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			To my family.
While geography and time may separate us, you remain close to my heart.
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			WELCOME TO THE TERRORDOME

			This is happening.

			Those were the only three words I could think of as I sat in the backseat of an SUV owned by one of the most powerful criminal defense attorneys in Washington, D.C. As his driver negotiated the streets around the federal courthouse, my lawyer, David Schertler, who looked straight out of central casting in a perfectly tailored suit and blow-dried hair, rode shotgun and peered out the window searching for the best entrance to avoid the media shitstorm outside.

			Damn. This is happening.

			The driver cautiously, slowly, and deliberately drove, making lefts and rights, then hitting bursts of gas. Am I in Boyz n the Hood? Are we doing a drive-by here? The driver turned left, then right, fast and slow. “There! Right there!” David shouted, pointing to a side entrance that appeared to be a reporter-free zone. The SUV darted forward, and the driver slammed on the brakes.

			No! This is happening.

			“Let’s go!” David shouted. We jumped out, but immediately, from around corners, from across the street, and from parked vans, a mob of reporters wielding microphones as if they were knives and cameramen aiming shoulder-fired missiles rushed toward us like a pack of wild dogs.

			My attorney hopped out of the car and became an NFL lineman. As if he were protecting Peyton Manning, David threw himself directly at a Fox News producer I knew well, Chad Pergram. Chad had started to say “Congress—” but was cut off before he could get out “man Radel”; had he been able to continue, he probably would have followed with “What the hell were you thinking?”

			Even though I felt numb, I thought to myself, God bless David Schertler. He was doing what is ingrained in the DNA of criminal defense attorneys—protect the client, deflect as much as possible. I whispered to him, “Calm down. It’s okay.”

			Okay? Far from it. I was the first United States representative in the history of Congress to have been arrested for cocaine possession. And my day in court was quickly becoming the kind of circus you see only on bad Lifetime movies. Then, as if it couldn’t get any more bizarre, enter TMZ.

			First, a little background. Soon after entering Congress, I became known in the press as the Hip-Hop Conservative. I do not rap. I did not call myself this, and I didn’t get the nickname because of a love for money, gangs, pimping, or any other ignorant stereotype you may place on hip-hop. I earned this label because I made it a point to do whatever I could to reach out and spread a conservative message to people from all walks of life. I always believed the best way to connect with people and have engaging conversations was to find common ground, so I never shied away from sharing my love of movies, sports, and music, and especially my love of hip-hop. Plus, I was sick and tired of Republicans playing almost exclusively to one demographic—angry old white dudes.

			Yes, I’m a white guy, but I’m certainly not angry. And even though I was one of the youngest members of Congress at thirty-six, I thought I had quite a bit of experience under my belt, culturally and professionally. I made every effort to bond with Democrats in the House. And when it came to sharing a conservative message with the public, I did it in atypical ways. I utilized social media like no other member. Once, on a flight from Florida to Washington, I reviewed a new Jay Z album in its entirety live on Twitter. This was some really out-of-the-box stuff, and it received playful and positive recognition from the media and Republican party leaders. The majority whip then, Kevin McCarthy, who understood the importance of breaking out of our small, narrow world and appealing to a diverse crowd, was one of the most supportive. He shared my style with others, hoping more Republicans would go beyond our dying GOP demographic—somewhere between “I just retired” and “It’s time for me to leave this planet now.”

			But, yo! Today, outside the federal courthouse, the Hip-Hop Conservative moniker was coming back to bite me in the ass.

			“Whassup, Hip-Hop Conservative?” yelled some guy, who I figured had to be from TMZ, the infamous tabloid website, which I’d heard was trying to make a name for itself in Washington. Among the dozens of reporters, photographers, and random gawkers, this guy got smack in my face with a camera and began drilling me. “You get a shipment in from Hova?” (Let me translate: Hova is a nickname for rap artist and business mogul Jay Z, who used to sell drugs. Allegedly.) Then he shouted, “Yo, TreyDawg, you hooking up with Lamar Odom?” (Translation: Are you hanging out with the NBA star who has had very public struggles with illicit substances.) “He hook you up, dawg? You runnin’ stuff through da House?” (Translation: Capital H as in House of Representatives, not the old-school hip-hop “in da house.”) To this day, I don’t know if those questions ever made it on air or if I cracked a smile during one of the most terrible moments of my life. What an asshole. But a really funny asshole.

