I’ll do a short remote promo on that show. That’s in addition to a couple of bumps for my show tonight, which I’ll film after lunch, along with working on the wraparound and repackaging this morning’s interview to air portions tonight, and a full-length version that will air at a later time.

      Tonight my show is being filmed here in downtown Tampa, going live at seven Eastern time. We’re setting up in Ft. Brooke Park near the Riverside Walk, not far from the ice hockey arena. There’s a Lightning home game tonight, and the network is hoping for a large live audience presence. I’ll be interviewing Tampa’s mayor, two newly elected county commissioners, and US Senator ShaeLynn Samuels, Democrat, who represents Florida.

      Samuels wasn’t up for re-election this cycle but there are rumors aplenty she’s possibly eyeing a run for POTUS in two years. Which would be huge news, if she is, because otherwise, she should be gearing up for her re-election run. Except she hasn’t formed an exploratory committee if she is going to declare to run for POTUS, and she hasn’t officially kicked off her re-election campaign, either. Her previous campaign manager, who helped her get elected to the Senate in the first place and ran her re-election bids, was a friend of her mother’s—State Senator Marlene Samuels—and now works for the governor of Georgia.

      I’ve interviewed ShaeLynn Samuels before, several times. She’s a Democrat, and rightfully views me with mistrust. Still, our previous interactions have always been professional and cordial, so I hope this one will be, too.

      On the heels of my successful interview with Lieutenant-Governor Evans, I hope I can slowly peck my way back into if not the good graces of Democratic and progressive Independent lawmakers, maybe at least I can make it onto their interview calendars.

      My career and future depend on it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      I retreat to my hotel a block away and head to my tenth-floor room with the excuse that I need to return phone calls and e-mails in private.

      The truth is, I need a few minutes alone. I want to poop in peace without having to use a public restroom, or worry about people trying to talk to me, or stick a cell phone under a bathroom stall to get a picture of me while I’m doing it.

      My house is outside Tallahassee, unfortunately. That’s a five-hour drive, at least, depending on traffic. It’s too far to drive there tonight after I finish filming my show. Anyway, I have to catch a flight from Tampa to Dulles at daybreak to be in the DC studio tomorrow.

      But at least I can spend a few minutes alone.

      I no sooner let the hotel room door swing shut behind me than my personal cell phone vibrates in my back pocket. When I pull it out and read the screen, I groan.

      It’s my father.

      Might as well get this over with, because I know that, no matter what, the old man will chew me out. Putting it off will only enrage him more and make him call my work cell.

      “Yeah?” I answer as I loosen my tie with my other hand.

      “What the hell was that shit? Since when do you fucking toss softballs at libs like that?”

      Another reason I call Florida “home” is that it’s not West Virginia, where Edwin Markos was re-elected last night to his twelfth term as a congressman. Dad couldn’t get himself elected dog catcher here in the Sunshine State.

      Floridian standards might be low and extremely fickle, but at least they kept him from trying to help fuck up this state.

      State Senator Marlene Samuels thoroughly spanked Dad’s ass the last time he tried to run for state office as a Floridian. During my first year of high school, and under extreme protest from me and Mom, Dad packed us up and moved us to West Virginia. There, his law firm, Ferrey, Jackson, Smith, and Rawlston, have a satellite office. Also, at that time, the US Congressional district had a gimpy Democrat embroiled in a nasty divorce with allegations of infidelity, a lawmaker who was sinking in the polls faster than the Titanic.

      It’s why I chose to attend college in Florida, because Mom secretly arranged to keep residential status for me with her sister so I’d get the lower resident tuition rates. She knew I was miserable in West Virginia.

      Hell, she was miserable living there, too. Although a good chunk of that was not so much because of the state as it was because of Dad.

      One of the bigger regrets in my life is that I didn’t push Mom harder to leave Dad once I truly understood what an asshole he is. Father or not, the man’s a jerk. After Mom died eight years ago, Dad began running through a string of women, none of whom would put up with him for more than a few months at a time.

      From rumors passed along to me, Dad hasn’t been able to find a steady female companion in a couple of years.

      Not one he didn’t have to pay for by the hour, anyway.

      When ShaeLynn Samuels first ran for and was elected to the US Senate, Dad made no secret about his hatred for her.

      But when he’s demanding someone’s attention he also doesn’t take being ignored well, which is why I am now stuck on this damn call. No matter what I say to him it will be wrong, so this time, I opt to get chewed out over the truth.

      “I wanted to start out on good footing with her after I fucked up that Taylor interview before he was elected. And she’s not a Democrat, she’s an Independent. She was registered GOP before that, and her father is big in state-level GOP politics.”

      “Goddammit, Kev. That was eight fucking years ago. If they’re going to hold a grudge for something like that, then fuck them, and crucify their asses. Fucking snowflakes. And she is a goddamned liberal, her and that Taylor, both. That state has really gone down the shitter. Glad I don’t live there anymore.”

      So was I.

      Glad he doesn’t live here, I mean. It’s bad enough that he spends so much time in the DC area. I have a townhouse there, but I consider the Florida house my primary residence and I escape here as often as I can.

      “I’m busy, Dad. If you only called to rant at me, I’m hanging up.”

      “What the fuck am I supposed to say to my friends when they see that shit on TV, huh?”

      “I don’t know. How about that you’re proud of me for being a journalist of integrity? That’s always a good place to start, you know. Or, how about maybe that I try to bring dignity and a broader scope to what is frequently an ugly, tribal topic?”

      “Fuck integrity and dignity. Those don’t win elections and you damn well know it.” He barely pauses a breath. “And why the fuck didn’t you demand the network let you come here and cover my race? That’s a US race, not a stupid state race. I won, by the way. Not like you give a shit about your father.”

      I know he won because my work phone blew up with texts last night once his opponent conceded.

      Obviously, I’d been secretly rooting for the Democrat to pull off a W and finally unseat his pompous ass, but I can’t say that. Not to his face.

      Definitely not to any of my coworkers, except Lauren, and it’s not like I have a significant other I can confide that to, either.

      I take great satisfaction in the fact that his Democratic competition shaved far more points off Dad’s lead than any of his opponents in previous years. In fact, Dad won by his closest margin ever, meaning voters aren’t fawning over him anymore.

      That had to tighten his sphincter and likely explains him unloading his irritation onto his easiest target.

      Me.

      “Congratulations, Dad. Listen, my work phone’s ringing, and I need to take this call. I’ll talk to you later.” I hang up before he can protest, knowing he probably won’t call me back now that he’s had his say and landed a few verbal punches.

      I feel zero guilt over the lie. He’ll shiny-squirrel to whatever crisis his staff waves under his nose and lose interest in pecking at me, until the next time I catch his ire.

      Probably because something I’ve done has pissed him off.

      Or because he needs to unleash on someone and I’m the only one who won’t sue him or can’t quit his staff because he’s an ass.

      Or perhaps, just as common, he has something to point out to me where I’ve failed in his eyes, or where he thinks he can use me and the network to boost his visibility. He really doesn’t have an interest in talking with me, but lecturing to me.

      That’s the way he’s always been.

      What’s even more of a shame is it took me so damn long to finally realize it. Unfortunately, I made choices I can never take back before I finally understood that about him. That who he is, and his actions, do not define me or my life.

      That how he treats me is about him and has nothing to do with me.

      Thinking about the ways in which my life could be drastically different and far less lonely had I realized that about him years ago is only one of many methods by which I emotionally self-flagellate.

      Something else no one knows about me, not even Lauren.

      Then again, I’ve always been pretty good at carefully hiding my truths behind a mask.
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        * * *

      

      After having to deal with my father it’s tempting to pour myself a drink from the room’s mini-bar but I resist the urge. Maybe later tonight, once I’ve finished filming and I’m back in my room. I’m a professional and won’t fuck a show because of my father.

