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            Fear shouldn’t feel this good.

          

        

      

    

    
      Jordan Walsh never imagined he’d find himself in a strange, secret, sexy tug-of-war between Vice President Elliot Woodley and Leo Cruz, President Samuels’ body man. Every ounce of common sense in Jordan’s head tells him to run—not walk—fast and far from both men. The problem is, they’ve tangled Jordan so deeply in their web he’s not sure he wants to leave.

      Unfortunately, there are those who would stoop to anything to twist Elliot to their will.

      And the last thing standing between Elliot and complete destruction…is Jordan.
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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.) That’s why I love using politics as a backdrop.

      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 Inequitable Trilogy is a spin-off featuring characters first introduced in the Determination Trilogy and the Devastation Trilogy, and set in the same world as the books in the Governor Trilogy and others. It is a stand-alone trilogy that can be read separately from those books. All of the books in this world take place outside the Covid-19 pandemic.

      It’s suggested that you read the books in the Inequitable Trilogy in order:

      
        	Indiscretion

        	Innocent

        	Incisive

      

      There will be more books set in the world of the Governor Trilogy. You can check out the latest additions via my website at:

      
        
        https://www.tymberdalton.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To all my patient readers—thank you! This is literally the longest book I’ve written to date, and I apologize for the delays. (Blame it on the chatty characters. LOL)

      

        

      
        Also, to my growlie, cuddly pet Viking, for bringing some desperately needed and long overdue peace and quiet to my turbulent, chaotic brain. Your timing was perfect.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Now — Early September

        

      

    

    
      I was not supposed to live.

      Upon my birth, the doctor told my parents it was likely that I’d die, and to prepare for the worst.

      Instead, I lived, much to the later consternation of my parents.

      But I digress.

      Throughout my life, I’ve known Heaven and Hell.

      Second only to Mimi’s death, Hell, to me, is carrying a stack of collapsed moving boxes up several flights of stairs. Then, over the next couple of weeks, hauling the packed boxes one at a time to the storage unit, all while trying not to trip because I’m crying.

      Hell is also staring into the depths of the storage unit before separating and organizing six years of Heaven into neatly stacked piles of boxes and furniture so I can quickly point out everything to the movers when they arrive to load my stuff into my storage pod. That way, I can get them out of here as fast as possible, meaning it’s less time for them to see me crying.

      Hell is hating myself for not being strong enough to have it out with a guy who’s stupidly praying and waiting for something that will never happen.

      For loving the big dope beyond reason.

      It’s hating myself for being a guy who’s stupidly praying and waiting for something that will never happen.

      It’s being firmly wedged between the deeply closeted vice president of the United States, and the man who loves him literally beyond all reason or sense.

      Leo and I really are flip sides of the same coin. The only difference is that I sort of knew what I was getting into from the start with him, and I made the difficult choice to walk away from him when I finally realized nothing would change.

      Meaning I had to make a change.

      Leo had no clue what he was getting into when he first met and fell in love with Elliot. Now, Leo is stuck in neutral, hoping Elliot will change when, honestly?

      I don’t think Elliot’s capable of it. Leo’s lying to himself if he thinks Elliot is.

      I know Leo didn’t mean to lie to me. He honestly thought Elliot would grow to love me.

      Hell is knowing I’m walking away from the perfect guy for me. Because, in the long run, I’m doing what’s best for the damned country.

      Because Elliot needs Leo.

      I guess in many ways Leo also needs Elliot.

      The saddest thing about all this mess?

      After six years with Leo, my life can still be compressed into…this.

      Not much more in the way of tangible property than I first brought into this relationship.

      Other than the boxes I packed with my books and a few miscellaneous items, I can use several large suitcases and have nearly all of my belongings moved out of the apartment. I packed most of my suits in a couple of boxes, because not like I’ll need those in Tallahassee. It’s cheaper to ship them in the small pod with everything else, rather than paying to buy yet another suitcase and being charged an extra baggage fee by the airline.

      In retrospect, I’m glad I didn’t move what little furniture I have upstairs to Leo’s third-floor apartment. It would have meant needing Leo’s help to move out, or asking someone else to help, and I didn’t want any of that.

      I wanted to wallow and do this alone.

      Standing on my own two feet is kind of my schtick, I guess. I had to learn how to do that from an early age. Survival tactic.

      It’s what chameleons do to survive. They blend in and observe.

      Six years ago, when we made this “official,” Leo asked me about moving my furniture in, but we were incredibly busy then. I didn’t feel like hauling some of his stuff down from the apartment just to make room to haul my stuff up to the apartment. It felt like an exercise in futility, since what little time we were home and not working was usually spent eating, cleaning, fucking, or sleeping.

      Not worrying about whether or not my Mimi’s secretary desk was sitting in the corner of the living room, instead of a cheap, albeit funky and custom-painted thrift-store bookshelf he’d picked up in Arlington.

      Besides, we’d talked about moving into a larger place, at some point.

      That…never happened.

      Cue my heart literally breaking right now.

      I know in Leo’s heart he hoped for a miracle. That Elliot would abandon his fear and come out so he could be open with Leo. Then I’d live with them as either a friend or “assistant,” and we’d secretly be a happy poly triad, biding our time until Elliot’s term in office ended and he returned to private life.

      The prime time for that to occur would have been after President Samuels was re-elected nearly two years ago. The good will and bounce in the polls from Lauren’s death would have meant Elliot coming out barely blipped the radar.

      Or it could have happened after Kev was shot last year, and public opinion once again spiked in a favorable bounce for the Samuels’ administration. With the news about Kev’s father being behind not only the shooting, but also responsible for Lauren’s death, and the death of the president’s brother- and sister-in-law, among others, Elliot coming out would have been seen as happy fun-time good news. At the very least, Elliot could have quietly moved Leo into the vice president’s official residence, unofficially, even without coming out, and I could’ve maintained Leo’s apartment as my residence.

      I wouldn’t have minded that option. Seriously. I wouldn’t have been with Leo at the vice president’s residence every night, I’m sure, but I can live on my own. I wasn’t even jealous of Elliot.

      Hard to be jealous of a guy who’s so miserable in his own fricking skin that he’s practically terrified of his shadow.

      Honestly?

      I feel sorry for Elliot.

      Hating his guts and feeling sorry for him aren’t mutually exclusive, you know.

      Okay, saying I hate his guts is a little extreme. I’m even planning on voting for him, when he runs. Elliot at his best in private is fantastic. There were times Leo and I went over to his place and hung out for a couple of hours. Or relaxed upstairs in the White House residence with the president and her family, just being normal people for a while.

      During those interludes, I absolutely could see why Leo fell in love with Elliot. He’s smart, funny, and not an asshole.

      In the rare moments the three of us spent time together in Elliot’s bedroom, I could see even more why Leo loves him. Elliot’s sexy as hell. I’m not a Top but watching the two of them play together revved my motor.

      Over the years, it grew impossible for me to ignore how Elliot watched me when he thought Leo and I weren’t looking at him. How he so obviously envied Leo being able to freely fraternize with me in a way that he and Leo couldn’t with each other.

      How the hell is Elliot supposed to win an election and run the country if he’s focused on me? On hating me?

      Maybe not hating me, but let’s be honest that I’m not his favorite person. The only reason he offered to let Leo date others in the first place was because of his own fear of coming out.

      That’s damned sure not healthy.

      Which brings me to why I’m standing here, crying my eyes out as I realize I’m basically where I started six years ago.

      Other than the shit-ton of experience I got from working in the White House, and the shattered heart I’ll bear for the rest of my life.

      Leo Cruz will always own a part of my soul, even though I uncollared myself and returned my day collar. My heart will forever ache for him and miss the things we did together.

      Staying will only prolong the inevitable and could possibly negatively impact the freaking presidential election. That’s guilt I don’t want hanging over my head.

      Six years ago, I never saw myself in the middle of an explosively secret situation that could have shoved me onto the front pages for weeks if anyone ever discovered our secret.

      Guess my parents wouldn’t have been able to deny my existence then, would they?

      As satisfying as that thought is, it’s not realistic. No way in hell am I subjecting myself to that kind of firestorm merely to spite my homophobic ’rents.

      Life’s too short.

      It’s too short for bad books, for bad food…

      And it’s too short to keep beating my head against a stupid wall with nothing to show for my efforts except perpetual uncertainty and barely constrained envy.

      Because Vice President Elliot Woodley’s first and only love is Leo Cruz.

      And Elliot’s Hell is watching Leo being able to live with and freely love me. All while he probably fears Leo will walk away into the sunset with me, when I know there is no way in Hell Leo will ever leave Elliot.

      It’s just my bad luck that, unlike Leo, Elliot doesn’t have enough room in his heart for me.
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      Once the movers finish loading everything into the pod and I put my padlock on it, they haul it away. The small pod will be delivered to my new apartment building once I confirm my address. It’ll be dropped into a parking spot I’ll never use—because I don’t own a car—where I, and another hired team of movers, can unpack it immediately upon my arrival.

      Then they’ll move it to the storage unit complex for me, where I can unpack what’s left into my new storage unit.

      Bingo, bongo, my life will start over.

      Again.

      I haven’t signed the lease for the new apartment yet. I’ll stay in a hotel temporarily, until after I look at the apartment in person, sign the lease, and then arrange the pod delivery with my things. One of the professors in the department wanted to move, because their parents had a rental house come available and let them have it for the same rent every month that they were paying for the apartment.

      Problem was, they still had eight months on their lease and didn’t want to break it. The professor is holding off looking for someone else to take over the lease based on my department head vouching for me.

      Meanwhile, I return to Leo’s apartment.

      God, that fucking hurts, thinking of it as his now and not ours.

      Leo’s not home, for which I’m feeling…torn. It’s good that he’s not here, watching me finish my packing. The grief in his gaze has grown so deep over these past two weeks that it’s shredding my heart even more. I’ve whittled down what I still have in Leo’s apartment to four large suitcases, a carryon, and my laptop case.

      I fly out tomorrow evening, but I didn’t tell him that.

      I don’t need to.

      He knows.

      Without thinking, I shake my right hand as tears sting my eyes.

      Yeah, my day collar.

      That has to come off.

      No, I don’t want to remove it. I promised him when I accepted it that I’d never take it off without permission.

      Keeping it on is more self-torture of the unhealthy kind. It’s no healthier than Leo lying to himself about Elliot ever coming out of the closet.

      Twelve fricking years, they’ve been together.

      If Elliot can’t make himself come out in all that time, it ain’t happening.

      Just sayin’.

      Guy’s a decorated, wounded war vet, has an economics degree, is an experienced lawmaker. He’s the fricking vice president.

      Yet he’s still terrified to come out.

      It’s not like he’s a twelve-year-old kid petrified his ultra-religious parents might send him to a gay conversion therapy camp.

      Oh, right. That was me.

      And yet, I still managed to reach out to Mimi—my grandmother—who literally lived on the other end of the country, seek her help, and change my life.

      Chart my own course, set my own sails.

      I was twelve.

      Elliot’s forty-three years old, and Leo’s forty-seven.

      How many more years of Leo’s life is Elliot going to waste? How many of his own?

      I’m twenty-nine, and this isn’t healthy.

      As it was, I held off putting in my notice for a week because Leo begged me to give him one last chance to convince Elliot.

      I don’t know what he said or tried during that extra week, but I know he wasn’t successful.

      If he had been, I wouldn’t be standing here right now, crying my eyes out.

      Guess I’m lucky Leo didn’t order me to stay.

      Who am I kidding? If he had, I would have stayed.

      Hell is crying, because as hard as Leo fights to try to get Elliot to let him in, I wish he’d fought a fraction that hard to get me to stay.
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      When Leo arrives home from work he doesn’t speak. He pulls me into his arms, kisses me with a level of passion that hasn’t waned since that first frantic night we made love six years earlier, and breaks my heart with his quiet tears that mix with mine as he makes love to me in a bed we’re sharing for the last time.

      Why am I doing this?

      Why am I killing both of us by leaving?

      Except…nothing’s going to change. Whether I do this now or in two years, when it’ll hurt even more, I’m still going to mourn. Worse, me staying could hurt Elliot and I don’t want to do that.

      It’s like the stars aligned when I called my old department head at FSU to talk to her about what I’d need to do to resume the pursuit of my master’s degree.

      She told me there was also a job opening, and oh, hey, look at that, an available apartment in my price range, because one of the professors was moving.

      An apartment just off campus, an easy walk for me.

      Do ass-kickings from the Universe come any clearer than that?

      If I still believed in God and prayer, I would have said it was a message from the Lord telling me in no uncertain terms that leaving was the right course of action.