			More barking continued. “Congressman Radel! Congressman Radel!” We bolted into the courthouse. My attorney stood shoulder to shoulder with me as security led us to a holding room. With my heart racing, I had a minute to sit down, catch my breath, and collect my thoughts.

			That happened. This is happening.

			David Schertler put his hand on my shoulder and slid into the seat next to me. “Would you like some water?” he asked. I managed to get out “please” with a mouth drier than the Sahara. “Here’s what’s going to happen,” he said. In the way only an attorney can, he explained step-by-step what would go down in the next hour and somehow managed to balance his tone between “Get your head out of your ass and pay attention” and “I’m here for you and you’re going to be okay.”

			As sick and narcissistic as it sounds, I was thinking about my image—literally, my image on video—as we walked into the packed courtroom. Physically, I looked fine. That wasn’t the issue. Heck, I looked better than I had a month before. Shortly after my bust, I had stopped drinking, so I was less bloated. But with all the stress, I’d also stopped eating, so I’d dropped quite a few pounds fast. Now I was thinking, Sure, I might look a little better than a few weeks ago, but I do not, not, not want video of me hanging my head in court to run all over the world. Right there, facing drug charges in federal frigging court, I asked, “David, there will be no cameras in the courtroom, right?”

			Striking an empathetic tone, he replied, “That’s right, Trey. It’s federal, so no cameras, not from reporters or the courtroom itself.”

			“Does that mean I’ll get one of those weird court sketches?”

			“Yes, but you’ll look much more handsome,” he said with a smile.

			It’s awful to have these kinds of thoughts, but when you live your life in the public spotlight, it’s part of the deal; concern over image, brand, and appearance become instinctive. Any politician who tells you that he doesn’t think about brand and image has thought out precisely how to say he doesn’t think about brand and image in a way that makes this part of his brand and image.

			Superior Court Judge Robert Tignor knew he had a high-profile case and that the sentence he handed down would be scrutinized by the public and the press. Too heavy? “C’mon, you’re just making an example out of someone who wouldn’t have hurt anyone but himself!” Too light? “Off with your head! Ya let him off cuz he’s a congressman!”

			The courtroom was small, carpeted, and had fluorescent panel lights. If not for the raised judge’s bench, it could have passed for a drab ’70s-style corporate office. As we walked toward the well where the lawyers, defendant, and judge are, I kept my head down and my chin tucked into my chest—the position I had used everywhere since I had blown up my life.

			The courtroom formalities began. The charge I faced was a misdemeanor with a potential sentence of 180 days in jail and a $1,000 fine. David asked the judge for six months of probation. As they talked, I managed to take a peek at the people seated throughout the courtroom. There was only one face I recognized. I randomly and uncomfortably locked eyes with Pete Williams, the prominent NBC correspondent I had watched on TV since I was a kid. Keep your head down! I screamed in my mind. I quickly buried my chin back into my chest.

			The judge and attorneys swapped more formalities. “Charged with possession of a controlled substance . . . Your Honor, the statute I’m referring to . . . Your honor, my client suffers . . . Your Honor, what we’re asking . . .” Finally the judge called on me to speak. “Mr. Radel?”

			Earlier, David had told me that I might be asked to make a statement in court. I could make the call on whether or not I wanted to say anything. I had nothing written or prepared. “Your Honor, I apologize for what I’ve done. I am sorry to be here. I have a problem and will do whatever is necessary to overcome it. I hope I will set an example for others struggling with this disease. I know I let my constituents down, my country down, and, most important, my family, my wife, and my two-year-old, who doesn’t know it yet.”

			My voice cracked slightly throughout my impromptu speech. Thoughts and emotions were fighting for space in my head and heart—sadness, disappointment, disbelief, and anger. I was having loud arguments in my mind. Who was I to talk about setting an example? Why did I even talk about my family? I have dragged their name through enough mud and put them through hell already!

			Yet another sick reality of living in the spotlight is that many public moments are designed to look and sound genuine. Now, there is no doubt I was in a terrible, awful, dark place, furious with myself and overwhelmed with what was happening, but my use of the word “disease” was deliberate.