      Dad drains me. Hell, he drains everyone who has to spend a lot of time with him, and even some who only have to endure him for a little while. One of those other things I didn’t know until later in life, that vampires are real. The emotional and psychic kind, that is. How some cursed people can drain you without even laying a hand on you.

      I didn’t know that before. I’d thought it was complete bullshit, until an epiphany where I realized that was exactly what happens when I interact with Dad. I don’t know how Mom put up with him as long as she did.

      Does it make me a horrible son to think the cancer was an escape for her? That maybe that’s why, when I tried to push her to seek more aggressive treatments, she simply smiled and…gave in?

      My work cell dings with an incoming text from my field producer, James, letting me know the crew is packed and ready to move to the other site, where we’re meeting the tech crew who’s assembling our portable set and getting everything ready for our show at seven.

      Which I really don’t want to do. I love my home state, but it’s hot and muggy right now, even for a November morning. Fuck standing around and sweating through my shirt just because James is an obsessively early and paranoid individual who needs extra time to set up, and who freaks out if we’re not there and set up hours ahead of time. I mean, yes, I’m a hard-ass and extremely nitpicky when it comes to work, but even I have my limits.

      I’d rather gather our production staff in one of our air-conditioned rooms, put together the video packages, and chill out for a little while after lunch. We’ll all be grumpy as hell after spending hours outside in this miserable heat.

      Telling James off isn’t an option because he’s the son of a network VP.

      Another of those battles that aren’t worth fighting.

      Lou counseled me to simply ignore him and try to get along, but Lou is usually a lot more laid-back than I am. Also, this is one instance in which Lou refuses to buck the system, because he’s not pulling the kind of bank I am and he doesn’t have a contract to protect him.

      Meaning I need to buck up.

      Mom, I wish you were here, but I’m glad you’re free.

      Because freedom is something I long ago traded, along with my damn soul, for what I thought was my dream career.

      Turns out it wasn’t worth the trade.

      And now I have no one but myself to blame for those decisions.
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        * * *

      

      For a moment, I seriously consider calling a cab or rideshare or something to drive me over to the park and arrive separately from the rest of our crew.

      But I don’t.

      I’d asked the network to book our rooms in the same hotel Evans and her entourage are staying in. Unfortunately, since Taylor and Evans always use the same fricking hotel for their election night parties, rooms tend to get booked way in advance. Since we’re not Taylor and Evans’ favorite network, I’m sure that was taken into account.

      Off the record, one hotel employee told me this morning that they are usually full on election nights when Taylor and Evans are running, due one-hundred percent to their election return parties.

      I text James that I will meet him downstairs at the front entrance of our hotel in forty-five minutes. That’ll give everyone in our crew time to locate breakfast, or coffee, or use the bathroom, or grab a smoke, or whatever they need to do to find some sanity in this schedule. We’ve been going almost non-stop the past several weeks because of the elections. I still haven’t made it to the bathroom, thanks to the interruption by my father, so I head there now.

      I can’t totally ditch my tie and jacket yet because of the on-air spots I need to film. By the time tonight rolls around and I’m filming my show, I’ll be wearing a maroon, short-sleeved pullover with the FNB logo embroidered on it. The irony doesn’t escape me that what I thought I wanted most—to be a well-respected TV political commentator—is now my prison. The only time I’m covering anything other than politics is when there’s a natural disaster or some other large-scale, tragic event of such a broad scope that it’s an all-hands situation.

      Which…is depressing as hell, when I think about it.

      Because remember how people used to joke about a storm not being anything to worry about unless Jim Cantore from The Weather Channel showed up in your town?

      I now have a similar morbid portent attached to my name when I’m sent out in the field to cover any story that doesn’t relate to politics or government.

      Elections are now death marches, even midterms, and it didn’t used to be like this. The 24/7/365 news cycle, combined with tribal partisan politics and dark money, has allowed it to replace professional wrestling as the public’s favorite blood sport.

      I think the media is more like wrestling promoters than we are serious journalists anymore. Tossing shit out there we know is nothing more than kayfabe. We’re busy behind the scenes whipping up a good storyline, pretending we journalists are faces, and the politicians are heels, when the truth is we’re all in on the bit.

      It’s the voters who are the marks. On both sides of the aisle. They rarely, if ever, see behind the masks of the people who are truly in control of all of us and the message we’re sending.

      I’m not exactly thrilled with this arrangement, but it’s a living, and it’s in my contract that I have to toe the line the network tells me to.

      Since my mortgage company and the utilities won’t accept dignity and integrity as a valid form of payment every month, I guess I’m stuck with what I’m doing, for now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      The incident that formed one of the sharpest, clearest memories from my childhood occurred when I was ten. Mom was alive and healthy back then, but the cancer that eventually killed her would soon take root in her body.

      Didn’t know that at the time, obviously.

      My dad was running for election for the first time, some local office. School board, I think. At that age, I had no clue what the hell that meant. All I knew was Dad’s already limited free time, and even more limited patience, were now stretched to critical levels. I learned to tiptoe around him, to go to Mom if I needed something, and basically make myself a silent, invisible ninja when he was home.

      Unfortunately, we had to attend a campaign event. Mom dressed me up in my Sunday best clothes and we headed to a barbecue, while Dad lectured me during the entire drive about how he expected me to behave.

      Needless to say, by the time we arrived, something akin to terror gripped me. I desperately wanted to not fuck this up for him.

      Worse? Apparently, people were there to actually meet him, because he wanted them to vote for him and tell their friends and family to vote for him, too.

      I should add this was taking place outside, but it was hotter than balls. Late October in Florida can be hit or miss with the weather, and it was at least eighty-five and very muggy, without a hint of a breeze to take the edge off.

      My head started to hurt, and my stomach felt upset. I was too terrified to eat, afraid I’d make Dad angry, or do something to embarrass him, like throw up on someone. Mom tried to keep me calm but even back then Dad was an asshole.

      Of course I didn’t know that back then. Ten-year-old me wanted to finally earn some word of praise from him.

      Mom? She loved me. I had no doubts about that.

      Didn’t stop me from wanting to capture my father’s attention, though. Hopefully in a good way.

      This wasn’t any old backyard barbecue, either. It was held at a fairly large Baptist church outside of Tallahassee, and everyone else was dressed up, too. It was mostly adults, the only kids I noticed being young babies. No one my age for me to even talk to.

      In the haze of time, I honestly don’t remember what happened to trigger my tears. But I slipped away from Mom’s side to go stand behind a giant oak tree, where I remember I had a hard time catching my breath. Adult me looks back and knows I basically had a panic attack.

      It was also the first time in my life I experienced what I would later learn are migraines.

      I stood there, quietly crying, my head thumping, thinking that I had hidden myself well enough to escape notice.

      I should have known better.

      Growing up, I always felt like my father was a few steps ahead of me, but that it wasn’t usually a good thing. I don’t even mean like I was trying to get away with sketchy shit and he caught me. I mean like he always assumed there was sketchy shit afoot, regardless of the evidence, and treated me accordingly. Maybe it was because he was used to representing criminals, maybe it was because he was a shitty human being, I don’t know.

      It had an effect on me, though.

      Therefore, I always felt vaguely guilty about everything, even when I wasn’t doing anything wrong or had anything to feel guilty about.

      That only piled more stress on me as I struggled to achieve something over which he’d express pride for me.

      I was trying so damn hard not to make any noise while I was crying that I never heard my father walk up. He scared the shit out of me by grabbing my arm and practically dragging me around the back of the main church building, out of view of everyone else.

      “What the hell is your problem, Kevin? Why are you crying? What is wrong with you?”

      I remember staring up at him, terrified, unable to vocalize it.