      Fucking kills me, but growing pains always hurt, don’t they? Women give birth in agony, and then heal.

      Usually.

      I can suck it up and do this.

      Leo won’t.

      Leo will never admit Elliot won’t change. Can’t change.

      Leo will never be able to see this can’t work. Because despite Leo’s training and cynicism, where Elliot Woodley is concerned, Leo is forever an optimist. And Leo will always put himself last, no matter what.

      Loving Leo enough, or his love for me, isn’t the problem and never will be. Leo and I are perfect together.

      But, aside from Elliot’s fear, so are Elliot and Leo. Perfect together, that is.

      Last month, Kevin Markos, the president’s chief of staff—and the other third of the secret triad comprised of her, her husband, and Kev—sits down with me for a closed-door meeting.

      Just the two of us.

      “Do you know where you’re going with your career, Jordan?”

      The man is spooky good at what he does. Part of it’s the years he spent as a cable news anchor, insightfully piercing the layers of an interview subject’s bullshit to get to the heart of the matter.

      “I honestly don’t know. I’m not sure what my role will be when Elliot’s elected. Everyone seems to assume I’ll be part of the campaign.”

      That’s something else. That Elliot hasn’t been able to outright say to Leo or anyone else yes, he’s running. It’s obvious from everything he does and says, but he’s never turned to the man who’d die for him without hesitation and told him he’s running.

      “Do you want to be part of the campaign?” Kev asks.

      “I mean…” I think about it. “I’m getting really good at this stuff.” I laugh. “I never thought I’d like reading polls and planning ground strategy. Never thought I’d understand, much less like politics.”

      Kev sits back. “Liking it and being good at it can be mutually exclusive. Before you decide this is the path you want to be on, you need to take a long, hard, honest look around DC at people who do it for a living. You’re a sweet guy, a nice guy. If this is the life you want, more power to you, because yes, you are dedicated, and yes, you have a knack for this.”

      The hovering darkness I’d felt growing thicker for months finally makes itself known. “You don’t think I should be here?”

      “On the contrary. I think you will be great here, or in politics in general. I think you have the potential for a lucrative, exciting career in politics.” He studies me. “But is that what you want to do?”

      “Why?”

      “Because I know what Leo hoped would happen hasn’t. I’m not putting my nose in the middle of your relationship. That’s not me. But you and I both know Elliot needs Leo. And Leo’s never walking away from Elliot.”

      I slowly twist my hands in my lap without looking at them. “And Elliot’s not warming up to me like that,” I softly say.

      We sit there for a moment as I let that settle in the air between us like dust beaten from curtains that have been pulled closed for far too long.

      “Has Elliot said anything to you about me?” I finally ask.

      Kev shakes his head. “I know Elliot is Leo’s good boy. He’ll do whatever Leo asks of him.”

      “Except come out.”

      Kev shrugs. “I can’t fault the guy. I’m still technically in the closet. I’m a dirty secret who can take down a presidency, if I make one wrong decision or have a single, stupid misstep. You and I are members of a very exclusive club, in that way. That’s the only reason we’re talking now—because I do know where you’re coming from, in some ways.”

      “If I stay, I stay a dirty secret, and I make Elliot miserable in the process.”

      “I don’t think you’re making him miserable.”

      “I damn sure ain’t makin’ him happy, Kev.”

      He smiles. “You can’t make people happy or unhappy. They choose their path.” He plays with his pen before pointing it at me. “If you stay, you need to have a focus besides Leo, or it could make you bitter. That means focusing on your career.” He taps the pen on his desk for emphasis on the last word. “Because if I know Leo Cruz, he’s not going to be happy letting you date anyone, and I know damn well you don’t have time for a hobby.”

      I snort. “I don’t want to date anyone else, but you aren’t wrong there, either.” Besides, we have an agreement that it’s only the three of us—me and Leo and Elliot.

      Elliot even has standing permission from Leo to use me however he wants, something I fantasized heavily about early on…and an offer Elliot’s never taken advantage of.

      Another rejection that doesn’t sting as much now as it used to.

      At least, that’s what I tell myself.

      “If you stay, then you and I should have an open line of communication over the next couple of years, and even beyond, if you want. I can coach you. Not just about politics, but about managing optics. You’ve learned a lot already. There are even more things you’ll need to know.”

      “Like throwing people off the scent and keeping them off it?”

      Kev smiles. “Exactly. Among other political warfare tactics.”

      I settle back in my chair and think about it for a moment. “If I don’t stay, I should probably leave sooner rather than later.”

      “Probably. But I think it’ll break Leo’s heart if you leave.”

      “You’re not helping. I thought you were trying to hint I should leave?”

      “I’m not trying to confuse you. I’m trying to show you I’m a sounding board. We’re on the same team. That’s why we’re talking. If I thought you should leave, you’d already be gone. Elliot’s going to need Leo. And the only thing out there that could take Elliot down, if he doesn’t come out, is someone stumbling over the three of you. I’m here to help you with managing that.”

      Kev chuckles. “In two years, it’s not my problem any longer, but I want to help you as much or as little as you’ll accept.”

      When we finish our conversation that afternoon, I return to my office in the East Wing, shut the door, and use my personal cell to call my old department head, Dr. Sently.

      You know what happens next.

      Now you’re caught up.

      Leo wouldn’t let me give him back the key for the apartment or the storage unit. That last afternoon, when I took off the chainmail bracelet Leo had given me as my day collar and I put it in his hand…

      I know the tears in his eyes and the agony in his voice will haunt me for the rest of my life.

      That I hurt this man who I love almost beyond reason.

      Except I love him enough to let him go so I’m not constantly pulling him away from Elliot.

      Elliot needs him.

      The country needs Elliot.

      And it’s obvious Elliot neither needs nor wants me. He damn sure doesn’t love me.

      This bitch right here doesn’t need to be hit over the head with a clue-by-four.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Now — Late September

        

      

    

    
      Lately, I’ve been bingeing Todrick Hall, Orville Peck, Phillip Phillips, Camila Cabello, Lizzo, and Arctic Monkeys. Not just during my walks to and from work, either.

      Pretty much all the time.

      Even my soul can’t make up its goddamned mind what to feel. I swing between sun-melting rage and soul-shriveling grief.

      There are nights I think about swishing into some leather bar, tossing back a couple of shots of Patron, waltzing up to the butchest leather Daddy in the place, and promising him I can rock his damned world if he’ll only shut off my brain for a few hours.

      Then there are the nights when all I want to do is curl up in bed with my sketch book and draw.

      Except I think I’m going to sketch a design idea and then, invariably, Leo, or some landmark in DC, drifts out of my pencils and my heart shatters again. It’s like automatic writing. As if my soul’s on autopilot and still stuck in our nation’s capital.

      Probably because it still is.

      And then I cry.

      I frequently find myself frantically shaking my right wrist only to remember that, no, I don’t have my bracelet anymore.

      Maybe I should have kept it but that would have hurt even more, I think. To know Leo wanted me, yet I walked away because there’s no way in hell Elliot will ever want me.

      You’d think I’d be used to rejection but this one hurts even worse than losing my parents.

      Explain that one to me, because I don’t know the answer.

      Mimi’s cookbooks and recipe box sit, untouched, on the counter where I put them over three weeks ago when I unpacked them from one of the suitcases I brought with me from DC.

      I can’t bring myself to cook. What the hell would I do with all that food, anyway? I barely feel like eating. I survive on soup, fruit, canned chicken, and ramen noodles.

      Ironically, not too far off the mark from Elliot during his worst days. All I need is cereal, frozen pizzas, and TV dinners, and I’m the vice president.

      Minus the hunky suits following me around.

      And the caring Sir to watch over me.

      I also burn between agony that I was a fucking dumbass to walk away from Leo, and seething hatred at Elliot for him wasting Leo’s time and mine when he’s got the perfect fucking guy right the hell in front of him.

      Then he could’ve had me as a bonus. All he had to do was trust Leo.

      I mean, isn’t that what this boils down to? That Elliot can’t fucking trust Leo to set the course for all three of us to follow?

      In that case Elliot should let Leo go so someone who really appreciates Leo can take care of him.

      Make him happy.

      A bitch like me, of course.

      I get it—I did this to myself.

      Totally own that.

      Elliot isn’t blameless, though.

      Guess I should’ve known Leo wouldn’t fight for me to stay. I mean, yeah, he asked me to stay.

      I’d hoped he’d order me to stay.

      Get off his fence and choose me. Or at least choose to work to keep me.

      Called that one wrong.

      My fault, again. Because I’ve seen first-hand over the last six years what Leo’s endured with Elliot. The emotional tug-of-war Elliot’s put Leo through. They’ve been together, what, nearly twelve years? To think Leo would choose me after all these years was fucking stupid. My relationship with Leo was in many ways a mirror image of what he has with Elliot.

      To think he’d order me to stay when he refuses to take Elliot’s choice from him was doubly stupid.

      Besides, I’m the dumbass who reminded Leo that Elliot needs him, and who refused to let Leo quit and leave with me when he offered to do just that.

      Fuck.

      I’m also the dumbass who paid way too close attention to the lessons I learned from President Samuels’ chief of staff. I know the perils awaiting Elliot if Leo isn’t standing in the shadows, supporting him and taking care of him during the campaign and after Elliot’s elected.

      I understand the fact that there are people who’d probably kill—maybe even literally—to have Elliot in their pocket.

      Without Elliot committed to me even a fraction as much as he is Leo, I’m a strategic weakness that would be easily exploited, given so much as one false move.

      No, Kev didn’t tell me I should quit and leave. He would have outright told me that if that was his message. It was wrapped in a more general warning about what could happen if Leo wasn’t around to protect Elliot, and how I should proceed if I was staying.

      After six years of trying, Elliot wasn’t letting me in. I’m a masochist but I’m not that kind of masochist. It was tearing Leo up, too, and I couldn’t keep doing that to him.

      Doesn’t help that I’m once again thinking about the terrified twelve-year-old who huddled in his plane seat and prayed the pilot didn’t turn the flight around and send me back to my parents in New York.

      I think about the rejection, the fear.

      I think about that nameless woman who stepped between me and my parents in the airport, the gate agent who hustled me down the jetway, and the flight attendant who kept an eye on me and who later ushered me straight into Mimi’s waiting arms.

      Which, of course, leads me to thinking about Meredith and Alan Cruz, Leo’s parents. People who welcomed me in as family simply because Leo loved me.

      How Meredith—I mean Mom—fixed some of Mimi’s recipes for us the first time Leo took me home to meet them.

      Leading me to remember how Leo secretly sent his mom the recipes ahead of our first visit to their home in California, because Leo loved me and he wanted me to feel welcomed.

      And now, dammit, I’m crying again.

      At some point I need to call Meredith and talk to her before she finds out Leo and I aren’t together any longer, but I don’t know what to say to her. She’s going to ask me a lot of questions that I’m sure I won’t have the right answers to. I’m not asking Leo what he told them.

      Or if he’s even told them.

      Hell, they don’t even know about Leo and Elliot.

      I guess I can stick to the basic truth—that the campaign schedule will be brutal, and I want to finish my degree.

      That’s the reason I gave Chris Bruunt and everyone else who’s asked. Only Kev, Leo, and Elliot know the real reason.

      Well, Elliot might not know, if Leo didn’t tell him. Hell, Elliot might not even know I’ve left DC.

      While I haven’t exactly told Kev, he’s not an idiot. He’s President Samuels’ chief of staff. With my resignation coming on the heels of our discussion, I know he assumes it’s related.

      Anyway, seems like that’s the easiest truth to tell anyone who asks why the hell I’d give up a great job in DC—at the fricking White House—to return to Tallahassee, of all places.

      The campaign schedule will be brutal.

      I wanted to finish my degree.

      Although neither of those truths come anywhere close to scratching the surface of my soul.
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      When I walk into the office the next morning the new department receptionist greets me with a beaming smile. “Good morning, Jordan.”

      I have my professional mask in place this morning and manage not to bristle at the familiarity in her tone. “Good morning, Jessica.” I’m no longer the “new guy,” even though, technically, I’ve had more experience in the department than many of my coworkers, if you count my previous time working there.

      I’m not usually in this early. Normally, I slip in while the receptionist is out at lunch, because it means one less daily human interaction I’m forced to engage in. Any calls I receive, or mail, or papers from students, are left in my box. Most everything is done electronically, thank goodness.

      Jessica started working here only last week. She completed her undergrad the previous semester and she’s twenty-one but looks like a fricking baby.

      Not that I’m one to speak, I suppose. I’m twenty-nine but I feel decades older despite my youthful appearance. I have a level of real-world experience that most people in our department who are older than me sorely lack.