			Shortly after my bust, while working with David and a close family friend who was also an attorney, we discussed plans and strategies. They included talking points: “Trey, you have a problem. You have a disease, and you’re going to get help.”

			The judge cut off my desperate, pathetic thoughts and sentenced me to a full year of probation and ordered me to pay $250 into a victims’ compensation fund. David gently put his hand on my back to indicate that it was time for us to leave the room.

			As soon as we stepped out of the courtroom, I could feel David tense. He picked up the pace. “Trey, we’re heading down these steps here.” I followed without saying a word.

			We quickly climbed down a dark stairwell, as if training for a track-and-field event. At the bottom I could hear the buzz of a huge crowd that sounded like an audience awaiting a concert just before the lights go down. The doors swung open. It was complete chaos. “Let’s go!” David screamed. We bolted smack through the middle of the massive media scrum. Each reporter tried to shout louder and more forcefully than the last. “Congressman Radel, will you resign?” I didn’t say a damn thing. I just kept walking as fast as I could in my now-permanent head-down position as we desperately made our way back to the SUV.

			It was intense, but I wasn’t freaking out. I was totally, completely numb. I put one foot in front of the other, as I had been taught as a kid. The SUV was only a few feet away when I heard a woman yell, “Ouch!” The crowd gasped.

			Only a few feet away from the peace and serenity of the SUV, I stopped and turned out of instinct. One of the reporters had been knocked over by the pack of rabid dogs armed with microphones and cameras. I walked back to help her up. As I got to her, she picked herself up and dusted herself off.

			How symbolic.
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			CALL ME

			My phone rang, jarring me out of falling asleep while pretending to watch whatever crazy Housewives show my wife had on with Andy Cohen from Bravo.

			The caller ID read “Connie,” as in Connie Mack, the congressman who represented my district. Known as Southwest Florida, the district included Sanibel, Naples, Marco Island, and my current hometown of Fort Myers. Connie had once tried to hire me, and through a long and sometimes complicated relationship, he’d become a close friend.

			This call from Connie Mack—we’ll call it this call to stress its importance—would be one that would drastically alter my life. Whatever Connie wanted, this call would have consequences in more ways than I could ever imagine.

			It was October of 2011 when I answered this call. As Connie laid out his intentions, I hung on to every word the congressman had to say.

			The Mack family has a rich history in American sports and politics. Connie’s great-grandfather, also Connie Mack, was a Major League baseball player, a legendary manager of the Philadelphia Athletics, a team owner, and a Hall of Famer. Over the years, some of the family made their way to Florida, where Connie’s father served as a congressman representing Southwest Florida before becoming a senator.

			“Connie’s calling me,” I said to my wife, Amy, who was sitting on the couch next to me. “Wanna bet he asks me to work for his campaign and not run for his seat?” Rumors had been circulating for months that Connie, a Republican, was going to run for the Senate seat held by Democrat Bill Nelson, who was up for reelection. If so, it meant a rare opportunity. Congressional seats don’t open up often, especially ones held by someone like Connie, who was young, well-liked, and could have held the seat for decades. Connie and I had met in 2004 when I was a Naples-based TV reporter covering Mack’s first congressional campaign. Initially, we were professionally distant, but after he was elected and I started doing more stories about him, we both began to let our guard down.

			Our conversations usually started with superficial stuff like sports, but they quickly turned to politics. Eventually, I told him, “I’m libertarian at heart, but a few years ago, I registered Republican. I wanted my vote to count.” He, too, opened up, sharing everything from his path to getting elected to the harsh realities of Washington.

			With time, we bonded, and the walls of our reporter-politician relationship came down. So much so that several years later, when I decided it was time to leave TV news, he offered me a job as his communications director.

			The daily grind of the not-so-glamorous life of a TV journalist in Southwest Florida had run its course for me. Murders. Car accidents. Bad weather. County commission snooze fests. Repeat. I was exhausted and done with covering the same crap every week. Don’t get me wrong. It was really fun while it lasted, but I had always been on the move throughout my life, constantly searching for something new.

			My path to news and eventually politics was one hell of a wild ride.

			Sometimes it’s the journey that teaches you a lot about your destination.

			[image: ] Drake

			In 1994, when I was eighteen, I left my hometown of Cincinnati to go to Loyola University in Chicago. I immediately fell in love with the action of the city, especially the energy emanating from the different cultures.