      Him. I was terrified of him.

      Except that’s not how it translated in my brain, at that time. I was horrified to realize I felt terrified of him, and immediately shifted it to feeling terrified to let him down, an emotion I could live with.

      But I couldn’t verbalize it. Any of it.

      Panic attack, yo.

      Which made his voice downshift into an even scarier tone. Dark lines appeared on his brow, which further terrified me because when he wore that expression it usually meant he was about to start yelling.

      “I’m sorry,” I finally managed. “My head hurts really bad.”

      “Well quit with the tears, go wash your damn face, and get your ass back out there and smile. You blow this for me because of your stupid tears, Kev, I’ll never forgive you. I’ll give you something to cry about.”

      Yeeeaaaah. Suuuuure, that pep-talk…helped.

      Not.

      Apparently, Mom saw me duck behind the tree, but she wasn’t quick enough to intercept Dad before he pursued me. By the time she caught up with me where Dad had left me standing behind the church building, I was close to hyperventilating and was full-on snot-sobbing.

      Because I knew I couldn’t get my shit together, which meant I’d ruin this for Dad.

      And he’d never forgive me.

      Then how would I ever get him to love me?

      Repeat ad infinitum.

      Mom somehow calmed me down, gave me something for my headache, which only helped a little, and sent me inside to the air-conditioned sanctuary’s bathroom to wash my face and clean up. She told me to stay inside for a little while, to sit in the front foyer, which was way cooler than outside, before returning to the barbecue.

      I don’t know what she said to my dad later, but that ride home was so chilly between them that it felt like my balls were sitting on a block of fucking ice, and my upset stomach didn’t help matters any. Mom talked to me, but Dad ignored both of us and projected a disgusted air that I knew all too well.

      Remember that seminal moment in the movie A Christmas Story, when Ralphie’s mom covers for him with his father after the fight? That’s what this felt like.

      Except my father is a complete dick.

      Worse, I don’t know he’s a dick back then. I looked up to him because he’s an attorney and he’s got a good job making good money—so he told me all the time—and how would I get him to love me if I couldn’t even catch his attention except when I was disappointing him?

      How would I ever make him proud of me?

      As soon as we returned home, Mom put me to bed with a cool, damp washcloth on my forehead. She experienced migraines and immediately wondered if that’s what was hitting me. I thought my eyeballs were going to explode from my skull by the time I finally puked around midnight.

      But then, like magic, the headache went away.

      Mom woke up when she heard me in the bathroom, helped me clean up, then stopped before putting me back in bed.

      “Did you eat anything today, honey?”

      I shook my head. “Not since breakfast.”

      She held out her hand and led me to the kitchen, where she had some peach sherbet in the freezer. My favorite. She dished me out two big scoops and sat at the table with me, talking with me while I ate it.

      “Turn off your alarm clock tonight, sweetie,” she said when I finished. “I’m going to keep you home from school tomorrow. When I was your age and got these, sometimes they’d hit back hard the next day. I’d rather keep you home.”

      So I did.

      The next day, Mom spent it with me. She cranked down the AC to a chilly sixty-seven to hopefully help stave off a rebound headache, and we curled up on the couch and watched movies while she made sure I drank plenty of water. The migraine didn’t rebound, thank god, but since then I have had some that did.

      What I will never forget about that day was how I wished it was as easy to win my dad’s love the way Mom loved me.

      No, my dad didn’t win his election.

      Yes, he let me know, in ways big and small whenever Mom wasn’t around, that he considered it my fault.

      Because I was only ten freaking years old, I believed him.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know why I’m thinking about that day with Mom right now as I head downstairs to meet my crew.

      It’s been eight years since Mom died but I miss her so damn much. Despite being an adult, I still struggle with my secret shame that I wish it’d been Dad who died a long, torturous demise from cancer, and not her.

      She never got to see me hit my zenith, interviewing presidents and senators and congressmen.

      I’d like to think she’d be proud of me, even if she wouldn’t agree with the network’s politics.

      One afternoon before she died, when we were alone in her room at the hospice facility, Mom admitted to me that she never voted for Dad, not even in the primaries.

      We both laughed like hell over that. It was the last time she really smiled or laughed, as far as I know. She died a few weeks later.

      It nearly brings me to tears wondering if, had I brought Christopher home to meet her, she would have liked him.

      I strongly suspect she would have.

      I’m also glad that I look like Mom. Dad’s taller than me, at six-two, with a hawkish nose and muddy brown eyes. I inherited Mom’s dark blonde, nearly light brown hair, her blue eyes, and her family’s shorter, more slender build. I’m only five-eleven, and it’s felt like my father’s towered over me all my life.

      “Jesus, Kev,” James says by way of greeting when I emerge from the lobby and climb into the front passenger seat of our rented van. “What the hell, man? What were you doing?”

      “Guy can’t take a crap in peace?” I shoot back.

      That earns me snickers from Lou and the rest of the crew because they think I’m kidding.

      Well, except Lou, who knows me well enough to know that’s exactly what I was doing.

      I make it through filming my bumps and the other appearances and can finally change into my short-sleeved shirt and ditch the tie and jacket. Meanwhile, huddled under the shade of a picnic tent, me and Lou and another PA work on the interview packages on our computers. At least there’s a cool breeze off Tampa Bay now, sweeping north into downtown Tampa, where we’re at, and that scours the worse of the swampy feeling out of the air.

      DC received three inches of snow this morning, which is slated to turn into icy slush by tomorrow.

      Two levels of Hell, between both of my hometowns, so to speak—frosty, and fucking hot.

      I can’t win.

      That should probably be the title of my memoir, if I ever write one.

      When I get a moment alone with Lou, I pull him aside. “Let’s talk to Henry about not using this guy as our field producer. Ever again,” I add.

      He smirks. “Want them to send him to Lauren’s show?”

      I shudder. “God, no. I love her.” My ex-wife and I are still friends, thank goodness. I consider her my best friend.

      Lou scratches the back of his head, running fingers over thinning grey hair that he keeps so short it’s nearly buzzed. “I still haven’t figured out how you two are so friendly. I have three ex-wives and none of us can stand each other.”

      “You just haven’t divorced the right woman yet, Lou.” I grin. “Don’t worry, the perfectly wrong woman for you is out there somewhere.”
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        * * *

      

      I’ve slotted the interview with Senator Samuels to lead the hour in my A-block, because in all honesty, she’s the most important one. She’s a Democrat, and if I can score points with her, as opposed to scoring points against her, on the back of my successful interview with Evans it could really help strengthen my relationship with the Dems on Capitol Hill.

      US Senator ShaeLynn Samuels arrives tonight escorted by a uniformed Hillsborough County sheriff’s deputy.

      I feel a slight pang of disappointment that it’s not a Secret Service agent. I love their suits.

      At forty-five, the Senator is only a couple of years older than me. Her black hair falls longer than shoulder-length, but I’ve rarely seen her wear it loose. Tonight she’s pulled it back low on the nape of her neck in a tidy ponytail. She also wears glasses tonight, but she frequently wears contacts in DC. Behind those glasses, her intense grey eyes bear flecks of granite and midnight, and she watches me with shrewd cunning that brings to mind a patient tiger with a slightly hungry and growly tummy.

      She’s attending the Lightning game after our interview, so she’s wearing jeans that can’t be seen where she’s sitting on our mobile set, and a black tank top that, when she dons a navy blue blazer, looks like a put-together business suit.

      Only me and my crew—and the live audience—saw that she arrived carrying the blazer and wearing a Lightning home jersey emblazoned with the name and number of their current lead goalie. She removed the jersey and swapped it out for the blazer before touching up her makeup.

      While my crew is helping her get her mic and IFB situated, I lean in and offer my hand. “Thank you for doing this tonight, Senator Samuels.”