      I also resist the urge to scold Jessica about her short, tight jeans shorts and FSU football T-shirt as not being “professional” attire, because I remember that’s not my job.

      No, I don’t wear a suit every day anymore. I usually wear a button-up with a tie, and khakis or jeans, and am frequently mistaken by students and faculty alike for a professor. It no longer feels right to me arriving to work in shorts, despite the fact that the department manager said I can dress exactly that casually, if I wanted, unless I’m teaching a class.

      How sick is it that if it wasn’t for the fact I want to save on laundry and dry cleaning bills, and don’t want to sweat my ass off on the walk to and from work every day, I would wear a suit on the regular?

      They’re all hanging in my closet, along with my tux. I doubt I’ll be wearing them soon but I can’t bear to get rid of them.

      Or my neckties.

      Many of which are exact matches to neckties Elliot and Leo have. Sort of a secret code Leo used to help keep us all connected.

      Matchies.

      I stop at the wall of inboxes next to Jessica’s desk and set down my travel mug on the table there so I can sort through the contents of my box.

      I’m vaguely aware of her holding something out to me. Without thinking or looking, I reach my hand back while I’m still sorting through my morning mail. “Call sheet?”

      “Sorry?”

      An unexpected and tsunami-esque wave of irritation sweeps through me, that she’s keeping me waiting and not just putting it in my fricking hand. “Is that. My daily. Call sheet?”

      “A what?”

      I’m about to turn and snap at her for being stupid when I realize she’s holding a small, pink message slip, and she looks genuinely confused.

      Fuck.

      I also realize I’m an asshole.

      I take a deep breath. “I’m sorry.” I pluck the message slip from her fingers without touching her hand and offer what I hope is a genuine-looking smile. “Old habits die hard. I’m used to someone putting my morning call sheets in my hand before I even ask for them.”

      She still looks like I hurt her feelings and I feel shitty about that. “I-I’m sorry, sir. I don’t know what that…is?”

      Yeah, of course she’s confused. Also, ironically, it feels weird as hell having her call me “sir.” I was Mr. Walsh for so long, and addressed like that mostly by people older than me, that I almost don’t know what to do with it from someone so much younger than myself.

      Along with the wistful pang that hits me in the soul over the term.

      Jesus, she looks like a damned kid.

      Okay, yes, I get the fricking irony. Happy?

      “It’s all right. Again, I’m sorry. Kinda dropped into autopilot there for a moment. I handled a lot of calls on a daily basis. Call sheets are how we organized them. Still trying to readjust to civvie life after six years.”

      Having one lone pink message slip awaiting me is…

      Depressing.

      The word I’m looking for is depressing.

      And boring.

      I scoop up my papers and mug and turn to head to my cubicle.

      At least her smile sort of returns, so I assume I’m forgiven for being snippy. “Did you really work in the White House?”

      I’m glad I’m an expert at holding my tongue because I realize her awed tone is genuine. I haven’t exchanged more than a hundred words with her since she started working here. Guess it’s time I remedy that.

      “Yeah. I worked at the White House for six years. East Wing.” I brace myself for the volley of questions I’d rather not answer but I know from my recent experience it’s faster to get them over with.

      Her eyes widen. “Did you ever meet the president?”

      “I worked in the East Wing for her husband, Mr. Bruunt. I interacted with him, President Samuels, and their children on a daily basis.”

      “Why would you ever leave a job like that to come work here?”

      I struggle not to shake my right wrist, and not only because I’m holding my travel mug in that hand. “Nothing lasts forever.” I force another smile. “Going to be a brutal campaign coming up, and I’ve been wanting to finish my degree. The timing worked out with the opening here, and with getting an apartment, that’s all.”

      She leans in and I pray she’s not going to try to get overly chummy when she drops her voice. “Vice President Woodley is sooo cute. I plan on voting for him.”

      I fight the urge to scream. “It’s better to pick a candidate based on their experience and platform.”

      “But…he’s gorgeous!” She grins. “Is he dating anyone? I bet he really is, isn’t he? Probably some actress or something, right?”

      This is going to be a looong damn day. I can feel it already. I want to scold her for unprofessional behavior, for improperly discussing both personal and campaign matters—veering into ethics violations—and a litany of things that mask my pain…

      And which also mean absolute jack shit within the context of a Florida university’s design department.

      This isn’t the East Wing.

      This isn’t a well-run comms or policy shop.

      This isn’t a campaign war room.

      These aren’t ethics violations, because this isn’t the fricking White House.

      This is…

      Hell.

      This is Hell, is what it is.

      I’ve planted myself firmly in Hell.

      I take a step back, toward the doorway that’ll allow me to escape to my cubicle. “I’m sorry, Jessica.” I offer a final smile. “I could tell you all about that, but then I’d have to kill you. National security, you know.” I drop her what I hope she takes as a playful wink.

      Her eyes widen again before she bursts out laughing. I use that as my cue to make my escape and head to my desk.

      All I want to do is pop my earbuds in and start working.

      I don’t want to socialize. I don’t want to fraternize.

      I don’t want to think about DC, or the White House, or how tight Elliot Woodley’s ass is, or how gorgeous his cock is.

      Or how I never even got to suck it.

      I don’t want to think, period.
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      We have an afternoon staff meeting.

      This is a weekly affair, and my third one since returning.

      Another level of Hell to endure.

      For starters, everyone treats it like a social gathering instead of getting down to business. There’s no agenda, no order, no efficiency. It hasn’t started on time once yet, and damn sure doesn’t end when it’s supposed to. There are no post-meeting minutes dropping into my e-mail within a few hours after it ends.

      I struggle time and again not to interrupt and shut people down when they veer off the hint of whatever vague topic the department head is addressing.

      Then someone brings in homemade cookies, and we get bogged down in a discussion of Pinterest bathroom tile and plumbing fixture trends.

      All while I struggle not to scream in frustration.

      When I stand, having long ago hit my fuck it level, the department head notices.

      “What’s wrong, Jordan?”

      I fake a smile. “Nothing, Dr. Sently. I thought we were finished. I was going to return to work.”

      “Oh, no.” She laughs. “We’ve barely gotten started.”

      “Ah.” Motherfucker.

      She waves me back down into my chair. “I appreciate how serious you are but we love to socialize. Keep in touch with each other. I want to make sure everyone’s getting what they need. We do things a little differently now than you might remember. It’s been a while.”

      Was she always like this? I don’t remember feeling this level of frustration last time I worked for her. I don’t ever remember hating these meetings so much. Then again, I was rarely in them because of my schedule and my work.

      “Right.” I force myself to lower my ass into my seat while making a mental note to start scheduling student appointments during these weekly meeting times.

      We’re obviously not in the East Wing anymore, Toto.

      When the meeting finally breaks up nearly an hour later and I shoot to my feet in my eagerness to escape as everyone else stands, the director speaks.

      “Jordan, hang back for a sec, please?”

      I can’t help it. My head drops and I stare at my feet. I’m barely suppressing the snark that wants to fly free.

      If I’d ever run a meeting like this Chris would’ve skewered me and run me up the White House flagpole. Leo would have paddled my ass for it, too, and Kev would’ve ripped me a new one.

      “Yes, ma’am?” I ask once we’re alone.

      She smiles. “I appreciate your dedication to your work but it’s all right for you to dial it back a little. You don’t have to be so formal. So…intense.” She waves her hand, indicating my clothes. Today, a light blue Oxford, sleeves rolled up, green tie, khakis, and loafers. “I’ve had four professors ask me if we hired a new teacher and didn’t tell them. Took me a moment to realize they meant you.”

      She chuckles. “I think they’re worried about their jobs, because they’re not tenured. It’s okay to wear shorts and jeans, you know. I thought I told you that? It seems like I remember you used to dress more…casually.”

      Her memory’s a little faulty. I always dressed better than weekend loafing for work but I never wore a tie back then, unless I was meeting with someone as part of my professional internship. Plus, I would sometimes wear T-shirts with jeans. But I never wore shorts, or sweats, unless I was only going to class. Not even for meeting with students I was advising.

      “I really don’t have a lot in the way of casual wear that would be appropriate for work, ma’am. I have suits, and a tux. I have a few pairs of shorts, but for working out or hiking, mostly. I only have a couple of pairs of casual shorts. And jeans are hotter to walk around in than slacks.”

      She laughs. “Well, what did you wear on the weekends?”

      “Usually a suit. Or this. There was rarely a weekend I didn’t go in to work at least once or twice, or have an event to attend, or coordinate.”

      Her smile fades to confusion. “Really?”

      I don’t understand what she doesn’t understand. “Yes, ma’am. It was DC. I helped plan many events and usually had to be in attendance.”

      She studies me. “Jordan, I have absolutely no complaints about you or your work. Your students seem to love you, but I have to ask. Are you really happy here? This seems a little…like you’re settling, when you’re way overqualified for this position.”

      I suck in a deep breath and lie my ass off. “I’m just readjusting, ma’am. I spent six years working in a high-pressure, high-protocol environment.” Living in one, too. “This job is perfect for me right now because I can finish my degree. Like you said, I need to…dial it back. Decompress. I’m not even unpacked all the way yet.” Technically not a lie but it leaves the impression I have more stuff than I really do.

      “Well, all right. If you say so.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” I dart out of the conference room and finally make it back to my desk.

      Yep, I’m going to start scheduling my student conferences during the weekly meeting. There was no good reason for me to be there.

      At all.

      I mean that literally. That could have been handled by e-mail.

      My disguise is in danger of slipping because my irritation at how this place is run is trying to get the better of me.

      I mean, I get it. Logical Jordan understands my irritation is a symptom more of me and my mental state than anything being wrong with the department. I’m the square peg trying to fit myself into a round hole.

      I need to pull my shit together. I can do this. I used to be a master chameleon at blending in with other people, especially at work. Hell, I did it for the past six years without any trouble.

      Except that was a different world. Where not being able to shift patterns on the fly meant the difference between success or finding yourself being discussed on political blogs the next day.

      Or being uncomfortably roasted by Rachel Maddow and Anderson Cooper on their shows.

      The worst thing to happen here is…

      Well, not much. Even getting fired is damned difficult, because it’s a university. I don’t have to fight every day to prove to the world that I deserve to be here.

      Wow. That’s a fricking depressing thought, now that I’m actually processing it.

      There’s never going to be an adrenaline jolt with this job, whereas before I had them nearly daily. Sometimes multiple times in a day.

      There’s never going to be a last-minute crisis to make me a hero for solving.

      There’s never going to be any satisfaction like standing back and watching an event I helped put together be talked about in glowing terms by journalists and politicos from around the country and, sometimes, from around the world.

      There’s so much more that’s never going to happen again, and I mean professionally.

      That’s not even touching the personal stuff.

      As all that slams home I slump back in my chair and stare at my computer monitor, letting my eyes unfocus and blurring the words on the screen until I remove my glasses and rub at my eyes.

      In the East Wing, on a daily basis, I usually accomplished more before lunch than I do here in a fricking week. Easily.

      My throat tightens and my eyes prickle as a quiet voice speaks in my mind.

      This was a mistake. I never should have left Leo. I’m a fucking dumbass.

      Except…I can’t take it back.

      Yes, I’d hoped Leo would have contacted me by now and begged me to return.

      It’s also increasingly obvious Leo will never ask me to come back. I’ve texted with him a few times, trying to…

      I don’t know what I was trying to do.

      Worse…what if I admit it to him, that it was a mistake, and ask to come back? Then what?

      What if he tells me no?

      I don’t know if I could even handle that. That’s a level of rejection I think would break me in a way nothing else has managed thus far in my life.

      I grab my right hand with my left to stop it from twisting and focus on my breathing for a minute.

      I need to get a handle on this. I need to get my shit together, and fast.

      This isn’t like me.

      The problem is, I don’t know what is “me” anymore. I’m not sure how I got…here.

      Even worse?

      Despite knowing what I “should” be doing, I honestly don’t know where I go from here, much less how I go about doing it.
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      Once Upon a Time…

      There’s this myth that New York—the state, not just the city—is this bastion of liberally progressive social ideals.

      Of course, in some places, it is.

      But the small community where I grew up on the edge of Hamilton County was every bit as conservative as if it were located hundreds of miles south of the Mason-Dixon line. The area is well-known for being a GOP stronghold in the state despite its low population. In general, the farmers and blue-collar workers hold little respect and a whole lot of contempt for the “rich liberal coastal elites” from New York City, Long Island, and other nearby environs.

      They feel under-appreciated, taken for granted, and ridiculed by the city dwellers.