			Even as a child, I loved seeing, tasting, and absorbing the people, flavors, and scenery that were different from the suburbs where I grew up. When our family made the two-day drive in our trusty Chevy Suburban from Ohio to South Florida for a vacation, I was fascinated by the people speaking different languages and in awe of the palm trees dotting every road; the pink and teal colors on the art deco buildings reminded me of my favorite show, Miami Vice, which I had to watch secretly because my parents told me it was for adults only. I fantasized that I’d live there one day, feather my hair back like Don Johnson, wear white suits and loafers, and be a detective.

			Over a decade later, I lived in Rogers Park, a diverse neighborhood on the north side of Chicago. It had some tough areas, with the people to match. I witnessed a drive-by shooting and a targeted shooting outside a nearby theater, and one night in my last year of living there, I almost stabbed someone trying to rob my apartment. It was a far cry from the finely manicured lawns where I grew up, and I loved it. The city never got old. I walked the streets every day as wide-eyed and amazed as a kid on Christmas morning.

			In just a few blocks, I could be in a Spanish-speaking area dominated by Mexican immigrants, with the aroma of tacos al pastor in the air and elotes for sale on the street corner. Two blocks south, in the Pakistani and Indian community, the exotic smells of curry made my mouth water, and since I came from a place where most people wore khakis from Kmart, I was fascinated to see women dressed in saris. In the windows of the Chinese restaurants farther south, whole cooked ducks hung on display and buckets of fish lined the sidewalk.

			*   *   *

			At Loyola I did what any student with no real skills does: I majored in communications. In high school I had done some on-camera work that aired on the local public broadcast station. It’s hilarious now to look at my huge wave of parted Zack Morris, Saved by the Bell hair, and totally awesome ’90s clothes and hear my Westside Cincinnati accent that was so thick that Chicagoans would ask me, “Are you from the South?”

			In my senior year of college, I hosted a show and reported the local news on Loyola’s own radio station, which broadcast throughout the Chicago market.

			Chicago is a hard-core Democratic city, but it’s run like a ruthless Rudy Giuliani Republican regime. But instead of being transparent and honest like Giuliani, who would boldly announce that he was going to clean up New York and bust even the smallest petty criminals, Chicago Democrats were full of crap. They spouted the rhetoric of equality, justice, and “fair share” while uprooting entire minority communities that were too close to the white people on the Magnificent Mile to make way for expensive condos. And when a deal was struck, everyone got a handout—a sweet contract for the developer, easy permits for the connected builders, and kickbacks for local elected officials.

			In my newfound role of cub reporter, I was always on the lookout for stories, even when I was out having beers.

			On Tuesday nights, my buddy Ryan Anderson and I would go see freestyle rap battles at the Morseland, a short walk from where we lived. Ryan, better known as Ando, is of Scandinavian descent and has thin blond hair and bright blue eyes. We were the only two white dudes in the place. While artists were laying down lyrics over beats, I’d lean over and say stuff like “Now I know what it feels like to be the only black guy at the party.” These events, with the rappers going at one another with cutthroat rhymes, words, and poetry, were some of the most amazing displays of artistry I have ever seen in my life.

			The Morseland was also a favorite spot for local left-wing political groups, and I began to hang out with them. They were involved in everything from local environmental issues to national causes like the case of Mumia Abu-Jamal, a convicted cop killer in Philadelphia who was on death row.

			One night a random guy told me his group was “working with Pam Africa to free Mumia.” Beer in hand with Biggie bumping in the background, I acted like I knew who the hell he was talking about.

			The next day on my radio show, I did a phone interview with Pam Africa, who in certain circles is pretty damn famous. She was an original member of MOVE, the black-liberation group active in Philadelphia in the ’70s and ’80s, and now headed up the cause for Abu-Jamal, who many felt had been railroaded by the justice system.

			Looking for stories, I attended more and more meetings with these liberal and Democratic political groups. The groups consisted mostly of white people, old hippies, and young educated liberals. They were good people with big hearts.

			What dismayed me, though, was that the theme dominating many of the meetings was victimhood. It was especially disturbing to watch the older white hippies single out young men and women of color, talk down to them, and tell them to their faces that they were victims. “You’re victims of a society biased against you from birth. You’re victims of a political system set up to fail you.” It was as if they were trying to instill hopelessness.

