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            DIRGE… SOLACE… RELEASE…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        He doesn’t know how to let go…

        He doesn’t know how to give in…

        She doesn’t know how to give up.

      

      

      Three people, three souls filled with pain.

      One goal—to get George Forrester re-elected as governor.

      But can they all work through their pain from an unimaginable, devastating tragedy to make their way to the other side without destroying what they have…or each other?

      
        
        This MMF contemporary political romance features mature main characters, a secret workplace romance, pining, second-chance love, friends to lovers, a May/December age gap, power exchange, GFY, bi-awakening, and a guaranteed series HEA. It is a standalone trilogy set in the world of the Governor Trilogy. George Forrester was first introduced in Lieutenant (Governor Trilogy 2).

      

      

      USA Today Bestselling Author Tymber Dalton writing as Lesli Richardson.
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        * * *

      

      Devastation Trilogy Book 1: Dirge

      I was a husband, a father, a politician. Now, I’m just lost.

      Maybe they can help find me, I don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t be found.

      Maybe the devastation that is my life should be allowed to crumble and decay.

      There is no comfort in a funeral dirge, no solace in empty words spoken to me.

      There is no release from this hell but death, and I can’t do that yet.

      I don’t know how to let go.

      But…maybe they can help me hold on.
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        * * *

      

      Devastation Trilogy Book 2: Solace

      I’m in way over my head. I’m waiting for someone to point a finger at me and call me an imposter.

      I don’t belong here.

      Yet I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be.

      I don’t know what the hell this is between us, but even while I hate it, I crave it, like a damn drug.

      I need it.

      I need them.

      And I’ll do whatever it takes to stay here, even if it means giving up who I am.
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        * * *

      

      Devastation Trilogy Book 3: Release

      Off-limits.

      Boss.

      Married.

      But now…

      The excuses are gone, and the gloves are off.

      Except there’s a jungle of pain to carve through first, and I don’t know if I’m strong enough.

      All I know is I’m willing to try, if they are.

      I suspect if we can make it through to the other side that we’ll be unstoppable.

      It’s the journey that’s a bitch, though.

      So buckle up, buttercup. It’s going to be a wild ride.
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            AUTHOR'S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Politics are messy, nasty, sexy, brutal, funny, impossibly complex, and a lot of fun to write about. (Mostly because they’re messy, nasty, sexy, brutal, funny, and impossibly complex.)

      Since the focus of this trilogy isn’t the politics so much as it is the people, I’ve taken certain liberties and simplified a few things here and there.

      But the kinky shit is absolutely realistic.

      This series was written before Covid, and it therefore does not exist in this “world.”

      

      The Devastation Trilogy is a spin-off set in the same world as the books in the Governor Trilogy, Determination Trilogy, and others. It is a standalone trilogy that can be read separately.

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

      
        	Dirge

        	Solace

        	Release

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DIRGE (BOOK 1)

          

        

      

    

    
      He doesn’t know how to let go…

      I was a husband, a father, a politician. Now, I’m just lost.

      Maybe they can help find me, I don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t be found.

      Maybe the devastation that is my life should be allowed to crumble and decay.

      There is no comfort in a funeral dirge, no solace in empty words spoken to me.

      There is no release from this hell but death, and I can’t do that yet.

      I don’t know how to let go.

      But…maybe they can help me hold on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      For all my readers who fell in love with Owen, Carter, and Susa—thank you. I hope by the time you finish reading this trilogy that you still love George as much as you did when you first met him in the life raft.

      

      And for Hubby, and for Sir. He knows why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      A finger pokes me dead center in my forehead, insistently tapping and waking me up. For the briefest of moments I think it’s one of my kids, until I remember my youngest is now in college and lives on campus in a dorm.

      And I know it’s not my wife’s finger, because she’s—

      I force an eye open to see Casey standing there at the side of my bed, a cup of coffee in her hand. She’s staring down at me with that cocky head tilt she has, along with the disapproving smirk I’ve been graced with countless times over the decades we’ve known each other.

      She’s my best friend, and my wife’s best friend, but worse?

      She’s my chief of staff.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” I grumble.

      “Wake-up call. I knew you’d ignore the phone.”