      Her handshake feels every bit as firm as any man I’ve interviewed, and maybe firmer than a few of them. “You’re welcome, Mr. Markos. I watched your interview with Lieutenant-Governor Evans this morning. I was impressed.”

      I fight the urge to blush, even though I’m secretly pleased by her praise. “How so, Senator?”

      “Just when I think you’re a hopeless conservative, you flag that you’re a secret moderate.” From the way the outer edges of her eyes crinkle, I think she’s teasing me.

      I think.

      I opt to play it safe and assume she’s teasing me. “I’ve never made a secret that I’m a social liberal, Senator. You and I have agreed on several points throughout the years, much to my surprise.” I smile.

      “I know. That’s the only reason you’re getting this interview tonight.”

      “Any scoops?” Hey, a guy can hope.

      She playfully smirks. “We’ll have a far more productive interview if you don’t waste your A-block trying to get me to commit to a run for re-election or for POTUS. I’m still weighing my options. If you don’t piss me off tonight, I’ll seriously consider giving you the exclusive when I decide what I’m going to do.”

      I can’t help it—my heart races, hopeful, yearning for the scoop. “Duly noted, ma’am.”

      She nods, they finish arranging everything, we do a sound check, and we’re off once the director counts me in.

      Overall, I keep our interview light in tone, even if I do need to delve into a few key votes over bills coming up in the next session. But the senator is a veteran and doesn’t take those kinds of questions personally.

      No gotchas, the lack of which might piss off my far-right viewers. Hopefully, I brought more conservatives back toward center with me while we had a frank discussion about border security and the military. The Senator’s a little more hawkish in some ways than many of her fellow Democrats, but she had to be to win fickle swing-state Florida. It’s been a constant source of friction between her and the greater Democratic Caucus, but has allowed her to win over moderate GOP senators to help push key bills through.

      Bipartisanship.

      What a concept!

      My interview with her stretches through A- and B-blocks, which was planned. The other guests join us toward the end of the B-block, and from there I transition to interviewing them.

      When we finish, she swaps back to the jersey and tucks her blazer into her large purse. “Thank you, Mr. Markos,” she says. “I enjoyed that immensely.”

      “Did I pass muster, Senator?”

      She wears a sly smile. “Maybe. I’ll keep you posted.”

      Aaannnd she’s gone.

      I watch her walk away and catch how she glances back at me over her shoulder, shooting me one last, playful smile before disappearing into the crowd with the sheriff’s deputy escorting her. I’ve heard that, for crowd-heavy situations like this, she sometimes has a security detail. But as far as I know she doesn’t have a full-time Secret Service detail.

      Later that night, when I’m alone in my hotel room, I reflect on our interview. I know the senator is single, although I’ve heard unconfirmed whispers that she has a strings-free friends-with-bennies relationship with someone. One of those rumors said it’s a Secret Service agent, but if that’s true, I’ve never seen proof, much less anyone who can name names.

      She’s pretty, but…

      She’s not Christopher.

      No one is, and until I can finally man up and destroy my closet, I will remain uncomfortably imprisoned within it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      I return to the frozen hell of DC the next morning and resume working what is my usual schedule. It’s a busy day playing catch-up, because I was on the ground in Florida since the previous weekend, in addition to all the other travel and location shoots I’ve done in the weeks running up to the election.

      When I awaken Friday morning, I’m already working on a damned migraine. I’m exhausted from not sleeping well the past several nights, I haven’t taken a day off in literally six weeks, and my body is finally telling me it’s had enough of my bullshit and is tapping out. I’m forty-two, not twenty-two. I need a break.

      Fuck the network, I’m going on-air in glasses today. Fuck those shitty blue contacts they want me to wear.

      Fuck my job, fuck my life.

      No, I don’t mean those last two, not really. I know how lucky I am. But when I feel this worn out physically, emotionally, and mentally, it means I’m probably going to spend a good portion of my day puking until I can get rid of the fucking migraine before I go on air.

      Calling in sick today isn’t an option, though. I won’t take the coward’s way out.

      Today, SCOTUS is hearing oral arguments on yet another damn religious-based challenge to Obergefell v. Hodges, the case whose ruling killed gay marriage bans in the United States and finally allowed for marriage equality. I’d already planned to do a segment on it in the A-block on tonight’s show.

      Fridays are great, in some ways, because that’s the night I usually have the lowest number of viewers. Whenever I’m going to drop into “lecture mode,” as my staff and I think of it, I do it on a Friday. Usually, everyone’s mostly forgotten about it by Monday, the network tolerates it because I have the highest-ranked show on FNB and USNN combined—and frequently higher than Fox’s ratings for that same hour—and it allows me to vent my spleen a little.

      With all that in mind I’ve prepared a monologue for tonight’s show, to read during the cold open. That will then, after the first break, lead in to me interviewing a highly respected constitutional lawyer who will help me illustrate how fucking ridiculously expensive these bullshit religious-based challenges are to taxpayers.

      Then it’s not my opinion—it’s hard facts. I want to make people angry. Angry that their money is being wasted like that, angry that a small minority of special interests are holding our courts hostage and delaying more important cases from being heard. Angry that the legal system is being weaponized against vulnerable minorities.

      Except…

      Best-laid plans, and all that bullshit.

      Late last night, before I went to bed, disturbing news broke locally that destroyed any chance I might have had for restful sleep.

      Two young, gay, Black men were attacked outside a DC bar. They’re barely out of college, both of them junior staffers on the Hill. They were attacked by two white guys for not giving up their bar stools, because the fucking white assholes wanted to watch the hockey game.

      The white men’s drunken, racist, homophobic rant was videotaped by multiple patrons, and the bar owner and bartender threw them out of the bar to rousing applause. Before throwing them out, the owner told the two racists that “their kind” wasn’t allowed in their bar. That they had a No Nazis policy.

      Unfortunately, the two men waited outside for the two Black staffers, where they ambushed them.

      One of the staffers was treated and released, but the other, Dayonte Ramone, remains in critical condition in ICU with severe head trauma, and it’s not known if he’ll even survive.

      I know it’s not a lot, that it won’t solve anything, but I can’t not speak out about this. I have to take a stand. I’ve played it safe for too damned long, and absolutely the two topics are connected. Our founding fathers wanted religion kept separate from secular laws, and it’s that extremist religious fervor that frequently fuels these kinds of hate crimes. “Othering” people who aren’t white cishet Christians. Trying to deny equal rights to people just because they’re “different.”

      One of the things I always wanted to do by being an on-air journalist was to have the chance to help people. To open minds. Make the world a better place. I have privilege, and I know this. Unfortunately, I spend too much time bowing to the dark money that really funds FNB’s conservative views and not enough time pushing the envelope to speak what’s really on my mind.

      Thus before I go on the air tonight, I’ll rewrite what I was going to say. Instead, I will spend my cold open for tonight’s show speaking out about all of this, not just the SCOTUS case. I know I can’t go as far as coming out right now, because I’m sure the network will find a way to shit-can me if I do that.

      But I need to say something. Anything. If I can reach one person and pry their mind and perspective open even a little bit, it’ll be worth all the angry e-mails and tweets and other bullshit I’ll have to deal with over the weekend.

      I’m heartsick about those two staffers, who weren’t harming anyone, who were minding their own business. They only wanted to sit in a bar and have a good time. They were attacked because they were gay Black men. They aren’t much older than Christopher and I were when we met. They did nothing wrong. They were living their lives and enjoying a night out.

      In the past, I’ve held my tongue unless there was an intersection between politics or lawmaking and current events that precipitated the perfect segue for me to work in commentary without it looking like commentary.

      I can’t do that tonight.