			Worse, right in the middle of talking about political corruption, the conversation would end up in “if only” scenarios. “If only Mayor Daley would get more money for our schools.” “If only Alderman [insert Irish last name] would get some more block grants for us.” “If only the city could get some more funding for [insert nonprofit].” They demanded action from the same politicians they damned.

			From the political corruption I reported on in Chicago to the shortcomings I observed while I was studying politics and current events in Washington, I began to develop something I believe our country’s Founding Fathers had—a healthy distrust of government. While some of the liberal political groups I interacted with undoubtedly helped me to see issues from a broader perspective and with more depth, I quickly realized that no politician was going to step in and be anyone’s savior.

			My disillusionment wasn’t only with Democrats. I was also frustrated with Republicans, especially those Bible-thumping, holier-than-thou Republicans who pissed on the American public for everything from divorce to drugs to a lack of religion—specifically Christianity, of course, the only religion they’d accept.

			Remember, this was the ’90s, the decade in which Vice President Dan Quayle scolded the fictional TV character Murphy Brown for being a single mother. I knew a few single mothers in college, some of whom had decided not to have an abortion. Of course, Quayle would have damned them to hell for that, too. But they chose to keep the child. And between raising a child, working a full-time job, and going to school, they didn’t need to be lectured. They needed to be understood. The whole judgmental, self-righteous tone turned me off.

			An occasional pot smoker in college, I also strengthened my belief that individuals should be able to make personal choices for themselves especially when they’re not affecting or harming anyone else in society.

			It was in the liberal bastion of Chicago that I began to cement my early conservative views as a libertarian.

			The most basic, ridiculously oversimplified way of describing my philosophy of government is this: I’m happy to pay taxes for valuable investments and national security, from infrastructure to our military, but don’t throw my money away. I’m happy to support society through government, but give people a hand up, not a handout. Other than that, stay outta my life.

			At Loyola my love of news and politics took me from being a rookie radio reporter in Chicago to Atlanta, where I landed an internship at CNN headquarters. The only open spot was in their public relations department, but once I got a whiff of the action and intensity in the newsroom, I was hooked. I had to find a way to get in.

			The year before, I had done a study-abroad program in Rome for a full year and had learned fluent Italian. With a knack for languages and a love of culture, I started to study Spanish when I returned. My grasp of foreign languages and politics helped me land on CNN’s international news desk, where I helped coordinate news coverage while making coffee for overworked producers, reporters, and anchors. Even if I was just fetching an anchor team some candy they could nibble on during a rare pause in covering breaking news, I did it as if the entire goddamn network would blow up unless they had their M&M’s. News was about passion and adrenaline. Chock-full of both, I fit right in.

			After my internship in Atlanta, I returned to Chicago to finish school. I soon landed a job on the news desk of WBBM-TV, the CBS affiliate, doing everything from helping organize the stories of the day to handing the anchors their scripts to read on the newscast. I worked with amazing journalists who still loom large in the industry, including Lester Holt, who now anchors NBC Nightly News. I quickly learned that if you showed a real interest in news and worked hard, even the most high-profile players were more than willing to take you under their wing. I ate it up, learning as much as I could—how to interview, how to write for TV, how to use sound bites, even how to apply makeup and how to pull off those ridiculous, ill-fitting, oversize, late-’90’s suits in shades of turd brown and swamp-ass green.

			My last year at Loyola wrapped up in 1999. It was time to go. After my time studying abroad and my internship in Atlanta, the urge to keep moving struck again. This time I would throw on a backpack and see the world.

			While journalism was my passion, I understood two things very clearly at twenty-three. The first was that I had the rest of my damn life to work. With my résumé, I could easily take a break from “real life” and return to another job later. The second was more existential. I understood my place in life. I was young, loved to travel, and might never again have this kind of time to break away.

			My insane work ethic also made things easier. I had saved up a ton of cash. My tendency to push working hours to the extreme started at an early age, although I never let it take away from a healthy social life. Instead, I blended it all together.

			At one point I was working as a bartender at an upscale Latin American restaurant called Nacional 27, and when Celia Cruz yelled “¡Azúcar!” on the weekends, it became Chicago’s premier salsa club. As a gringo with an affinity for Latin culture, I was in heaven slinging cervezas, pouring stiff cocktails, and making mojitos a decade before they were a douchey drink at Applebee’s. At the same time, I worked in liquor promotions, where I was literally paid to throw parties. “Yeah, Trey, we’d like to pay you several hundred dollars to head to Spy, buy everyone drinks, and teach them about sophisticated drinking. Does that work for you?”