      I cannot say that they’re exactly wrong to feel like that because it was a mindset entrenched within me growing up. How much of that was true and how much of it perception perpetuated throughout generations is up in the air.

      The problem is, while there were plenty of conservative-voting liberal-minded folks in our area regarding people of color and the LGBTQIA+ community, my parents were not two of them.

      Neither were a majority of the other members of the small and very strict Evangelical Baptist church they attended every Sunday.

      Dad’s a farm equipment mechanic who took over the business from Mom’s father. Mom taught piano and played for our church, and earned extra money playing at weddings and other events, as well as working part-time doing various things in the summer.

      Growing up, I had a lot of trouble with my health. Born prematurely at thirty weeks and three days, I weighed only three pounds, four ounces, and spent several weeks in the NICU before I was sent home with my exhausted and now borderline financially bankrupted parents.

      Their friends labelled me a “survivor.”

      Their “miracle.”

      A “blessing from God.”

      Apparently, they’d been trying to have me for a while and had pretty much given up hope on ever having a baby when I surprised them.

      Never let it be said I chose the easy path in life. Starting with my emergence from the womb.

      Then I was hit hard by pneumonia when I was eighteen months old and spent several weeks in the hospital. Nearly died, by all counts, and my parents’ finances took yet another massive hit. I got sick a lot growing up, missed a lot of school, especially in the winter.

      Yet I was a great student, kept my grades up, and was still lauded by my parents’ friends as their little miracle.

      The good thing was that early “miracle” designation helped me escape most of my father’s expectations. I hated playing organized sports and I wasn’t good at them. I was small for my age. Everything I survived, and my accompanying health issues, combined with my surprise conception after years of failures, meant my father didn’t push the issue when it came to sports. Although I loved hiking and mountain biking, and enjoyed going fishing with my father, because I enjoyed the peaceful contemplation aspects of it. Especially the rhythms and mechanics of fly fishing.

      That was the one thing my father and I bonded over when I was a kid—fishing.

      I started reading at three, thanks to Mom’s tutelage. I also started drawing and showed a natural aptitude for it, which my father wasn’t happy about, at first.

      But when I was eight, for Father’s Day I gave him a framed colored pencil drawing I made of a rainbow trout. My parents’ friends from church gushed about how talented their little miracle was. That surely God had given me a blessing to make up for my shitty start in life.

      Their unintentional religious-based guilt-trip seemed to put Dad at ease that it was okay to encourage my artistic skills. Wasn’t like I’d ever throw or catch a winning touchdown pass, or smack a triple play out of the park, right? And hey, he could take me fishing, and I was never grossed out about bait, or gutting and cleaning fish. So that was something “manly” he could do with me.

      Doing dirty, hard work has never grossed me out. I earned my father’s respect for that, too. While I wasn’t good at mechanical things, I never hesitated to get my hands dirty when asked to do so. To my father’s credit he seemed more impressed by my attempts and willingness to help, even if I ended up standing there doing little more than handing him tools. To him, I was trying.

      On the weekends when we weren’t going fishing, I took my sketchbooks and pencils and headed out on my bike for the woods in the nearby national park. When I returned home late in the day, I usually had dozens of realistic renderings that I eagerly showed my parents.

      One of the few times, other than when we went fishing, that my father proudly nodded and paid attention to me. I even won a few awards in school and at county fairs for my artwork.

      Playing with colors and shapes fascinated me. I usually ended up designing sets for our school plays. The way things fit together intrigued me, and my parents’ minister theorized I might go on to become an engineer or architect. Which was nothing to be ashamed of, he assured my parents.

      Throughout my life, one of the many secrets I kept from my parents is how much I haaaated most everything to do with church. The minister was boring, when he wasn’t being terrifying. I loved the music, and loved staring up at the curved rafters in the sanctuary while dreaming about cathedrals I’d studied, their arches and stonework.

      My mother never let on to my father how much TV I watched whenever I was stuck home sick. I spent enough time in bed on school days that when I was seven I got my own small TV in my room, a second-hand one, and they hooked it up to cable.

      There was so much normal-kid stuff I missed out on that I guess Mom guilt-tripped Dad into paying the extra expense for me.

      Wasn’t like they had Little League fees to pony up on my behalf.

      On that little screen, I discovered a whole world that felt a million miles away. I always wanted to go to New York City but my parents shot down that idea every time. They hated the city with a passion, as did many of their friends. The general consensus among them was that regions like ours supported the metropolis and yet we were the ones getting shit on while the world thought New York City was the entirety of our state.

      As an adult I guess I can see their point of view, even if I disagree with it.

      One of the things having a TV helped teach me was that I was different, and there were others out there like me. I knew for a long time it wasn’t just being sick a lot that set me apart from my peers.

      By the time I was in middle school, and had seen Pride celebrations on TV, I’d done enough reading and research to put a name to my difference. The days when I was home sick and Mom was working I watched a lot of stuff—and conducted online research—that I’m sure they wouldn’t have approved of.

      I taught myself what I needed to know, including the fact that I would need to continue harboring my biggest secret if I wanted to protect myself.

      Especially so following a Christmas vacation I spent in Florida with my Grandmother Miriam, who I called Mimi. I was ten and she was my only living grandparent, my father’s mother. She and Grandpa Jordan, who I was named after, had moved to Tallahassee, Florida, when I was three, after he retired from the state’s Department of Transportation. Unfortunately I barely remember him because I was only five when he died of cancer.

      I didn’t get to see Mimi as much as I wanted but I talked to her several times a week on the phone. She sent me a tablet for my tenth birthday, and then we could video chat for our talks.

      Her Christmas gift to me that year was flying me down to Florida to spend the winter break with her. It wasn’t the first time I’d flown there, but this was the most special trip because it was the first time I would travel by myself. She booked a direct flight for me with few stops so I wouldn’t have to change planes. I might have been small for my age but I was also smarter and had more common sense than most of my peers, making people assume I was older than I really was.

      Usually, Mimi flew up, visited with us a few days, and then I flew back with her for a few weeks in the summer. She’d fly home with me at the end of summer, spend a few more days visiting my parents and seeing old friends, and then return to Florida.

      I loved Florida, especially in the winter. I loved everything about it and hated leaving at the end of my visits. I always felt more like I was at home there than I did with my parents. I had my own room and everything.

      It was around this time I also got really good at skipping a majority of church, either by claiming I didn’t feel good, or that I had schoolwork to do, or that I was working on art projects for competition in the county fair—anything. I would make myself go about once a month to keep Mom and Dad happy and I shamelessly used my “sickly nature” to my advantage.

      Everyone thought I was so sweet and innocent. The truth was, I learned early on to be a chameleon. To wear my innocence and health issues as a disguise. A series of masks I could pick and choose from as needed.

      Some might call that sociopathic—I call it survival.

      I usually wasn’t picked on in school by the other kids because I learned how to blend in, or would play to my weaknesses for sympathy to make them look like “saviors.” Even bullies don’t want targets who are so easy it makes them look like assholes. I was never a threat to them and always an asset. Either by helping them with schoolwork or making them look good by being the friend they watched out for and earned praise from adults for taking care of. I never appeared “needy,” so there was nothing they could leverage against me.

      I survived.

      I’ve always been a survivor, even as a baby.

      Back to that special Christmas with Mimi. I’d been sending her pictures of my drawings but I had made a few for her that I presented to her when I arrived. It wasn’t like I could afford to buy her a present.

      She teared up as she looked at them and then hugged me. I’d used photos I’d taken on my previous visit to draw pictures of some of her favorite places in the Tallahassee area.

      We went the next day so she could get them professionally framed, which blew me away. Usually, Mom and Dad hunted for cheap frames from discount stores or helped me comb through thrift shops and garage sales for frames that would work.

      And she had friends over for dinner that night, including Edwin and Paul, who were older men.

      A couple.

      I’d met them before but, for some reason, I’d thought they were just friends.

      That night, the conversation definitely indicated they were more, and I realized that I had missed a lot of context during previous visits.

      It was no big deal to Mimi or her other friends that Edwin and Paul were together. When Mimi discovered me alone on the screened lanai later that evening, huddled in a ball and crying, she lowered herself to the concrete pool deck next to me, wrapped her arms tightly around me, held me, and told me she loved me, no matter what.

      That she would always love me, and that I was perfect just the way I was.

      That I could always tell her anything I needed to, and nothing could ever change her love for me. Because I was her little miracle, and nothing as beautiful and sweet as I was, so talented and smart, could be “wrong,” no matter what anyone else might ever tell me.

      Still unable to speak my secret and shed my disguise, I let her hold me, rock me, and for a brief moment in time I thought about begging to stay with her and never going home.

      Because I knew my parents, especially my father, would likely never accept me the way she did if they knew the truth about me.

      At that time, that was the closest I’d ever come to anyone knowing my secret.

      I was Al and Melissa Walsh’s son, after all. Good, proper churchgoers who’d been issued a heavier burden than most by God, and yet they’d persevered.

      I was their miracle. Their blessing. Their proof that their faith in God was justified.

      And while my parents were far from rich, my father was well-known in the community and highly respected, because he helped keep the local farms running with his mechanical skills.

      Now that I’d flown by myself, I ended up taking more trips to visit Mimi, sometimes even just a long weekend. She used any excuse she could to fly me down for visits.

      Mimi never mentioned the evening she held me as I cried but I met more of her friends from diverse backgrounds. I learned how to play mahjong, amazed everyone with my artistic skills, and realized that there was a rapidly deepening divide between me and my parents that couldn’t be sustained much longer.

      I got to play drag queen one night and rocked a rendition of “Chapstick.”

      Hallelujah.

      My disguise was in serious danger of slipping and exposing me.

      Then the summer between seventh and eighth grade happened.
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      Seventh grade was secretly brutal on me for a number of reasons.

      The first being that friends of my parents, from their church, lost their oldest son.

      He was seventeen. While I sort of knew him from Sunday School and the youth group there, we weren’t close friends. He’d always acted a little standoffish with me and he was five years older than me.

      I didn’t know the details of his sudden and unexpected death. It was discussed by adults in hushed tones that fell silent whenever I was nearby. There was nothing about it in the papers, and the funeral was small and barely talked about, which was highly unusual in a community that could just about turn funeral food into a cottage industry all its own.

      It wasn’t until several weeks later when I overheard kids at school talking about it and found out the guy had died by suicide.

      Because his parents had disowned him after he came out to them, and they’d told him his choices were to “repent” and go to a conversion therapy camp, or to forget that he had a family. They threw him out and his siblings disowned him, too.

      His whole family discarded him.

      A few months later, I overheard my parents talking with friends of theirs about it. The general consensus among all of them was that it was better in God’s eyes to have a dead kid than a gay one, because at least if he knew Jesus he was probably saved, versus living in sin.

      Maintaining my disguise became a desperate daily struggle.

      I had mostly outgrown my sickly childhood. I guess my parents were so wrapped up in trying to pay the bills and make ends meet by that point that Mom totally missed out on the fact that she didn’t have to take me to the doctor anymore except for my annual school physical and routine vaccinations. While I was never going to reach my father’s six-three, I had gained a few inches in height and built lean muscles from all my hours biking and hiking, and was no longer the shortest, smallest guy in my class.

      I also had to start pretending that, like my friends, I was interested in girls. I knew if I didn’t, combined with everything else, my parents might start suspecting something.

      Unfortunately, all this was compounded by having to maintain the disguise around my friends and teachers, too, because everyone knew everyone else in our community.

      I had no one I could trust with my secret, except Mimi, and she lived over two thousand miles away. To me, that might as well be a million miles.

      I knew, deep in my heart, I was nearly at my breaking point. I didn’t want to live like this, in constant fear, worried that my parents might ship me off to some religious camp to browbeat me into “praying the gay away” if they discovered my secret.

      Or disowning me.

      Or wishing I was dead.

      Three weeks before the end of the school year, Mimi called me one afternoon to confirm what date my summer vacation would start. She wanted to buy my airplane ticket for my impending visit.

      I made sure I was still alone in the house before whispering the question to her.

      “If anything ever happened and I couldn’t live here, Mimi, could I come live with you?”

      Her silence scared me, at first. When she spoke, her tone sounded firm and borderline angry. “What happened, Jor?” She was the only one who called me that. Well, and her friends did, too. To my parents, I was always Jordan.

      “N-nothing, ma’am. I’m just…asking.”

      “You listen to me, baby boy. You always have a home with me. Always.”

      Yeah, I cried. I locked myself in my bedroom, and cried, and asked her if I could send a couple of boxes of stuff for her to hold for me. I had started saving my allowance in case I needed to buy an emergency ticket to Mimi’s, or, at the very least, a ride to the airport.