      Not and still look myself in the mirror later.
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        * * *

      

      When I make it to work twenty minutes late because my vision is starting to go blurry in my right eye and I’m not convinced I won’t puke soon, I’m immediately summoned up to network VP Charlie Corter’s office.

      Fuck.

      Charlie Corter and I have a hate/hate relationship. He’s only been at the network for five years, and he’s about fifteen years older than me. He was born rich and never had to work an honest day in his life. His family can trace their money back to blockade running in the Civil War, northern sympathizers of the South who apparently engaged in fuckery so they didn’t have to release their slaves and could keep running their tobacco farm. Charged them outrageous rent or something and threatened to toss them in debtor’s prison if they didn’t work to clear the debt.

      Later, the family made a new fortune as bootleggers, and other various criminal enterprises.

      Charlie’s older brother, Bob, is big in the waste-management sector in the Northeast.

      In other words, if they aren’t mob, they’re mob-adjacent.

      He’s also “friends” with my father, for whatever the hell that’s worth.

      This morning when Charlie gives me a too-wide smile that screams schmoozing, I cut him off at the knees as soon as he closes the office door behind me. I don’t bother sitting down.

      “I have a migraine, I feel like shit, so cut to the chase before I puke all over your carpet.”

      At least that draws him up short and obviously makes him rethink his approach. He walks over to his desk and sits before laying the ask on me. “I need a favor, please. I want you to do an interview on your show tonight.”

      Alarm bells louder than the ones already screaming in my pained brain add to the mental cacophony I’m currently enduring. “You know damn well that’s not how this works.” Not that this is the first time he’s tried to get me to do something like this. But one of the benefits of having the highest-rated show on the network gives me a few perks.

      Like not having to put people on the air as a “favor,” if I don’t want to.

      “Look, he’s a staffer on the Hill, and his son was involved in some really stupid stuff last night. All I need you to do is run a human-interest piece. The other morning shows are going to give it a few minutes each. I just need you to interview him, let him talk about his son, no big deal, huh? Slide it into your C-block. A measly five minutes. You can spare that, right? I went to high school with the guy, and he’s tore up about this. Think about the deep background he can provide us with. He’s promised he’ll give you and your staff anything he can dig up on anyone. All you have to do is ask. Isn’t that worth it?”

      “What’s his name?”

      Charlie mistakenly thinks that’s a yes from me and smiles. “Grant Bowden. Really nice guy, he’s retiring next year, and I think you’ll like—”

      “His son Clint is one of the assholes who put those two guys in the hospital last night, isn’t he?”

      Charlie’s smile falters. “They were drunk, Kevin. They were drunk, and stupid, and they didn’t mean it. I’ve met Clint. He’s a good kid. It was just a stupid mistake.”

      I’m already turning to leave. “Tell that to Dayonte Ramone’s family. They don’t even know if he’s going to live. That’s not a drunken mistake—that’s fucking attempted murder. I’ve been drunk plenty of times in my life and never turned racist and nearly killed a guy. No, I’m not going to put that guy on to whine that his white son didn’t mean to hurt a gay Black man. In fact, I’m profiling the victims tonight and interviewing their families and co-workers.”

      My hand reaches the doorknob before he speaks again. “You don’t want to do that, Kevin.” I’m sure Charlie thinks he’s supposed to sound threatening, but it just pisses me off.

      The only thing saving his ass right now is the fact that I’m seriously close to puking. Still, I won’t back down. I turn and squint at him through my glasses. “We can take this upstairs to Henry Clayton, if you want, Charlie. Right now. Let’s fucking do it. You explain to him how you want this network to be an apologist for racists. We taking paid sponsorships from the KKK and Proud Boys now?”

      If anyone hates Charlie more than me, it’s our network’s president, Henry Clayton. Unfortunately, when Henry took over the network chair three years ago, he inherited Charlie. It’s more expensive to get rid of Charlie early and trigger his golden parachute than it is to let him serve out the last year of his contract.

      Unlike me, Charlie had a damned good attorney negotiate his contract.

      Meanwhile, the rest of us try to ignore the man and stay out of his way. He doesn’t have any real power over the A-list talent like me and Lauren, but he likes to think he does. We generally let him think that, because then he’s usually less of a pain in our asses.

      Today, I’m tolerating absolutely zero of his shit.

      When he doesn’t respond to my threat to head up to Henry’s office, I nod. “I didn’t fucking think so.”

      I slam his office door behind me and barely make it to his receptionist’s desk, where I grab her trash can and puke.

      Fortunately for me, it has a plastic liner in it.
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      I meet with Lou, but I don’t tell him my plans for tonight have changed beyond what he already knows from my early morning e-mail to him before I left home. I’m still interviewing the constitutional lawyer in my A-block, but my cold open is going to run longer than I originally planned. Which is fine. I can lead with what I’m going to say, carry it over to the start of A-block, and then begin the interview.

      But as the day drags on, my migraine doesn’t improve. One of our associate producers returns to the studio, where she solemnly plays us the taped interview she conducted in the hospital with Dayonte Ramone’s family and friends.

      He’s still in critical condition. The only good news thus far is that his brain scans from this morning are showing activity, so there’s hope that, once the swelling goes down, he might be okay. How much brain damage he suffered remains to be determined.

      Of course the other shows on our network—except for Lauren’s—run video of the two fuckers being arraigned this morning, followed by B-roll of their college yearbook photos, tearful interviews with perky, perfect little sisters, everything but showing puppies and kitties and rainbows, and glossing over the fact that the men picked up bricks and tried to bash in the skulls of two gay Black men just because the men wouldn’t give up their seats.

      My rage…blossoms.

      Volcanically.

      As my migraine worsens, I grow angrier and revise my monologue again. I don’t let Lou or anyone else see it. I’ll hand it to the control room on a flash drive right before air time so they can put the file on the teleprompter.

      I’ll be damned if I’ll let those racist motherfuckers be painted as “boys will be boys” men who didn’t mean to almost kill those two men.

      I won’t let interviews with their grandmas swearing the men have Black and gay friends and therefore can’t be racists or homophobes sway public opinion and once again fuck victims over by playing three-card monte with justice.

      I’m sick of fighting for my party and trying to call out and eliminate the racist and bigoted members while still having to vote for Democrats or Libertarians most of the time because I can’t guarantee a GOP candidate who claims he’s a social liberal still won’t do something jacked up like try to pass some sort of LGBTQ-targeted law that will strip them of protections and rights.

      But with less than an hour until air, I can’t tell what’s worse, my migraine or my rage. Last time I went on the air feeling this horrible I fucked up my interview with Owen Taylor and had my ass handed to me.

      I make a mental note to leave my IFB out at the start of the show so I can’t hear the control booth. The cameramen will count me down to live and will count me out to the first commercial. I’ll put it back in right before we return from the first commercial break.

      I’ve worked with my office door closed for most of the afternoon. My staff knows to leave me alone when I’m in full-blown migraine emergency mode. We communicate via instant messages on our internal server, because I can close one eye and type while holding an ice pack to my forehead to try to drive back the pain while huddled over a garbage can. I’ll meet with them at twenty ’til to firm up any loose ends about tonight’s show.

      I still haven’t shared my monologue with anyone, and I don’t plan to. If this goes bad, I want my staff to have plausible deniability.

      Then my personal phone buzzes with a text.

      Lauren. Her message consists of two emojis—the thumbs up and thumbs down icons. One of our old shorthand codes.

      I send her a thumbs up. Five minutes later, she lightly raps on my office door before opening it. “I come bearing peppermint oil. I heard you had a migraine.”

      “Thank you, sweetie.”

      She steps inside and closes the door behind her, wincing as she gets a look at the ice pack I’m holding to my forehead. “Bad one, huh?”

      I keep reusable cold packs in the small fridge behind my desk for just this occasion. “Yeah.”