			“Uh . . . yeah.”

			I would throw a party to promote Johnnie Walker at some high-end happy-hour bar in the Loop, and then at night I would head over to Nacional to tend bar until two in the morning. After that, I often volunteered to work the overnight shift at WBBM, where I walked into a newsroom full of zombielike producers writing the news for the early-morning shows. The news wrapped up late morning, and when it did, I’d head home, sleep all day, get up, and do it over again.

			During that time, I also managed to play guitar in a band and fit in some improv comedy classes at Chicago’s famed Second City, which was the launching pad for comedians and actors like Chris Farley, Tina Fey, and John Belushi. Many nights I dreamed I’d be on Saturday Night Live one day.

			These were some fun and wild years, but I wanted more. It was time to go.

			Y porque gitano soy, como lo pienso voy. 
And because I am a gypsy, how I think, I go.

			[image: ] The Gipsy Kings, “Soy”

			With a yearning to learn fluent Spanish, I decided I needed to absorb the culture of our neighbor down south, swill tequila, and surely meet some girl named Maria. That November of 1999 I threw on a backpack and bought a one-way plane ticket to Mexico. I had no idea when I would return to the States. But I did know that if all technology failed on Y2K and the world blew up I’d be in the perfect spot, lying on a beach in some seaside village.

			Trying to explain to my family that I was heading to deep south Mexico with nothing but a one-way ticket and no time frame wasn’t exactly easy. But after my five intense years of school and work, my parents knew traveling, moving, seeing, and soaking in life was kinda my thing.

			My mom was especially worried. We wouldn’t be talking for weeks at a time as I wandered around remote beaches, jungles, and mountains. This was the ’90s—no personal GPS tracker, no Google Maps, and no iPhone. I used these amazing pieces of folding paper called maps and called home from phone booths.

			Ultimately, my parents were supportive. I tried to convince them that the “highly practical” reason I was traveling through Mexico was to become fluent in Spanish.

			Friends and family questioned me. “Aren’t you worried about your safety? That place is dangerous!” I was described and questioned in ways that I would hear throughout my life—“Total disregard. Cavalier. What the hell are you thinking?”

			Screw it. I’m going to Mexico. I’m going to get to know an amazing country and have fun doing it.

			I grew a beard and lived on as little as ten bucks most days. My main source of transportation was a camioneta de pollos, a “chicken bus,” and some did have chickens on top. I made my way from Quintana Roo in the Yucatán to a backpacker’s paradise called Caye Caulker in Belize. After a week or so of snorkeling and catching lobsters for dinner, I split for Guatemala.

			There I spent most of my time in the colonial-style city of Antigua in the mountains, where I sharpened my Spanish. Antigua hosts many language schools for gringos, but I didn’t have money to pay for lessons so I went to every school in the area and asked about lessons. I talked at length with teachers about studying Spanish while improving my Spanish. Dick move, right? At night I’d find a bar to belly up to and chat with the bartender or other locals and learn more. It was street Spanish, loaded with colorful words, but it was Spanish.

			Tired of the mountains, I needed to get to a beach. From Antigua, I headed to Guatemala City to catch a bus for the coast of Oaxaca, a majestic, spectacularly beautiful state in southwest Mexico. But to get there, I’d have to travel through Chiapas, an area where rebels were fighting the Mexican army.

			It was in Chiapas that I lost my fear of death.

			From Guatemala City, I had an almost twenty-hour chicken-bus ride ahead of me, so I headed toward the back of the bus, where a window seat was open. There I could rest my head against the wall to sleep.

			Whenever I took a long ride like this, I had a routine. I’d eat a big meal before and wash it down with a couple of beers, just enough to make me tired. I also had to have my music. I had a huge, awkward compact-disc player and a massive book of discs. The CD case weighed more than my clothes. Finally, on top of my head sat some big ol’ headphones like you see DJs wear. I looked like some sort of futuristic, robotic Mickey Mouse with cords coming from my head.