      Because…I knew.

      Deep in my heart, I knew how this would play out.

      I was, after all, a survivor. Maybe it was some sixth sense, or just plain common sense born of me learning how to be hyper-vigilant and pay attention to people to read them so I could play chameleon.

      That’s why when I packed my four large suitcases for my trip, because Mimi always paid for me to bring extra bags so I’d have room to bring stuff home with me, I didn’t have to waste valuable space packing my favorite books and other items.

      I also knew I wouldn’t need my heavy winter clothes down in Florida.

      Without my parents’ knowledge, I shipped the things I didn’t want to leave behind, because there was a UPS Store a short walk from our house.

      The clerk was a friend of my parents but she believed me when I told her I was sending old toys and clothes to my grandmother to give to friends of hers with kids my age who’d lost their house in a hurricane.

      She bought it completely.

      Because of my disguise.

      Because everyone assumed I was so innocent.
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      I can’t sleep the night before I leave. My stomach is so knotted I can’t eat any breakfast. Even as I—ironically—pray during the drive to the airport, I suspect I’ll never see my parents or their home again. Fortunately, Mimi always buys me a one-way ticket for my summer vacations so that hasn’t raised any suspicions.

      Because I am a minor, my parents are able to get special passes to walk me all the way to the gate.

      I think I’m going to chicken out, but as they call my flight to board I finally draw in a breath, feel a warm calm settle over me, and shed my disguise.

      “I have to tell you something before I leave.” I step back from them, out of reach. My left hand’s clutched around the strap of my backpack over my shoulder. Inside my backpack, among other things, I also carry my birth certificate and my school and vaccination records, papers I sneaked out of my parents’ filing cabinet in their bedroom while they were at work, at Mimi’s suggestion.

      In my right hand, I hold my boarding pass.

      My literal ticket to freedom.

      My parents frown. “Tell us what?” Mom asks.

      I nudge my glasses up on my nose. “I love you both.” I take another step back. “But I’m gay.”

      I don’t blame them for being confused. As passengers start moving to queue at the gate my father’s face contorts in rage. “What?”

      Easing back yet another step, I nod. Around me, sounds fade away as I watch realization dawn across Mom’s features.

      “I like guys, Dad. I’m gay.”

      An older woman who’d walked up next to me stops, looks at me in surprise, then whirls around and stares at my parents.

      My father’s fists clench as he steps toward me.

      To this day, I have no idea what that woman’s name is, but she’s my fierce guardian angel in that moment. She’s three inches shorter than me and nearly as wide as she is tall, probably about Mimi’s age. She steps between me and my parents and pushes me behind her and toward the gate.

      “Go, baby boy. I got your back. Run.”

      I stumble backward, caught in the press of other passengers converging as my father roars over the woman’s shoulder at me. “You better not be gay when you come home, do you hear me! Don’t you fucking come home gay! I’ll kick your goddamned ass myself!”

      I suddenly have a wall of passengers between me and them, all of them facing my parents and shielding me from them. A gate attendant grabs my boarding pass from me, scans it, and then takes my hand and runs with me down the jetway, even as my father angrily rants behind me. She hands me off to a flight attendant with a quick whispered message in the other woman’s ear. That woman suddenly looks angrily firm and drapes her arm protectively around my shoulders as she leads me to my seat.

      I remember feeling terrified my parents would have cops drag me off the plane, but they didn’t. I don’t remember much about the flight except that I cried myself to sleep before our first stop. There were several stops but I didn’t have to change planes. I think my guardian angel got off in Virginia, but the flight crew was the same all the way to Tallahassee.

      Before we make the final approach a little before three that afternoon, the flight attendant who’d put me on the plane stops by my seat. I made the final leg seated alone in my row.

      She kindly smiles. “Who’s meeting you at the airport, sweetie?”

      I sniffle. “Mimi. My grandmother.”

      She pats my shoulder and, when we land, she comes back, grabs me first, and walks me off the plane herself and into Mimi’s waiting, open arms, where I sob with relief to be with her again.

      Mimi never would tell me exactly what transpired while I was on the way to Florida. I’m guessing phone calls, where my father angrily screamed at her, and she likely screamed back.

      But sitting in her car at the airport, with the engine and AC running, she puts her phone in speaker mode and calls them.

      My father answers. “What do you want?”

      I’m a little shocked because I’ve never heard him speak to her like that before.

      Mimi stares forward, through the windshield and out over the sunny parking lot. “He made it here safely, Alfred.”

      “I told you, you’d better put him on a plane and send his ass back here right now. Our pastor got us the info for that camp. He’s going. No son of ours is going to be gay.”

      She looks at me, eyebrow arched, and I tearfully shake my head.

      “That’s not what’s going to happen, Alfred,” she tells him. The calm chill in her voice could freeze the whole damn airport, even in the hot Florida sun.

      I’m fully aware she’s using “Mom” voice on him and not the sweet “Mimi” voice she uses with me. “There’s nothing wrong with Jordan,” she adds.

      “We’re not having a queer for a son! I’d rather he be dead!”

      Her lips purse. “Then my lawyer will send you forms overnight. Take them to the bank, sign them where indicated while in front of a notary, and send them back in the pre-paid envelope I’ll include.”

      “What?”

      “You have two options here, Alfred. I know you and Melissa are barely surviving it as it is. Either I can file charges against you two for abandoning your son, and fight you in court in a long and extremely expensive custody battle that will probably make you lose your house, as well as all your churchy friends will learn your son is gay. Or, you can give me full custody of Jordan, sign away your parental rights, and quietly walk away without a look back. Your choice, asshole.”

      My eyes widen as I realize this is the woman who, for nearly thirty years, worked for the state of New York as an investigator for their child welfare division, checking out reports of child abuse called in to their hotline.

      Definitely not a woman I’d want to fuck with.

      Certainly a side to her that my sweet, cuddly Mimi never showed me before.

      “Is he there?” Mom asks.

      “Yes,” Mimi says. “Jordan, do you want to speak to them?”

      I was going to shake my head no, but I find words spilling out of my mouth. “You’d rather me be dead than gay? Really?”

      There’s another moment of silence from them before Mom speaks. “We’ve worked our whole lives for you, Jordan. How can you do this to us? This is how you repay us? Of course I’d rather you be alive, but not if you’re gay. You’re damned to Hell! If you die now, maybe you’ll still go to Heaven. If you repent and forget this…this nonsense, our pastor said he can get you into that camp and they can save your soul!”

      Mimi’s slowly shaking her head and I know it’s at my parents, not at me.

      An eerie calm descends over me. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Mom,” I manage, my voice trembling. “I’m gay. Even if I came home I’d never go to a camp. I’d run away and keep running away. You don’t want me, and I don’t want to be there. Give me to Mimi. If you try to make me return, I’ll run away and come back here anyway. I’ll tell them you’re mentally and emotionally abusive, and that you threatened me because I’m gay. I’ll tell them I’m afraid for my life with you because you said you’d rather me be dead.”

      The sad thing is, I know that would absolutely be the truth, should I return to them.

      Mimi takes over. “Well? What’s it going to be?”

      My father starts to say something but Mom interrupts him.

      Her cold, hard tone chills me. “Send the damn papers, Miriam. I knew letting him go visit you all those times was a mistake. This is all your fault. You never did like me, and you’ve stolen our son from us and damned his soul in the process. I hope you’re happy with yourself.”

      Mimi coldly smiles. “Papers will arrive first thing in the morning. You both have to sign them. I’ll be tracking them, too. Take them to the bank as soon as they open tomorrow, sign them in front of a notary, put them in the pre-paid overnight envelope, and return them. If I don’t have those papers in my hands by the close of business the day after tomorrow, I’ll file an emergency order here in Florida to seek custody and cite child abuse. You force me to do that, then I won’t stop until I have full custody of him. He’s old enough to testify and tell a judge where he wants to live and why.

      “Do not fuck with me or this boy, and you can tell everyone I got him a scholarship at a high school for the arts in Tallahassee, that the weather’s better for his health here, and you can still protect your precious reputation. Everyone will think you’re perfect parents, and I won’t tell anyone up there any different. If you fight me, you’ll wish you hadn’t.” Mimi punches the button and hangs up on them.

      She takes a deep breath and smiles. “You all right, baby boy?”

      Not really but I nod anyway. “Are we going to see your lawyer now?”

      She laughs as she drops her phone into her purse. “Sweetie, he drew up the papers for me three weeks ago. As soon as your father called me this morning to scream at me, I went to the UPS Store and sent them overnight. Early morning delivery.”

      My eyes widen. “You saw your lawyer weeks ago?”

      “When you asked to ship me stuff I figured you’d drop it on them right before you got on the plane. I had him date them for today.” She sighs. “Buckle up. We need to get home. We’ve got a houseful of company coming over for dinner in less than two hours and I need your help getting everything ready.”

      “C-company?”

      “Yes. Your coming out and welcome home party.” She grins. “Bought your favorite Publix cake, too. Marble cake with vanilla buttercream frosting. Pretty rainbows on it.”

      I start laughing, she starts laughing, and I spend the whole ride back to her house crying and laughing and feeling like, for the very first time in my life, I can finally figure out who Jordan Remington Walsh really is outside of my disguise.

      And that’s how Mimi ended up showing me she had her own disguise.

      She taught me that, sometimes, you have to play dirty and skirt the thing that’s legal to do the thing that’s right.

      That playing dirty is easier when you have an innocent disguise to hide your movements, and to never let anyone know how dirty you can really play. To always keep that part of you hidden until you need it.

      That when it comes to taking care of the people you love, you stop at nothing to protect them, even if it means spending years fooling people in the process and convincing them how innocent you are.

      Even if it means doing hard, dirty work.

      Even if it means lying and breaking the law to protect them. That when you truly love someone, you go to the mat for them and do whatever it takes to take care of them, to protect them.

      It is a valuable lesson that will come in handy later in my life, in ways I could never predict back then.
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      November

      This is my first semester post-grad. I’m a functionally broke grad student who works as a TA to help pay my bills. I mean, I have money in my savings account. Way more than enough to get me through college. I refuse to spend it unless absolutely forced to.

      Everything I have in savings is going toward earning my master’s degree. This means I have to take what I can get in terms of on-campus housing if I don’t want to pay out the ass for an apartment or be forced to move in with a roommate off-campus. Meaning I’d need a car—another expense I don’t want to shell out money for.

      Because I took whatever I could get I have a roommate who, on some days, I wish I could jettison off the dorm roof. David is a third-year engineering major and a major tool. I know I’m damned lucky to be in a dorm in the first place. The original student assigned here withdrew. I was able to snag it for a fraction of the cost I’d otherwise pay for on-campus housing because one of the department heads went to bat for me with a friend of theirs in the admin office.

      Not sure yet what I’ll do next semester but I really hope I don’t have to dip into my savings. One of my professors offered to let me rent a room from her. Unfortunately, she doesn’t live within walking distance of campus, and she’s not on a bus line, meaning I’d have to buy a car. Something else I really don’t want to do right now.

      Today, my roommate stands in the tiny efficiency kitchen that takes up a corner of the room we share, with the fridge standing open. He’s staring into it like it holds answers to secrets of the universe.

      “What are you doing?” I finally ask because I know this game.

      It goes faster if I play it by David’s rules.

      Well, if I let him think I’m playing it by his rules.

      He’s still staring into the fridge. “I’m just totally gobsmacked that we don’t have anything to eat.”

      “Stop being so fricking pretentious,” I snap. “Besides, we’d have something to eat if you’d go to the store every once in a while.” He has a damn car his parents pay for.

      His rich attorney parents, who give him a more than adequate weekly allowance.

      Yet he eats my food and bitches there’s nothing in the fridge.

      I’ve learned to keep non-perishable food in a locked tub under my bed or else it disappears down David’s gob.

      Which I’d love to smack, and hard. Except he’s way bigger than I am.

      He has the audacity to look wounded as he closes the fridge. “Pretentious? How am I pretentious?”

      “You’ve never been farther south than Tampa, and you damn sure aren’t an Aussie. Stop trying to talk like Billie.” Billie resides in the room across the hall from us and is authentically Australian.

      He’s also a hottie, but he’s straight.

      Doesn’t mean I don’t fantasize about him.

      I’m sitting cross-legged on my bed and almost hoping David tries to approach me to see if I have food to share.

      I’ll shank a bitch over my Oreos.

      “So shut your gob,” I add without looking his way, “before I smack it for you.”

      “Bitch,” he mutters.

      “That’s Queen Bitch, honey,” I snap back.

      He rolls his eyes. “I’m going down to the cafeteria.”