      She’s wearing jeans and a black T-shirt with a pink unicorn emblazoned on it. The unicorn has a scalpel taped to its horn, and the caption reads, I WILL CUT YOU. I gave it to her for her last birthday, because she loves unicorns and the sentiment sort of describes her. She’s cute and adorable, but has a wicked brutal wit and doesn’t hold back in interviews. Her long, ashy blonde hair is pulled back into a messy bun, her face is scrubbed free of makeup, even street makeup, and she’s wearing the red cat-eye glasses I love on her instead of the violet contacts the network has her wear.

      “You sure you’re okay to go on, Kev?” She removes a small bottle of peppermint oil from her back pocket, uncaps it, and dabs oil along my forehead and temples, meaning I have to move the ice pack. When I put it back, it feels amazing.

      I tip my head forward so she can dab some on the back of my neck, at the base of my skull. It doesn’t take the pain away, but for the first time since I woke up, I don’t feel like puking.

      “Yeah. I’ve had worse.” Which is sort of a fib. I’ve had worse but I’ve never tried to go on the air with one this bad. It’s officially worse than the one I had the day I flubbed the Taylor interview.

      Lauren holds the bottle under my nose, cupping her hands around it. I take a long, deep inhale before she caps the bottle and tucks it into her pocket.

      “Thanks. Can you help me with my tie before you leave? Please?”

      “Sure.”

      I’ve already pulled on my dress shirt and managed to button it. The tie is looped around my neck but that was as far as I could get.

      I’ll make sure to have a garbage can and an extra bottle of water sitting behind my desk on the set in case I need to puke during commercial breaks.

      “Have you eaten anything today?” she asks as I sit back and raise my chin so she can button my collar and then straighten my tie and knot it for me.

      “No. I couldn’t keep anything down. Once it pops, I’ll eat something.”

      “Why not call in a scrub?”

      Then I process what time it is. “Why are you still here this late?” She usually leaves the office by no later than three in the afternoon, unless there’s breaking news she needs to cover live. She hosts a weekday morning show and is normally awake and leaving her place by three a.m., meaning she doesn’t stay up late, even on weekends.

      Unlike me, who is a night owl.

      I watch my ex-wife wince, one of her tells. “I’m worried about you, sweetie. Lou called me and told me you weren’t doing well. I decided to swing by and check on you.”

      “You’d already left for the weekend and came back?”

      She shrugs, that little playful, lopsided smile on her face.

      When I need to call in a replacement, if Lauren’s in town she’s my go-to first choice. Always. Because I can trust her with my copy, trust her not to try to run with her own agenda, and I know my show is in good hands. Like me, she’s socially liberal. Even though she has to be up early, she asked me to let her take it when she can, with the promise that she’d always be honest with me if she had to beg off. She knows what a perfectionist I am when it comes to my show, how difficult it is for me to take time off.

      So most of the time, when I need someone, she fills in for me. Not that it’s that often. I haven’t needed anyone in months. I once hosted a Friday show with a fever of one hundred and two, and a PA had to drive me to the ER after I signed off. Turns out I had strep throat. Spent the weekend on my couch feeling like I was going to die before dragging myself to work on Monday to do my show.

      “I’ll be okay, hon,” I assure her. “Go home. You’ve had a long week. If I made it this far, I can power through my show. I had some Gatorade earlier and I’ve been drinking water.”

      She doesn’t look convinced. “I can change and be through hair and makeup in five minutes, Kev. You look like shit.”

      “I have to do this,” I quietly say.

      She holds my gaze. “Why today?”

      I shrug and force a smile I know isn’t fooling her in the slightest. “Big news day.”

      “I stopped by your conference room and saw the whiteboards. Charlie Corter wanted me to interview his friend this morning, and I told him to go fuck himself.”

      “Yikes.”

      She smiles. “I was smart enough to grab Henry and take him into the meeting with me. I had a feeling. Corter never talks to me unless he wants a favor like that. Henry laughed and then bought me a cappuccino. I’m the only morning show that didn’t run a story about the attackers. Well, I did, but I focused on the shitheads’ previous arrest records.” She smiles.

      That’s my girl.

      Well, not my girl, anymore, but we’re still friends. It’s no exaggeration when I say she’s my best friend.

      “Ah.” I glance at the clock on my wall and realize I need to get moving. “I have to finish prep. Thanks for the oil and fixing my tie, but go home. I’ll be okay.”

      “All right.” She drops a kiss on the top of my head and heads out. She knows better than to hang around when I’ve made up my mind. I’ll only feel guilty for keeping her there late—guiltier than I already do that she came back for me.

      Once she’s gone, I return to my computer and review my monologue text one last time. I’ve bumped the zoom setting on my screen to 300% so I don’t have to squint so much, but I get through it. Based on the word count, I can guess how long it’ll take me to read it, and I know where the split is for our commercial break. I print myself a hard copy on my private office printer and then save it to a flash drive and put it in my pocket.
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes ’til live, and my stomach’s tight but I’m determined I will make it through this show.

      That’s when Lou walks into the studio when he should be in the booth.

      He’s wearing a positively grim expression that I usually only see him wear when there’s a mass shooting or other horrible tragedy.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Dayonte Ramone’s mother collapsed at the hospital thirty minutes ago. Heart attack.”

      I’m afraid to ask, but I have to. “Is she…?” I can’t even finish, because I know.

      I know.

      Lou doesn’t play cards because he doesn’t have a poker face, and he freely admits this.

      He slowly shakes his head. “I’ve already got Shelly prepping a graphic and a quote from the family’s minister, who’s their spokesman. She’ll insert the graphic at the beginning of B-block, where you were going to cover the update anyway.”

      I nod. Thank god I’m sitting behind my desk, because I’m not sure I can stand right now.

      I prep my printed notes, which are both outlines as well as copy of the teleprompter text, and try to ignore the dangerous buzz growing louder by the second in the back of my mind.

      I never knew rage could feel so…cold.

      Ice cold.

      Cold like the grave.

      Cold like my heart, my soul.

      Cold like my dreams, like two wasted decades I spent lying to the world.

      Cold like my bed most nights.

      Cold like the tiramisu he playfully fed to me with his bare fingers.

      As the cameraman begins my final count and ticks off the last five seconds, I look into the camera and remember to remove my IFB, tossing it behind me so it hangs down along my back, against my jacket.

      “Good evening, and welcome to The Daily Readout With Kevin Markos. If you’ve been following the Supreme Court, you know they heard oral arguments today in yet another challenge to the Obergefell v. Hodges ruling that eliminated gay marriage bans in the United States.”

      But…the rage.

      It’s coalescing in my gut like a thermonuclear blast.

      Dayonte Ramone might awaken from his nightmare just to learn that yes, it can get worse.

      I take off my glasses and set them aside on the desk.

      I won’t need them. I’m totally off-script now.

      I let the mushroom cloud of my rage sweep through me. Fuck the clock, fuck the advertisers—fuck this network that stirs up foul, rancid garbage like the two men that basically murdered that woman by attacking her son.

      Fuck my father, and my fear of him and his reactions, which have kept me locked in a closet all these years.

      Fuck the attitudes that scared me into abandoning what was probably the only perfect partner for me, the love of my life.

      Fuck homophobic asswipes who see people as less-than.

      Fuck the racists.

      Fuck the evangelicals wasting my goddamned tax dollars in stupid court challenges because they want their eighty bazillion clown-car-vagina, full-quiver, religious robot pod children to attend government schools where the Bible is taught over science and law.

      Fuck.

      Them.

      Fuck allll of them.

      I can’t even tell you what I said, only that when I finally come back to myself, Lou and Henry are both standing there in front of me in the studio, which has been cleared of crew.

      And both of them look…grim.

      But, hey, one good thing, at least.