			I pressed play and zoned out to Stone Temple Pilots’ Tiny Music . . . Songs from the Vatican Gift Shop album. Songs like “Adhesive,” with its smooth sax and Scott Weiland’s trippy lyrics, were perfect for this long haul.

			Before drifting off to sleep, the last thing I saw was a kid about ten years old sit down next to me.

			Hours later, in a deep sleep, I felt something bump against my shoulder. Instinctively, I shooed it away, then that something grabbed my shoulder. I opened my eyes.

			“Oh, no,” I whispered. The tallest Mexican I had ever seen in my life was towering over me. He had a chiseled face, a clenched jaw, and was staring down at me. Adrenaline burst out of my glands and cleared my foggy head. As it did, I registered more worrisome details. He was in some sort of military garb and had a rifle slung over his shoulder.

			“Por favor, blah blah blah,” is all I heard. He was speaking so fast, I could barely understand. I just sat there, stunned, with a blank look on my face and those big-ass headphones making me look like I was about to sing “M-I-C-see ya real soon!” I snapped out of it, took Mickey’s headphones off my head, and in a gringo accent, said, “¿Disculpe?” He motioned toward the front of the bus and stepped back to open the way for me to get up and walk off.

			I looked out the windows; it was pitch-black. Then I looked around. Every passenger was wide-awake and staring at me. Every single one of them. The kid next to me was staring at me. His eyes were bulging wide open, so much so that with his dark hair and dark skin he looked like a cartoon character. The kid’s expression made me nervous, and the giant Mexican military guy was freaking me out. It was time for me to follow his gesture and get off the bus. As I stood up, he slowly began to remove the large rifle from his shoulder. Nervousness was now becoming raw, unadulterated fear.

			Once I was standing, I looked him in the eyes and said, in a terrible accent, “Sí, sí. No hablo español muy bien, pero sí.” Yes, yes. I don’t speak Spanish well, but yes.

			As I walked to the front of the bus, something steel made its way from just above my tailbone to the middle of my back. It was the barrel of his rifle. I was petrified.

			I noticed the driver was not in his seat. As I exited, set foot on the road, and slowly looked up, I saw the bus driver sitting on the curb with his head buried in his hands, twitching his foot and shaking his head no. Seven men, all armed and in military fatigues, stood along the curb. The only things illuminating the area were flashlights and flares in the road.

			These armed men had stopped the bus, and I was the only passenger being dragged off at gunpoint.

			At that moment I knew I was going to die. Well, this is it, I thought. Fun while it lasted.

			Then my fear completely vanished. My mouth didn’t get dry. I didn’t panic or even break out in a sweat. A feeling of peace and serenity rolled over me like a gentle ocean wave on the beach. The only touch of sadness I had was for my family, who would probably never know what had happened to me.

			I figured the best possibility was immediate death. Execution. The worst was some sort of jail cell on a remote mountain in deep south Mexico coupled with torture.

			Then I saw that someone had pulled my backpack from the baggage compartment, and three of the men were looking through it. Numb to everything and in complete peace, I headed toward them. I didn’t even need to walk; I floated over.

			I knew I didn’t have anything illegal in my backpack. While I may have made a few poor decisions in life, carrying contraband in foreign countries wasn’t one of them. My backpack did not contain even a can of beer, just my stanky clothes.

			But I figured they had planted something. The questions now: Did they want money? Or did they need an excuse to kidnap or kill me?

			One of the men gestured for me to come closer. He poked his rifle around the top of the bag, indicating he wanted to open and search it. “Claro que sí,” I said, barely rolling my r. Yes, of course. Another one joined him, and they tore the backpack apart. One even picked up my tube of toothpaste and squirted it out in case I had used it to smuggle something.

			But as they continued digging, I sensed a slight chance that maybe they were legit men of the law and were simply suspicious. I thought maybe, just maybe, I’d get out of this. Still anticipating that they might pull out a massive brick of planted marijuana and cock their weapons, I kept watching. Suddenly, the main spelunker crouched over my bag stopped his search as if he had found something. No! With his hand still inside my pack, he looked me in the eyes and slowly stood up. There was nothing in his hands.

			Then he smiled.

			“Gracias,” he said, which was followed by a bunch of stuff I didn’t understand. I let out a deep breath of relief. He and the others seemed relieved, too. They even packed the bag back up for me and returned it to the storage area. Then they motioned for me to get back on the bus, which I did pretty damn fast. The bus driver followed.