      “That is where they keep the food, genius. Since you’re too cheap to shop for your own and resort to stealing mine. Which I can’t afford, by the way. You still owe me forty bucks for my food you’ve eaten, fricking cheapskate. Hit an ATM while you’re out and give me my money or replace my food.”

      Yes, I keep track of how much it costs and how much he owes me. Never let it be said that I’m not a petty bitch.

      He storms out in a huff. Now that he’s gone, the cycle complete, I can focus again. Right now I’m working on a design plan. I’ve been given an unpaid student internship at a local interior design company. They’ve foisted one of their problem-child clients onto me, since I’m free labor.

      Still, I’m determined to pull it off.

      The client has an impossibly low budget, impossibly high standards, and are impossible to work with, according to a couple of the company’s admin assistants I bribed with gourmet cookies to give me the 411 about them.

      Meaning my supervisor is setting me up both to fail and to be the scapegoat he’ll blame when the customer departs in an angry huff and fires them.

      Except I’m determined not to fail.

      Plus, I’ve met the client in person, and I got along fabulously with her.

      Not that I’m going to tell my supervisor any of that. I plan on blindsiding the fuck out of him.

      Mostly because everyone thinks I’m far more innocent and sweet than I really am.

      Again, I’m a petty bitch. Catching people off-guard is far more satisfying. It’s their fault if they underestimate me.

      For starters, if I can succeed it’ll mean a valuable addition to my design portfolio. It could also lead to a paying position at this design company, because I’ll run an endplay and bypass the asshole supervising me and go right to the company owner with my results.

      It’ll also be a way I can give a silent fuck you to my supervisor. I suspect the guy is deep in the closet. Yet while giving me the assignment, he also managed to make three snide remarks which I definitely took as being low-key homophobic.

      If I’d refused to take the assignment I probably wouldn’t be an intern there any longer. I can’t risk being labelled as difficult to work with by any of the firms partnering with FSU’s College of Fine Arts. And I need to finish my graduate studies. I want my damn master’s.

      I’ve worked too fricking hard to get where I am to blow it all now.

      I also do work for the theater department, helping with set and art design. It all goes into my portfolio.

      My eventual goal is to have my own design and interior architecture firm, maybe in Orlando or Tampa or Miami. Or maybe even somewhere outside of Florida. Atlanta, LA, Las Vegas—there’s a whole world out there. My dream is to live my life and make a decent living so I can sleep at night, pay my bills, and enjoy a calm, peaceful, successful future.

      Absolutely a fuck you to my parents.

      Not that they give a shit about me, or even want me to have a peaceful life.

      Hell, they don’t want me to have a life at all.

      Which is yet another reason I’m determined to succeed, if for no other reason than to make their heads explode one day.

      Living well is the best revenge, right?

      I suppose getting as far as I have, despite my parents discarding me when I was twelve, is a good start on that revenge.
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      As a TA, I’m usually the one in our department who ends up saddled with problem children students for the professors, too. Undergrad students, of course. How that usually goes is someone starts sweet-talking me, telling me how great I am with people. Then, before I know it, I have another name added to the roster of students I’m advising.

      I mean, I’m not complaining. Not at all. It’s part of the gig. The little I earn pays for my cell phone and other assorted living expenses, like food and laundry. I mean, I get a basic food plan through school, but it’s really basic.

      Sure, I have money in savings. Except I need to hold on to that, too, ya know? It’s meant to actually pay for school, books, those sorts of things. If I’m lucky I might have enough left over by the time I graduate with my master’s to buy a decent car.

      I already know today will mean an annoyingly tedious series of meetings with students to check in with them on their various projects.

      I’m not a morning person, either, so I’m careful to schedule these for late mornings and afternoons.

      I’m not an idiot.

      After I do a little more work on my laptop I save my progress, grab it and everything else I need, tuck it all into my messenger bag, and leave our shared dorm room. No car, but I live on campus and it’s a mild early November day.

      FSU in Tallahassee wouldn’t have automatically been my first choice of universities. When my grandmother offered to pay for my college education anywhere I wanted to go, and I learned FSU had an interior design undergrad degree and a master’s program, this was my logical choice.

      Especially after they accepted me for admission.

      Again, I’m no idiot.

      And it was warm, and far from upstate New York, where I was raised.

      Far from my parents.

      Close to my grandmother.

      It was where I was loved and accepted by my Mimi, and where I first discovered what peace feels like.

      It’s where, free from the restrictions of my parents’ small-minded view of the world, I was able to discard most of my old disguises and develop new ones. No one here knew I was the premature baby, the sickly kid who almost died, the chronically ill child of delicate physical disposition.

      Here I’m Jordan, a sweet, nice guy who’s willing to help people out. I don’t make a big deal about being gay but I don’t hide it, either. I don’t have to hide it. The good thing is that I’m a chameleon and have learned over the years how to quietly blend in.

      Other than the painful ache in my heart over my grandmother’s death last year, just before I graduated with my four-year degree, I’ve led a charmed life since Florida became my full-time home.

      Mimi taught me a lot after I moved in with her.

      She worried about me, wanted me to be able to survive and protect myself.

      Wanted me to never need to go crawling home to my parents. She taught me so much and I will be forever grateful to her.

      I want to live my life making her proud.

      Therefore, failure isn’t an option, and I’ll do whatever I have to do to succeed.
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      Work is great because I don’t have a boyfriend to monopolize my time and distract me. I’ve briefly dated a couple of times but while I disagree with nearly everything my parents believe in there is, ironically, one small ideal that settled deep within me for my own reasons.

      I’ve never slept with a guy and I don’t have any plans to, at this time.

      Has nothing to do with “purity culture,” either.

      Oh, I’m not celibate. I’m a pretty freaky dude—inside my head. I’ve got toys, too. But I don’t want to hand over my life and heart to someone only to realize I let my libido get the better of me and it led me into a situation that won’t last.

      Sure, I’m realistic that the first serious relationship I have might not be for life. That’s not the point.

      I’m not “saving myself” for a special person.

      I’m saving myself for me.

      Whoever I let punch my V-card, it will be because they’ve rocked my world and heart in a variety of ways beyond being sexy and good-looking. I’m turned on by brains, a sense of humor above a fourteen-year-old’s level, and good conversation.

      It’ll be a guy I feel safe enough with to drop my masks and disguises and allow him to see the true me.

      I’m only twenty-two. There is no damn rush for me to get myself fucked or to suck a cock. The other reason I want to wait is because it’s too easy catch something in this day and age. I want the first guy I eventually decide to sleep with to be stable, serious about his life, and someone who isn’t simply fucking anything on two legs because he’s young and horny and can.

      Someone I consider at least my intellectual and emotional equal. Someone as choosy as I am.

      Snobbish? Sure, I’ll own it.

      Add to that I’m serious about finishing my master’s degree, and spending time on a relationship isn’t in my immediate future. Mimi taught me to have priorities, to respect myself, and to never sell myself short. That, sometimes, I’d have to be my strongest champion and advocate.

      To this day, how my father ever emerged from her loins baffles me. Apparently, my mom and her family were far more religious than Mimi and Grandpa Jordan, and Dad fell in with them.

      It was only after I started living with Mimi that I learned she never liked my mother.

      Apparently, neither did Grandpa Jordan, which is another reason they sold out and moved to Tallahassee after they both retired. They didn’t want to be near Mom and her family.

      That, and the lack of a state income tax. And cheaper home prices.

      Oh, and decent weather in the winter.

      When I walk into the office, our receptionist looks up. “Oh, Jordan, glad you’re here. Dr. Sently asked me to have you stop by her office immediately when you arrive.”

      Alarm bells ring in my head but I keep my expression calm. “Why?”

      “She didn’t say.”

      “Am I in trouble?” I make it sound like I’m joking but old anxieties rear their ugly heads.

      “Not so far as I know.”

      I grab everything from my box and weave my way through the cubicles in our department to Dr. Sently’s office, where I knock on the open doorway.

      She’s sitting behind her desk and smiles when she sees me. “Ah, Jordan. Please, come in and close the door.”

      I do, and she waves me to a chair.

      “What’s going on, Dr. Sently?”

      “I’ll be brief. Would you be interested in a short-term, all-expenses-paid design job in Washington, DC?”

      This isn’t what I expected at all. “Say again?”

      Her smile widens. “A once-in-a-lifetime job opportunity. The president-elect wants a design student from FSU to handle decorating the White House residence and her office.”

      I damn near choke. “You’re serious?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “What about school?”

      “I’ll help you handle that.”

      “They’ll pay all expenses?”

      “And you’ll get paid, too.”

      Hot damn! “I’m in. What do I have to do?”

      “I’ll call them back and they’ll want to talk to you. Can you hand off your students to others?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Perfect.”

      Four hours later, I’m once again sitting in Dr. Sently’s office, this time with Kevin Markos. I recognize him from TV. He used to have his own show on the conservative cable news network FNB, and his infamous on-air meltdown made news on all the networks. He now works for the president-elect as her chief of staff.

      He’s also a hottie and I wonder if he’s single and gay. I wouldn’t mind giving up my V-card to a guy like him, even if he is older than me. He looks damned good in a suit.

      Hmm. I might have a suit fetish, along with one for older guys.

      We’re also video-chatting with President-elect Samuels and her husband, Christopher Bruunt, which…helloooo, I’m really freaking out now. Mr. Bruunt is another hottie, and President-elect Samuels is wonderfully kind and gracious. Her VP, Congressman Elliot Woodley, is also haawwt.

      I’m glad I voted for her. Otherwise, this would be awwwwkward.

      Yes, I researched before I voted. It wasn’t just because her VP is hotter than fuck.

      Mostly.

      Okay, maybe a little. A tiny little. He looks amazing in his suit.

      Sigh.

      Yes, I’m fully recognizing a pattern now, all right? Sheesh.

      But the offer is the real deal and not an elaborate hoax. That night, as I’m sitting on my bed in my dorm room and filling out all the forms Mr. Markos gave me—including forms for fricking security clearance, and a non-disclosure agreement—I’m…stunned.

      Mimi would be screaming with joy right now, I know she would.

      I miss you, Mimi.

      I knew I’d lose her one day but I didn’t think it’d be this soon. I thought she’d be able to see me make my dreams come true.

      Since her death I’ve been lost, in some ways. We never left anything unsaid, though. Because of her, I learned I deserve the right to be honest and open about my feelings. To speak my mind. That I deserve to have my emotional real estate, and to demand respect from others.

      That I am worthy and worthwhile and don’t need to prove anything to anyone except to myself.

      That last lesson I’m still working on, because I’d love to have something to tell my parents “fuck you” over.

      I think this is that thing.

      Hell, I still haven’t told them Mimi died. She told me she didn’t want them at the funeral and she wasn’t leaving them anything, so she preferred I defer telling them. Or not tell them at all, if I didn’t want to.

      Again, I didn’t think that was something I’d face so soon.

      In just a few days I’ll be in Washington, DC. I have so much to do before then, including packing all the stuff from my room and moving what I’m not taking with me to my storage unit. They’re putting me up in a hotel until at least after the inauguration in January. The length of my stay will depend on how long it takes to finish everything. They’ve already purchased my one-way plane ticket to DC.

      I’ll need to buy several large suitcases to hold everything I want to take, but it’s worth it.

      This is…real.

      This is happening.

      Had someone told me this when I was a kid, I wouldn’t have believed them.

      That kid lived in terror. That kid had a mask he was terrified to turn loose of for fear of being exposed.

      Now?

      It’s hard to believe my life has led me…here.

      All I need to do is make the most of this opportunity and not waste it. Because this could be the chance I’ve been waiting for.

      Like hell will I squander it.
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      You know how in romance movies there’s always this meet-cute moment between the couple? One where, later, the couple can retell the events to someone else and smile?

      Yeah, that’s not exactly how it happens with me and Leo.

      For starters, I’m still having difficulty believing that I’m even here, at the White House.

      Me.

      Stunned, I stand outside the gate for at least five minutes, staring at the fricking place before I find the nerve to approach the checkpoint and produce my ID.

      Even then, I’m certain they are going to say Haha, sorry, you’re not on “the list,” kid.

      Right?

      Hell, I was shocked at the airport yesterday when a driver was standing in the baggage claim area with my name written on a sign. Shocked me again when he drove me to a hotel where my room was not only ready, but paid for in advance, and the desk clerk who checked me in treated me with deference like I was a movie star or something.

      I am shocked into silence when the White House guard takes my ID, taps my name into his computer, then takes my picture and, moments later, produces a visitor’s pass for me that says yep, I, Jordan Remington Walsh, am allowed access.

      To the fricking White House.