      Somewhere, in the middle of unleashing my rage, my migraine popped.
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        * * *

      

      They say the eye of the hurricane is where everything goes eerily quiet and still.

      I wish that were true.

      What they tend to leave out of that saying is that once the storm returns, the winds slam into you from the other direction, usually harder than before. And it whips you around and does even more damage.

      That’s kind of what this feels like.

      After Henry quietly drops the axe, Lou and two very polite security guards escort me up to my office so I can change clothes, grab my personal phone, laptop, wallet, keys, coat, and a couple of other items. I hand in my ID, my office key, and my work phone. Then they escort me downstairs, where Lou climbs into the back of Henry’s SUV with me, and Henry’s personal driver ferries us to my townhouse.

      I don’t talk during the drive, too relieved to be able to actually think without the ice pick grinding inside my skull or my stomach threatening to upend. I watch DC pass by outside the SUV’s windows and marvel at the Christmas lights people are already starting to put up. When we arrive, I assure Lou that I’m not going to do something stupid like kill myself, and that I’d prefer he let Henry’s driver take him back to the studio.

      Watching them drive away from where they deposited me on my front steps, I suck in a long breath of cold, sharp night air, blow it out again so I can see my breath frost, and wistfully smile before I turn and unlock my front door a little after nine o’clock.

      Wow. I really lost track of time. I thought it was after midnight. I wonder how long I actually ranted before they cut to commercial or tape.

      At some point I’ll probably watch the video. I won’t be able to escape it.

      For now, I need…

      To sit and ponder my poor life choices.

      I know I’ll draw fire because of my rant, from irate conservative viewers as well as from the left, who will take their opportunity to gleefully pick off what they’ll now perceive to be the weakest member of the GOP herd.

      Fish in a barrel.

      Hunting in a baited field.

      Pick your euphemism.

      Do I deserve it?

      Probably.

      Do I care?

      Not really.

      Not beyond wondering what the hell have I done to my career and my ability to make a living for myself, all because I’ve finally given voice to the myriad thoughts and hurts that have been bouncing around in my brain for decades.

      I mean, screw it, I can always go indie, if I have to. Right? Create a podcast, a Facebook channel, and do my own thing. Technically not a violation of my non-compete clause, either. Fortunately, that only stipulates working for a competing news network—or hosting a new program—in a comparable position of visibility within markets over a certain size. It could’ve been a lot worse.

      I already have my own blog and newsletter. Hell, I could write a book.

      I think about it because it is very…tempting. Take shots at both sides and no longer have to worry about giving cover to damn conservatives who live one thing while preaching another. Being able to agree with socially liberal views without having to deal with muttered accusations of cuck from assholes I encounter in the halls and break room at work.

      I mean, don’t get me wrong, the liberals do the same damn thing, to a certain extent. They’re simply smarter about how they pick their battles and how they hide their hypocrisy.

      No, really, they are. Of course they’re just as liable to fly off the handle over stupid shit as the GOP is, but generally with a decent reason that doesn’t have jack shit to do with the damn Bible.

      What’s the first thing you think of when you hear something like a lawmaker was arrested in a child sex sting, or caught hiring a gay prostitute, or something like that? Usually that they’re a member of the GOP, and probably vocally “family values,” or anti-LGBTQ, or other bullshit like that.

      And you’re usually right.

      Of course there are Democrat lawmakers who get arrested for stuff, but it’s frequently simple, petty greed that does them in. Although greed catches its fair share of GOP lawmakers, as well.

      While my migraine has popped, my appetite hasn’t returned despite my empty stomach. So I go upstairs, take a shower, and then return to the living room to watch cartoons.

      Because, honestly? I’m not going to be able to sleep for a while.
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      I know I need to vacate DC as soon as possible, but there aren’t any flights to Tallahassee until tomorrow afternoon, at the earliest. I’ll have to hunker down and suck it up until then, because I’m damn sure not driving.

      I book my ticket and pray the information doesn’t get out. If nothing else, I’ll be able to escape paparazzi once I’m past the TSA security checkpoint.

      I ignore calls from my father. I’m lucky he doesn’t have the gate code to gain access to the exclusive complex where my townhouse sits here in DC.

      That means I’m definitely not expecting it when my doorbell rings a little after ten o’clock that night.

      I can’t exactly ignore it, because whoever it is likely won’t go away. I need to ask them to leave before calling the cops on them to give them a trespass warning.

      It surprises me when I look through the viewfinder and process who is standing on my front step. With numb fingers, I unlock the door.

      Lauren gives me that playful smile of hers and holds up a large paper bag that’s full of takeout containers.

      “As friends,” she says, her smile fading. “Because I’m worried about you, sweetie.”

      “Why didn’t you use your key?”

      She gives me “that” look. “Because I respect your space, like you respect mine.”

      She’s the only person in my life who has the gate code to my complex, along with a spare key to my townhouse. I have one for hers, too. I don’t miss that her large messenger bag and purse are also slung over her shoulder.

      I open the door wider and step aside, glancing outside as she walks inside. There’s apparently no one lurking around to spy on us.

      The delicious aroma of food wafts to me as she passes. I close the door behind her.

      “Is that from Orin’s?” I ask as I flip the deadbolt.

      “Yep. Best Chinese in this neighborhood.” She heads straight to my coffee table and starts setting out the food. “Go grab paper towels, please. And I’ll take a glass of water.”

      “I love you.”

      This smile looks more melancholy. “I’m always going to love you, too, honey. That’s why I’m here. Because I love you, and I’m worried about you.”

      I walk to the kitchen, pour her a glass of ice water, and grab the roll of paper towels from the counter. By the time I return she’s kicked off her shoes, ditched her coat, and is curled up on the end of the couch where she always sits. She’s wearing the oversized Caps hockey jersey I gave her last Christmas over a pair of black leggings emblazoned with the white outlines of coffee mugs.

      Definitely not her usual office attire.

      As we eat in companionable silence with Cartoon Network playing in the background, I feel the tears hit. I close my eyes and note it when I hear paper towel being ripped from the roll. Then she nudges my hand with the sheet.

      “Thanks.” I take it and blow my nose. “I don’t know what came over me,” I hoarsely say. “I…I finally hit my fuck-it-all limit, I guess.”

      I look over at her, and she’s wearing a serious expression, borderline grim. “This is between us, and only between us,” she says. “Kev and Laur time. Are you hiding something you’ve never told me?”

      Ashamed of myself, I have to look away as my tears renew and I nod.

      Her soft sigh scourges my soul. “Not drugs or alcohol.”

      It’s not a question.

      I shake my head.

      Another sigh, and she touches my hand. “And you still can’t talk about it? Not even with me?”

      I draw in a deep, shuddering breath. “I never meant to hurt you.” It’s something I’ve said before, countless times, but could never truly explain to her.

      Until now.

      She sets her food aside, takes mine, too, and then envelops me in a hug I didn’t realize I was…missing.

      “You didn’t hurt me,” she says. “I wish you’d trusted me more, though. I’m sorry if you didn’t feel safe with me.”

      “It’s…you did nothing wrong.” Something else I’ve said to her countless times.

      We sit there like that for I don’t know how many minutes, Lauren not rushing me.

      Eventually, I manage a little bit of the truth. “He was the first and only guy I was ever with,” I whisper, feeling ashamed of myself that, even with her, I can’t openly acknowledge Him. “I love him so much.”

      Against my scalp, her warm breath anchors me to the here and now, and her next words give voice to it. “You’ve always loved him.” There’s no anger or accusation in her tone, just gentle acknowledgement.

      Somehow, that’s worse.

      “Yeah.”

      “You walked away from him, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Because of your dad?”

      I sob. “Yeah.”

      “In college?”