      Damn her, she’s right.

      “How’d you get in?” This is not the first time we’ve had this conversation.

      Far from it.

      That she still has it with me proves to me she does, in fact, love me.

      Sort of.

      “I’ve had your key and alarm code for years, George. Duh. You really are a shit-for-brains before coffee, you know that?”

      “If you know me as well as you claim to, you know that.”

      She sets the mug of coffee on the nightstand closest to me before she walks over to the window. There, she throws open the black-out curtains, flooding the dark sanctuary of my bedroom with harsh early morning light and making me groan again as I clamp my eyes shut against it.

      “Wakey wakey, Governor Forrester,” she sing-songs in a waaaay too cheerful tone for this obscene time of morning on a…

      Fucking Saturday.

      “Why do I put up with your shit?” I grumble.

      “Because I’m your chief of staff, asshole.”

      “Why are you my chief of staff, again?”

      “Because I’m the only one who’ll put up with your shit, George.”

      Damn her, she’s right.

      Again.

      “Why are you waking me up?”

      “Because I’m the only one—”

      “Who will put up with my shit. Right.” I crack an eye open.

      She’s still smirking. “Ah, lookit that. And they say you don’t know your head from your ass.”

      “Who says I don’t know my head from my ass?”

      “Well, me, for starters. Get up.” She heads for the door.

      “It’s Saturday, Case. Why are you waking me up on a Saturday?”

      “Because you have campaign prep, Governor. If you want to remain the governor of Tennessee for a second term, get your ass out of bed and get in the shower before I ask a couple of really gorgeous, hunky state troopers from the EPU to come in here and dump you in the shower for me.”

      “I really think you’d do that.”

      She turns at the door. “You know I would, Governor. Move. Now. I expect you downstairs in fifteen, showered, shaved, and dressed in a tie and jacket. You’ll want your overcoat, too. It’s chilly. Tick-tock, motherfucker. Clock’s running.”

      She slams my bedroom door behind her.

      Dammit.

      “You made coffee in my kitchen?” I yell after her.

      “You’re welcome, Governor,” she calls back.

      I sigh and force myself to sit up. If I don’t, I’ll fall asleep again, and I wouldn’t put it past Case to do exactly what she threatened.

      During my first campaign for the state senate, she dumped a glass of ice water on me one morning in a hotel room to wake me up for a Sunrise Rotary breakfast.

      Bitch.

      I reach for the coffee and take a sip, smiling. Perfectly prepared, of course.

      Damn, I love that woman.
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        * * *

      

      I drag myself out of bed and don’t bother throwing on a robe. It’s late January, but I keep the temperature set to a comfortable seventy-two at night when I’m home. Now that I live alone, I sleep naked all the time and don’t bother locking my bedroom door. Hell, half the time when I’m home I’m walking around naked.

      That’s on Case if she walks in without calling first and sees anything she doesn’t want to. Considering she’s known me since college, she’s gotten glimpses here and there when Ellen and I were dating.

      After I use the bathroom, I start the shower and stand in front of the mirror over the sink while steam slowly swirls around me. I didn’t drink anything last night because I knew today would be an early one, but my eyes still look bloodshot.

      Crying will do that to you.

      There are few nights when I don’t cry, even nearly two years out.

      I grab the bottle of eyedrops from the cabinet and squirt some in, blinking up at the light and squeezing them shut before opening them. Experience has told me they’ll look normal by the time I emerge from my shower. I brush my teeth and then shave with the electric razor. I don’t want to dress up today, but I know if I show up downstairs in anything less than what she ordered me to, I’ll hear about it.

      Oooh, how I’ll hear about it.

      And I’ll likely get something thrown on me—like coffee—forcing me to go change anyway.

      This isn’t my first rodeo with Casey-Marie Blaine.

      She wouldn’t be my chief of staff if she couldn’t keep me in line, either.

      As I climb into the shower I briefly consider beating off but the second I close my eyes I hear the screaming and the wind.

      Eyes open, then. Except for the moment I have to close them when rinsing shampoo out of my hair. And definitely no jerking off.

      With three minutes to spare, I sigh as I walk into my kitchen and hand her my empty coffee mug. “You’re trying to kill me, Case.”