			I was expecting a standing ovation from the passengers with big bear hugs. There was nothing. Only suspicious eyes.

			But by then I didn’t need any reassurance. At that moment I’d completely lost any fear of death.

			The next day I finally made it to the beach at Zipolite. I walked the hot sand trying to find the best and cheapest place to stay. “Oh Madonna! Ma che cazzo fai?” I heard in the distance. Is that Italian? I asked myself incredulously. I walked up to an open-air restaurant where loads of Italians were hanging out. I felt weirdly, strangely at home. “Buon giorno,” I said loudly.

			I had intended to stay only a few days in Zipolite, but I stayed two weeks with the Italian expats, eating homemade pasta and seafood caught right off the beach that day. The time in Oaxaca took a toll on my savings, though. After running out of money and yearning in some ways to get back to the professional side of life, I started checking in with my family and listening to voice mails from home. A friend told me about a job in TV news in Houston. Maybe it’s time for me to go, I thought.

			In retrospect I can see that even then it was difficult for me to accept the complete peace of the paradise I was in. There I was, on one of the most desolate beaches in Mexico with only a few dozen other people. The routine was amazing: wake up early when the sun cracked over the Sierra Madre, eat breakfast, swim, surf, smoke and drink, eat seafood, watch the sun disappear behind the Pacific Ocean, lie in the sand to gaze at more stars than I had ever seen in my life, go to sleep, wake up, and do it again.

			Even in complete tranquility, I could not fight off the urge to go to work, to do, to create, to have action and movement. It was a love-hate relationship.

			Eventually, I made my way north to Mexico City and caught a flight home to the States. I landed a job on the news desk of KHOU, the CBS affiliate in Houston, the (insert Texan twang here) “Spirit of Texas!” There I would handle many of the same duties I had had in Chicago and at CNN in Atlanta.

			My job at the station entailed coordinating daily coverage, listening to police scanners, and dispatching crews to breaking news. While working, I always kept an eye out for good stories because I was making the TV version of a paper résumé. It’s often called a reel, a collection of on-camera news stories that I could use to apply for on-air jobs in smaller media markets.

			When reporters returned from the field, I would take their B-roll and write my own stories. Then, on my days off, I’d get some poor photographer to put up with my green ass while I stood in front of his camera and did pretend news.

			Seasoned reporters and photographers taught me the importance of “walking and talking” and “putting motion into standups.” Standups are the footage of the reporter standing in front of the camera during a prerecorded story. They’re usually standing in a foot of water to show you how “terrible and dangerous” the weather is while everybody off-camera is walking around normally and avoiding that puddle.

			When I first started to apply for on-air jobs, some of the reporters at KHOU warned me, “Don’t aim for too high of a market, you’ll never get a job. You’re too green.”

			I fought back. “But I have major market experience! I know news. I’m not a college kid! Plus, I’m fluent in Spanish. That has to be worth something here in Texas or California or Florida.”

			In late 2001 I spotted an opening for a reporter at WINK-TV, the CBS station in Fort Myers/Naples. While working on the news desk at KHOU, I searched the WINK website for a list of managers and employees. I yelled out to the newsroom, “Does anyone know anyone at this station called W-I-N-K in Florida?” A reporter shot back, “It’s too big of a market. What the hell are you thinking?”

			The main anchor, Lisa Foronda, blurted out, “Shappy!” with a big smile on her face. Mike “Shappy” Shapiro was the assistant news director at WINK. She made a call, and Mike pulled out my reel, my pretend news stories on DVD, for a closer look.

			After a year and a half in Houston, I landed a job as a general assignment reporter at WINK and became an actual, real, on-air TV news reporter. My experiences and résumé landed me the job I was warned not to even think about because it was too big of a market. Cavalier.

			Working as a reporter is a front-row seat to life. You meet, see, and witness some of the most amazing, kind, big-hearted people and acts of life. You also see the most depressing, horrifying, and utterly senseless shit no human being should be subjected to.

			The highs and lows of TV news are intense; the highs keep you going. There were the moments of scoring an exclusive interview or breaking a massive story that unlike 99 percent of the garbage—car accidents or black lights aimed at bodily-fluid-stained hotel bedsheets—actually affected people
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