      I nod against her. “I walked away at the end of that week and never so much as called him again, even though he made me promise to. It was just one Spring Break but I never got him out of my heart. How stupid am I?”

      “You never saw him again?”

      “No. Didn’t even try to find him on Facebook. He probably hates me. I know I’d hate me. If he even remembers who I am. He’s probably married to a great guy by now.”

      Her hug grows tighter, cradling me against her, swaddled in her acceptance. “You should go to Florida for a while,” she says. “Take some time for yourself.”

      “I know. I booked a flight for tomorrow afternoon. That was the earliest one I could get.”

      “Do you want me to do damage control for you here?”

      “No. I don’t want you getting hit with blow-back.”

      “I’m a big girl, sweetie. I can take care of myself.”

      “You’ve done enough for me throughout the years, Laur. I can’t drag you into the mud with me.”

      Another moment of companionable silence passes between us as I let her hold me, needing this brief respite.

      “For what it’s worth, Kev, I agree with you completely. With everything you said.”

      “I know. You and I are sort of the secret unicorns there.”

      “Change from within.” She gently rocks me and I draw in another shuddering breath over the fact that she can still be so tender and graceful with me, even knowing what she now knows.

      “This is…this is bad,” I say, finally giving voice to that.

      “I won’t lie to you, hon, but yeah, it is. You dared to expose to the sheeple how the sausage is made. The network and higher-ups won’t let you off the hook for that. Henry can’t protect you against them, no matter how much he likes you. They pay his salary.”

      “Henry’s the one who fired me.” I finally sit up and reach for the roll of paper towels. I rip another sheet off and blow my nose again. “Forty-two years old, and I tank a twenty-year career.”

      Her hazel gaze feels intense, piercing. “What triggered you? Shelly in the control room let me have the flash drive with your monologue. You went way off-script.”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I’m afraid to look at the tape. It was like I just… I don’t know.”

      “You could always claim migraine-induced breakdown, take a mental health vacation, and then come back and host a late-night show or something.”

      “No. Henry fired me for cause. I’m done. Worse? My non-compete kicks in.”

      She winces. “Yikes.”

      “Yeah.” I reach for the food. I’m not really hungry, but I’ll eat because I know she won’t leave until she’s satisfied I’ve had a decent meal. “But hey, at least the migraine popped while I was doing that. Sooo… Yay, me, I guess.”

      She chuckles. “Well, small favors, and all that bullshit. Right?”

      “Right.”

      After she also resumes eating, she offers up another reason I still love her so damned much. “Do you need money? I’ll help you out.”

      “Thank you, but I’m okay. I’ll need to sell this place if I don’t start working right away. Florida house is paid for. If I do that and I’m careful, even if I don’t get anything, I might be able to coast for two years.”

      “That’s a gigantic if, Kev. You need to start looking right away.”

      “I’m not going to announce soccer in South America.”

      That makes her laugh. “Might want to approach MSNBC. They could tap you for their London or Montreal desks, maybe?”

      I shake my head. “No, I doubt that very much. They won’t put me on the air and risk a legal feud with FNB. Besides, I’d be a pariah there, anyway. I’m still too right-wing for them, no matter how socially liberal I am.”

      And, honestly?

      I don’t want to be that far from Lauren.

      “Well, if it’s any consolation, no one’s talking about the Taylor incident.”

      “Yet.” I use my chopsticks to poke at the pork lo mein she brought me. “Once the initial shock and awe of this wears off, I’m sure that clip’ll be drug out of the archives and thrown around.”

      “Yeah, you might want to lock down your social media app notifications and DM settings for a while,” she says. “It got brutal there nearly immediately.”

      “That’s not a shocker.” But I mentally note it.

      “I’ll take care of packing your office for you. I’ll do that tomorrow and bring everything here for you. Less people around to watch on a weekend. Lou said he’ll help me.”

      I sniffle. “Thanks.”

      We finish eating without needing to fill the silence with meaningless chatter. In most ways, this woman knows me better than anyone else on the planet.

      Except in the ways she doesn’t.

      Christopher knows me in those ways, but he probably hates my guts, if he even remembers who I am. For all I know, I might be nothing more to him than a pleasant memory he hasn’t dredged up in years.

      If that.

      Part of me thinks about looking him up. Because, hell, I’ve hit rock-bottom, so why not finally purge that from my soul, too? Let him have a chance to kick me when I’m down for never calling him. I’d deserve it.

      Maybe it’d allow me to finally put that chapter of my life behind me for good and move forward.

      “When do you need to head home?” I ask as we’re in the kitchen and stowing what’s left of dinner in the fridge.

      “Oooh, no, you don’t. I’m spending the night here with you. I brought what I need for in the morning.” She pulls me in for another hug and I hate that I start crying again. “I’m not leaving you alone tonight. We’ll curl up in bed together and snuggle.”

      I don’t argue with her because, despite hating how weak I feel right now, I need this. I need her.

      Loneliness is a constant companion in my life, one I’ve failed to acknowledge. That’s part of the reason I exploded.

      Everything I’ve kept bottled inside me for so long finally reached critical mass.

      The thermonuclear meltdown took my reputation and career with it. My whole identity.

      The thing I’ve spent my entire adult life working toward and building, the identity I’ve created around these lies I embedded in the dignified persona of Kevin Markos that viewers have watched for nearly twenty years.

      Gone.

      And it was all one big fucking lie.

      I honestly don’t know where to go from here except to Florida, to escape and…breathe.

      We curl up together in my bed, and I cry again as she holds me. I have missed this with her.

      Not the crying, the cuddling.

      She’s not currently dating anyone, but I know she’s got a couple of friends with bennies. She’s too busy for a full-time relationship and I don’t blame her. After what happened with me she’s in no hurry to get married again.

      “Have you talked to your dad?” she asks after I calm myself again.

      I snort. “Fuck, no. I’ll be shocked if I’m not disowned. I have as little contact with him as possible. I haven’t actually laid eyes on him in person in well over a year.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard he’s turned into an even bigger asshole than he used to be. Losing his bid to be named Speaker of the House seemed to drive him into crazy territory. His staff is terrified of him, or so I’ve heard.”

      “We still off the record?” I joke.

      She pulls me closer, where she’s spooned against my back. “This is Kev and Laur,” she says, soft resignation threading through her tone. “If I can’t publicly fight this for you, the least I can do is be the one person you can turn to in private.”

      “I think his office is a crucible,” I tell her. “I’ve had others hint around that any intern who can survive a full House session in his office is nearly guaranteed a paid staffing position in any other congressional office. His chief of staff has been with him for fifteen years now, and probably knows where the bodies are buried, so that’s why he stays. He’s the only person who can stand up to my father and back him down. He seems okay, but I’m not sure I totally trust him.”

      “We talking about Kerry Shauster?” she asks.

      “Yeah.” He’s a former combat vet, decorated, medical discharge with honors, and he ends up working for my dad. Either the guy’s a masochist, or, like I said, he knows where Dad’s bodies are buried and has leveraged that into a permanent position. “But you know my dad,” I continue. “Why would anyone of integrity want to work for him for this long?”

      “People are strange?” she half-jokes.

      “You got that right.”

      I’m pretty sure I won’t sleep, but then I realize I’m dozing off with her comforting warmth spooned against me. In the dark, I find one of her hands and gently squeeze.

      “Thank you, Laur.”

      I feel her sigh along the nape of my neck. She’s dressed in a T-shirt and panties, and I’m in boxers, but nothing improper will happen tonight and we both know it.

      “Kev, I love you,” she finally says. “I always will love you. Even if I can only stay in your life as your friend, please know I’ll never betray your trust, just like I know you’d never betray mine.”

      Great. Now I’m crying again. And that’s how I finally fall asleep, with her arms wrapped tightly around me and her comforting voice whispering to me as I cry.
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