      And he even tells me where to go, and who, specifically, to ask for.

      I am expected.

      At the fricking White House.

      Me!

      The kid my parents hoped would turn straight, or die quickly and find Jesus before he did. They were okay with either option, which shows just how fucked up my childhood was, all right?

      I report to the office I’m told to and find the Chief Usher actually waiting.

      For me!

      Then he says something that totally blows my mind, which, after all the recent events, I didn’t realize was still possible.

      “Leo Cruz from President-elect Samuels’ staff was supposed to join us, but he’s running late and told me to start without him. Do you want to start in the West Wing, the East Wing, or upstairs, in the residence?”

      Honestly? Despite seeing blueprints and pictures, I am…clueless.

      I am still trying to process I am.

      In.

      The.

      Fricking.

      White House.

      ME!

      So, what does this dumbass say to the guy, once I remember how to speak?

      “I…guess wherever you feel is best. Maybe least- to most-involved?”

      He smiles. “East Wing it is. The residence will probably take the longest. I hear Mr. Bruunt isn’t terribly picky when it comes to his offices. There likely won’t be much to do there.”

      And off we go, with a Secret Service agent silently shadowing us. That’s a requirement, since I don’t yet have a completed background check, meaning I can’t have unsupervised access to the White House.

      Only the president can grant that kind of override. I have a feeling lame duck President Fullmer might not feel very charitable in that regard, considering I work for the woman who thoroughly trounced his ass in last week’s election.

      Not only do I get to see the Oval Office, but the president’s private study, dining area, and the vice president’s office—because Congressman Woodley’s asked me to decorate his office and residence, too.

      His residence will be the easiest, because he’s only asking for changes in the master bathroom, master bedroom, and the spare room he’ll use as a home office. Another bedroom will be converted into a workout room. He’s already requested the four third-floor bedrooms not be outfitted as guest rooms, and instead be emptied and used for storage for his personal belongings that will be moved from his apartment and not used elsewhere in the house.

      I guess he doesn’t like having guests. That’ll leave him with only one guest room on the second floor, the same floor as the master suite.

      I’ll select furniture for him from the inventory available once I pick out the furnishings for the executive residence. He doesn’t have much in the way of furniture of his own, and he’ll be buying a new mattress, once I choose a bed frame. He prefers king-sized, and I already have a couple of options scouted from the furniture inventory catalog. He’d also like a new sofa, and I have a budget for buying a few things for him that he’ll keep once he moves on.

      I’m touring Number One Observatory Circle tomorrow to check the layout and verify measurements before I create my proposal, because the current vice president and his family will be out of town. Now that the election is over, they’re off to look at several choices for a permanent residence in their home state of Arizona.

      I have permission—and the budget—to do more in Mr. Woodley’s residence if I want to, but he really only cares about the four rooms he specified. I suppose it’ll be easier for me since he’s single and I don’t have to worry about a wife changing my plans a bazillion times after they’re finalized.

      President-elect Samuels has a very short list of requirements for the residence and her offices, and Mr. Bruunt strikes me as very laid-back and easy to work with.

      Still, her chief of staff, Kevin Markos…

      Rawr.

      I’ve been thinking about him ever since meeting him in person. I wonder if he’s gay and single, because he’s a hottie.

      Fricking focus, Jordan!

      I snap back to the present and find the Chief Usher waiting on me. I barely remember my notebook is in my hand. With trembling fingers, I grab the mechanical pencil I carry tucked behind my ear and start sketching and noting ideas as I follow the man around, forcing my mind back onto the tour and taking copious notes.

      When we finish with the East and West Wings, and the Chief Usher leads me upstairs to the private residence to look around, I think I might swallow my tongue. I’m so…gobsmacked.

      Yay, I can finally use that word without sounding pretentious.

      Suck my ass, David. This is totally a legit time and place to use that word.

      Like he’ll ever enter the White House as anything other than a tourist, much less the executive residence portion of it.

      “Th-thank you for this,” I stammer. “I really appreciate it.”

      “Sorry again that I can’t let you take pictures, but it’s both a privacy and a security issue. I can give you a thumb drive of a catalogue of approved official pictures for reference.”

      “No, that’s all right. Mr. Markos already provided those. And the blueprints and 3D renderings are more than adequate. Mostly, I needed to see it all in person to get a sense of the light and actually feel the space before I start selecting paint colors, wall and floor treatments, and furniture.”

      “Well, if you need anything else, let me know. I can e-mail you a current list of everything that’s in use right now from the furniture inventory.”

      “Thank you. That would be appreciated.”

      “Also, I’ll give you my cell number and direct line so you can bypass the switchboard, if you need to call me. Don’t hesitate to reach out with any questions.” He kindly smiles. “I’ve done this a few times now. I’m sort of an expert at it. I promise I’ll help you with anything you need. Simply reach out and ask.”

      He’s very warm and gracious and has been doing his best to put me at ease. “Th-thank you so much.” I’ve never stammered so much in my life, either. “I’ll definitely be calling you next week.” I laugh. “Once I’ve had a chance to wrap my head around this.”

      “It is a little overwhelming, I’m sure.”

      “That’s one word for it.” My life feels like a dream right now. I’ve already submitted all the paperwork to the Secret Service for the background check, but I have preliminary clearance to do what I need to do. If I have to be with the president-elect, her husband, or the vice president, there must be Secret Service or senior staff present, like Mr. Markos, or Mr. Cruz, who I haven’t met yet. It’s unlikely I’ll be here long enough to need a fuller, more in-depth security clearance, but Mr. Markos said it was easier to get it started in case they need my services in the future.

      There are already packing boxes in some of the rooms—the bedrooms and sitting rooms the First Family is obviously using. I know the First Family has a house out in Montana, and will be moving there once President Fullmer leaves office in January.

      We’re upstairs for less than an hour, but I am able to see everything I had questions about. Now I’ll be able to sit down with President-Elect Samuels and her husband and work out my plans. The Chief Usher completes our tour of the residence back in the main entryway on the second floor, and we are starting for the stairs to head down when we meet a man coming up the stairwell.

      “Hi, Chuck,” the guy says to the Chief Usher as he ascends. “Oh, hey, Dale,” he says to the agent shadowing us. “Sorry I’m late, but President-elect Samuels’ meeting ran long.”

      “Hey, Leo,” my guide says. “We just finished here. We’re all done.”

      I pull up short, clutching my notebook to my chest as the man stops below me, putting me at eye level with him.

      Eyes that are a gorgeous and expressive brown, with flecks of amber and green in them.

      Eyes that narrow a little as my breath catches and I realize I feel like all the air just got sucked out of the room.

      His dark brown hair looks straight and fine, business-short and neatly styled, a few strands of light brown and grey here and there, and his complexion is slightly tan. Compared to him I look like a ghost. He’s clean-shaven and cuts a damned sharp image in his suit.

      A suit I suspect is custom-tailored to hide weapons, from what I’ve already learned researching Secret Service agents. He definitely looks like Secret Service.

      Did I think Kevin Markos, Christopher Bruunt, and Elliot Woodley were hotties?

      This guy has them beat, hands-down. He makes those tens look like negative ones.

      He extends his hand. “Jordan Walsh, I presume? Leo Cruz.”

      I nervously nudge my glasses up on my nose. “Y-yes. Hi. Nice to meet you, sir.” I finally remember my manners and shake with him. This is President-elect Samuels’ body man. Now that I really think about it, I believe I remember Mr. Markos telling me Leo was a former coworker of Chris Bruunt’s when he was in the Secret Service.

      Fuck, the man’s gorgeous.

      The outer edges of his handsome lips curl ever so slightly, giving him a deliciously predatory air. His gaze never leaves mine. “Nice to finally meet you, too, Jordan. President-elect Samuels, Mr. Markos, and Mr. Bruunt spoke very highly of you.” His grip is firm, and he doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to release my hand. “Sorry I was delayed.”

      “Th-that’s okay.” I swallow hard and try to remember to speak like I know how the hell to use my brain and vocal cords in tandem.

      Probably straight. Probably straight. Probably straight!

      But a bitch can dream, right?

      Oooohhhh, can I dream.

      There is a very strong likelihood Leo Cruz will feature prominently in my future wank fantasies.

      He eventually releases my hand after one brief, final squeeze that has my cock hardening in my slacks and leaves me wanting to squirm under him.

      Losing my virginity isn’t in my immediate game plan, but damned if this hunk was into me, I would gladly shred my V-card for him and let him inside me.

      Why don’t we have hotties like this in Tallahassee?

      I mean, if we do, they’re damn sure running with a totally different crowd than I am, I suppose.

      “Listen, have you had lunch yet?” he asks as we start downstairs and he falls into step next to me.

      Swallowing hard, I shake my head because I don’t want to sound like a naive idiot.

      Except right now I feel like a lamb among lions, and I don’t mean that in a biblical sense, either.

      I mean it in a literal sense.

      God, I hope Leo’s hungry!

      Once I moved in with my grandmother, I sort of lived a charmed life. Even after I lost her, her loving influence remained, protecting me in ways I never could have dreamed of. Because of her, I was able to continue my education, earn my four-year degree, and started chugging through the requirements for my graduate degree while working as a TA. I’ve had little real-world job experience, aside from design customers, and I’m painfully aware of that. My focus has been on school, and working, and making my own way.

      And as I stare this gorgeous man in the eyes, I wish I was suave and sexy and…

      Well, not me.

      “How about you let me buy you lunch, and we can talk for a while?” Leo asks. “I used to work The Shift and know this building inside and out. I’m sure I can answer many questions for you.”

      “The what?”

      He smiles. “PPD—Presidential Protective Division. The Shift is the term for the core team who directly protect POTUS. The president.”

      “Wow, okay. That’d be awesome, thanks.” Sure, I’ll jump at that offer, just to spend more time with the guy.

      His smile widens. “Great.” He leads me outside, where we hand over our security badges as we leave the premises. As we walk, he makes a quick phone call, speaks to someone in what sounds like French, then ends the call. “Got us a table,” he says as he tucks his phone away.

      “Was that French?”

      His smile widens. “Oui. I speak a couple of languages. Kind of my superpower, and one of the reasons I was hired by Mr. Bruunt to work for President-elect Samuels.”

      He grabs us a cab and I honestly don’t even know where we are. “Did you have any questions so far about the process?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “Not really. I just don’t understand how they’ll get everything done so quickly on Inauguration Day.”

      He chuckles. “Lots of people. At least a hundred or so just working in the White House. It’s not like they’re taking out walls and retiling bathrooms. Paint goes up faster than you think. And some rooms, all they’ll need to do is vacuum and dust and swap out furniture. By the time Inauguration Day rolls around, you’ll have everything plotted out on the plans for the Chief Usher, and the two of you will be best buddies and on a first-name basis.”

      I should be looking at the sights passing by outside the cab, but I find myself staring into Leo’s eyes. “This is all very…intimidating.”

      “I know. But relax—I’m sure you’ll do great. I looked through your portfolio. You’re very talented.”

      A rush of warmth flows through me at that and I hope to hell I’m not blushing. “Thank you.”

      “And Kev will get you hooked up with the worker bees who will do your bidding.” He smiles. “There are civil servants who work for the White House who will do the actual grunt work. You’ll mostly be a facilitator between the incoming president and the White House staff. You’ll have the better part of three months to prepare. There are a lot of things that will happen behind the scenes that you won’t need to be involved with.

      “And for some of the rooms, it’s okay if it takes a little longer than that to complete them. Mostly, it’s the Oval Office, the president’s private study, the vice president’s office, and the living areas in the White House residence and vice president’s residence that have to be completed. The master bedrooms and bathrooms, those rooms. If a sitting room or guest room or ballroom or something aren’t ready, that’s okay. But they need to be able to go to bed that night, and fix breakfast in the morning.”

      The question’s out of my mouth before I realize I’ve asked it. “Will I be working with you, too, sir?”

      His gaze narrows again, the way it did back on the staircase, and I feel my cock fully harden in my slacks once more.

      “Oooh, you can pretty much count on it.” His voice sounds low and dark and tinged with need.

      Or maybe that’s wishful thinking on my part.
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      I think we head north, but honestly?

      Leo could be taking me out to some backwater murder-hobo body-disposal site, for all I know.

      I’m too fascinated to care, though, as I listen to him answer my questions, and he points things out to me as we pass them.

      Then there’s the problem of he’s reeeeeally easy on the eyes. I feel underdressed in my khakis and Oxford button-down next to Leo’s crisp suit and coat. At least I have a coat on to provide me with a little emotional protection.

      It’s painfully obvious to me that this city is full of hunky guys. Even the Secret Service agent who shadowed me and the Chief Usher was gorgeous. I’ll have to watch myself and not make some sort of stupid mistake, like throwing myself at the first guy who pays attention to me.

      I can confirm, however, that I most definitely have a suit fetish.

      Probably will have to invest a little money into suits for me, too, if I’m spending any length of time here. Mr. Markos told me I’ll be given tickets to the inaugural balls, and that’ll mean buying or renting a tux. That’ll be a new experience for me. I didn’t even rent a tux in high school when I went to senior prom with a friend of mine, another gay guy who didn’t have a date. We both bought flashy outfits, slacks and vests and crazy ties, and gave zero fucks about convention.

      When we arrive at our destination, Leo pays the fare and leads the way across the sidewalk to the entrance. Before I can even process where we’re at, he’s escorting me to the door and opening it for me, holding it and indicating for me to go first. It’s a low building, with stone and wood on the outside, the front door set on the corner and surrounded by dark blue trim. It looks like something off a Paris street and the name, Le Diplomate, sounds like it, too.

      They’re hella busy. But when Leo speaks to a man at the host’s station, we’re immediately shown to a table.

      This place…

      Wow. There’s nothing like it in Tallahassee, that’s for dang sure.

      I’m still looking around in amazement as we’re seated. When my gaze completes a sweep of the space and returns to Leo, he looks tickled.

      “Sorry,” I say as I shrug off my coat. “This has been an overwhelming day.”

      “That’s okay. I’m sure it has.” He speaks to our server, this time in French. The server nods, smiles, and leaves us again.

      “How many languages do you speak?” I ask as I fight the urge to be rude and gawk at the restaurant’s decor instead of paying attention to Leo. I snap a few pictures of the interior with my phone.

      “Speak and read fluently, or know enough to get by?”

      I am totally out of my league now, and it’s finally hitting me. “Y-yes?” I’m getting the hint that he’s playfully enjoying my discomfort and overwhelmed mental status, but I don’t have the feeling it’s in a mean way, or at my expense. More like he’s vicariously enjoying my…sense of wonder about the whole situation.

      Leo’s smile widens. “Fluent in Spanish, French, and Italian, spoken and written. Conversationally fluent in spoken Japanese, still working on improving my written, because there’s multiple forms. Not too bad in kanji, a little better in hiragana and katakana. Definitely more fluent with the written forms of it than I am with written Russian and Arabic, but I’m getting there. I can get by in the average spoken conversation in Russian and Arabic, although I’m not fluent enough I could be certified as an official government translator or anything.”

      I mentally count. “You speak six languages?”

      He smirks. “Seven, counting English.”

      Holy.

      Shit.

      Next to him I feel like an idiot and a slacker.

      The server returns with water and bread for us and I realize I haven’t even looked at my menu yet.

      “You have any food allergies, or anything you hate?” Leo asks.

      I shake my head. “Not fond of raw oysters, or calamari, but other than that I’m pretty open.”

      “Trust me?”

      I look into his eyes for a moment and my heart does that cliched skipping thing people talk about.

      This feels…bigger than just a lunch.

      Or maybe that’s stupid old me reading way more into it than I should. I get the sense the guy’s older than me but he’s in damn good shape, making it difficult for me to guess his true age. Mid-thirties, maybe?

      I nod.

      He closes his menu and orders for us—in French—and the server takes our menus and leaves.

      Leo leans in close. “You’re in for the experience of a lifetime over these next few months. Hope you’re ready for it.”

      “I don’t really have a choice but to be ready.” I hope my hand’s not shaking too badly as I reach for my glass and take a sip.

      “Good attitude to have. And we can get you a ticket to the balls for your girlfriend, too.”

      I’m already shaking my head before the thought hits me that maybe he’s fishing.

      Or, maybe he’s not. Probably not. Not with my luck.

      “No girlfriend. I’m single.”

      “Ah.”

      “And gay.”

      I don’t know why I threw that in there.

      Wait, that’s not right.

      I totally do.

      I want this man, as stupid as that sounds. I want him to want me, too. Except I don’t know why he’d want me, even if I am lucky enough that he might be single and gay.

      There go his eyes, narrowing again as he smiles. “Good.”

      And there goes my cock, once again achingly hard in my slacks.

      Yikes.
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      I spend lunch with my mind mired in a weird mix of lusting after Leo and paying rapt attention to his every word as he humors me and answers all my questions.

      Including questions about him, although he seems to have a deft way of steering me away from some topics without me even realizing he’s doing it until later. By then, we’ve already moved on to another subject.

      I’m shocked to learn he’s eighteen years older than me, but he damn sure doesn’t look like he’s forty.

      I haven’t had the balls to outright ask him if he’s gay and single. He’s skillfully dancing around the topic, and the way he’s doing it leads me to think maybe he is gay, and maybe he is single.

      Except I’m not…sure? And maybe that’s totally inappropriate to talk about, anyway.

      But he damn sure is great to talk to. I haven’t had this much fun in a long time.

      Lunch… I mean, I take pictures of everything, so I won’t forget. Leo orders several dishes that we share, from appetizers to salad, a beef main dish that’s to die for, and side dishes.

      Guilt hits me when I get a glimpse of the bill at the end of our meal and Leo hands his credit card over to the server.

      Well over $100.

      I start to dig out my wallet, because I’m no mooch, but Leo reaches across the table and stays me with a gentle touch to my arm.

      “Don’t you dare,” he lightly says. “This was my treat. I don’t often get to enjoy a relaxing lunch with a wonderful companion. The frequency will go down once she takes office. It was my pleasure.”

      My face heats. “Thank you, Leo. I really appreciate it.” I want to offer…something, anything, in return. “I could cook dinner for you sometime. I mean, at your place, because I’m in a hotel. I love to cook, and I’m not bad at it.”

      I hope he’s not merely humoring me when he smiles. “We’re going to be crazy busy, but hopefully I can take you up on that offer.” He glances at his phone. “We’ve got a little time in the schedule. Want to do some sightseeing before we catch up with President-elect Samuels?”

      Spending more time alone with this hottie? What do you think I say?

      I nod. “Yeah, thanks.”
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      By the time we meet up with President-elect Samuels, her husband, and her chief of staff at six p.m. at campaign headquarters, Leo’s taken me around the city by cab and shown me most of the major tourist landmarks.

      Still, I’m blown away.

      Seeing all of this in real-life is sooo different than seeing it on TV, or looking it up on Google Earth.

      Mimi’s voice in my head tells me I should be enjoying myself because I’ve earned it, but there’s another, competing voice.

      The one growing increasingly certain Leo might be into me.

      I try to strangle that voice into submission. Mostly because this is a chance for me to make a name for myself, and the last thing I want to do is fuck it up by making a massive mistake, like sleeping with someone I work with.

      Or wrongly assuming the guy is into me. I mean, he didn’t admit he’s gay, but he damned sure seemed happy to learn I was.

      Yet that voice in my head is loudly singing the praises of Leo’s gorgeously tight ass in his perfectly tailored suit as I follow him into the president-elect’s campaign headquarters.

      One of the things I have learned today from Leo is that, yes, I can address the president-elect as Senator Samuels, until she’s officially sworn in, or I can call her President-elect Samuels. And that she won’t have me shot by Secret Service if I goof up and call her Ms. Samuels.

      I’m still squeeing inside a little—okay, more than a little—when we walk into a conference room and she’s sitting there with her husband, and Kevin Markos, and a few other staffers.

      Mr. Woodley isn’t here yet, which is a little disappointing. He’s cute, too. I’m surrounded by suit-clad hunks.

      That was another thing I learned from Leo today—I can address the vice president-elect as Mr. Woodley, or Congressman Woodley, and not be committing a breach of protocol.

      I have a lot to learn.

      Seriously, I don’t know where DC is getting these hunks, but what a great chunk of eye-candy I’ll be able to enjoy while I’m here!

      The president-elect smiles when she spots us. “Jordan, welcome.”

      And then she stands—as does everyone else in the room who was sitting, with the exception of her husband, Mr. Bruunt. I think she’s going to shake my hand, but she hugs me, leaving me totally stunned in a good way.

      “Th-thank you, ma’am.”

      “Sit and join us. Elliot’s on his way.” She returns to her chair, and everyone else waits until she sits to retake their seats. Someone brings in two more chairs for me and Leo. “Has Leo taken good care of you today?”

      “Yes, ma’am. This has been amazing. Thank you, again, for this opportunity. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

      “We believe in paying things forward,” Mr. Bruunt says. “Especially if it means we can highlight talent from our native state. Dr. Sently spoke very highly of you.”

      “I gave him a cab tour after lunch,” Leo tells them. “I figure we’re going to be running him ragged, the least I could do was show him a little of the city today.”

      President-elect Samuels has a lovely, genuine smile. “Leo’s a great guy. I’m so glad Chris was able to snag him for me as my body man. I’m also glad you two hit it off so well. You’re in good hands with him.”

      I’d love to be Leo’s body man and in his hands.

      Oops, did I think that out loud? Apparently not, because no one looks scandalized.

      “Is your hotel room all right?” Kevin asks.

      “It’s fantastic, thanks. Better than the dorm room I lived in.” Because I won’t be returning before the end of the semester, I went ahead and completely moved out. I stashed everything I didn’t bring with me to Washington in my storage unit near campus. I had planned on renting a spare room between semesters from the parents of a friend in one of my classes, because they had a guest room and seemed really nice.

      The good thing is, when I explained what happened, they totally understood why I couldn’t turn down this opportunity. They also extended the offer to let me stay there between semesters, once I return to Tallahassee, if I need a place temporarily.

      At least the storage unit is in my budget. I pay for it a year in advance and first got it when I sold Mimi’s house. I have more than enough in savings to renew it when it comes due without it killing my budget. Knowing Mimi, I’m sure she wouldn’t have minded I sold the house and our cars and most of the house’s contents. Especially since I’m using everything for my education. I’m not out there partying it away, or snorting it, or wasting it on stupid shit.

      Mimi was very practical and taught me to be frugal, but not to ignore self-care. To not be emotional over things. That it’s experiences, people, and relationships, that matter. That it’s better to be happy and living out of a suitcase than to be miserable and tied to a situation because of possessions.

      Since I’ve already lived that scenario and seen it in action, it’s a motto I took to heart long ago.

      If I’d kept her house, within a couple of years I’d be needing to sell it. I couldn’t afford the maintenance on it and pay for college. And it’s unlikely I would’ve lived there, anyway. Renting it out would have been another headache and expense. I can get by without the cars. Yes, I worked out the money on paper before I sold them. I save on insurance, on gas, on maintenance. I use the bus, or cabs, or ride-shares, or get rides from friends or coworkers. Even if I took a ride-share everywhere, I’d still be saving a lot of money every month. If I ever need a car, I can rent one.

      I’d like to think Mimi would be over-the-moon happy for me right now and proudly boasting to her friends about me snagging this opportunity.

      Note to self, figure out how to make sure my parents hear about this.

      Then again, with the background check, I’m sure someone will probably contact them, and they’ll give the FBI agent running the check an earful about me.

      Screw them.

      My parents, I mean.

      I still haven’t contacted them to let them know Mimi died. I did look online when filling out my security forms—checked property tax records in New York and found out they still own their house. Meaning they’re still alive, as of right now. Neither of them are on Facebook, or other social media. My dad’s business still has a phone listing, as does their home phone.

      It’s…tempting.

      I included all of that info on my security clearance application, along with the fact that I am estranged from them, and have been for over ten years. I don’t know how their statements to the investigators will impact the process, but it’s out of my control and something I try not to worry about.

      Whatever they say won’t take away from the fact that I’m here now, and have a dream job to do. My portfolio will be awesome when I complete this project.

      Yes, not many interns can list “White House” as one of their projects.

      Elliot Woodley arrives and joins us. I think I catch a flash of…something from him, but I’m not sure. Then again, maybe I’m wrong, because he’s soon acting friendly, chatty, very personable.

      Maybe I’m wrong about this, too, but I’m not altogether sure that maybe he’s making eyes at Leo.

      And, I’m reasonably sure I’m correct about this, but it feels like maybe Leo’s flirting with me a little.

      Could I be that lucky?

      This is all fantasy, of course. Has to be. Or, more accurately, has to remain that way. I need to stay professional. I don’t want to screw up my big chance by getting fired for inappropriate behavior. That would really suck.

      It’d damned sure disappoint Mimi.

      That’s my kryptonite. Every major decision in my life is now weighed against whether or not it’d disappoint or please Mimi. Not in a creepy or unhealthy way. Not like when I was little, when I tried to win my dad’s attention and approval.
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