      I lay my overcoat and suit jacket over the back of one of the chairs. My collar’s unbuttoned, my tie draped around my neck.

      “No, sir. If I was trying, you’d be dead.” She sets my empty cup in the sink and hands me a full travel mug.

      “Slave driver,” I say, nudging my glasses up the bridge of my nose.

      “That’s me.”

      I take a sip of coffee. Perfectly prepared, as always. “You know it’s illegal to kill the governor, right?” I remind her.

      “Lucky for you, sir.” I move my hands out of the way as she reaches up and fixes my collar, then ties my tie for me. I’m careful not to catch her eye while she does, because if I do, I’m going to start crying.

      She knows this, so she’s careful not to look me in the eyes while she does it.

      This woman has helped keep me vertical, keep me functional, and don’t think I don’t know and appreciate that.

      I’d probably marry her if I thought I had half a chance with her. Except she’s way out of my league and always has been, even if our initial meeting and first couple of months of friendship was…rocky.

      Once she has my tie tied, I set the travel mug on the table so I can pull on my blazer and overcoat. Then I grab my coffee and we head toward the foyer. She’s already packed my laptop for me and has it sitting on the bench just inside the front door.

      “You break into my house, make me coffee, wake me up early on a Saturday, and scrounge my computer from my living room. That’s gotta be some sort of felony. I am the governor, you know.” I shoulder the strap for the laptop case and dig my keys out of my pocket.

      She shoots me her trademark smirk. “You’re welcome, sir.” It’s always a lower-case s when she says it. “You have shitty security, by the way.”

      We both laugh, because it’s a running joke with us. The Executive Protection Unit probably hates me because I want the bare-minimum contingent of officers around me at home. Casey has full access to my security system, including an app that allows her to remotely arm and disarm it.

      Hell, she has complete and unfettered access to all parts of my life, personal and professional.

      She’s the only one who does.

      I set the alarm with the keypad to begin the exit countdown. Then I grab the front door and open it for her, holding it and indicating for her to go first. After we step outside and I lock the door behind us, I realize it’s just Case’s car parked in front of the house.

      “I thought you threatened me with state troopers?” I shiver in the cold early morning air and watch my breath frost in front of me.

      She shrugs as she slips on sunglasses and walks around to the driver’s side. “I lied. So sue me. Get your ass in the car, George.”

      I head for the passenger side. Her smirk and mine are practically identical. I never would have said that before I saw a picture taken of us at an event last year, where we were looking at each other and both smirking the same damn smirk.

      I don’t honestly remember if I learned it from her or she learned it from me. We’ve both been doing it as long as we’ve known each other, so I guess it doesn’t matter.
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        * * *

      

      At my front gate, she waits while the officers who will be shadowing us fall in behind us for the drive. We’re not going to our offices at the capitol today. This is campaign stuff, and I don’t mix campaign stuff with my work as governor. I mean, there are things that legally can be mixed, but I prefer to separate as much as possible.

      It’s less bullshit to ensnare me in a scandal. It’s something Casey drilled into me early on in my political career and she’s never steered me wrong. The less stupid stuff we trip over and give opponents a way to hamstring us, forcing us to defend avoidable unforced errors, the better.

      Today we’re going to our old law offices, where technically we’re still partners in the firm, although we’re both on official leaves of absence since I ascended to my current office. We’ve rented the place for the day—literally rented it, paid for that out of our campaign expenses and everything—and will be taking over the large conference room. It’s what we’ve done for my previous campaigns. It’s private, it’s large enough for us to bring in the people we’re using, and there’s plenty of parking.

      I tip my head back against the seat. “They still got the kick-ass pizza place down the street?”

      “Yeah, they do.” She smiles. “Went there last week with Declan for lunch when we drove over to give Lila the check for the rental.” She glances my way. “And yes, we’re ordering lunch from there. Don’t worry.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Gotta take care of the leader of the Volunteer State.”

      “You know me so well.”

      She snorts. “Luuucky me.”

      We drive with the satellite radio playing indie rock to chase away the silence as I sip my coffee and try to wake up. It’s still early, not even seven yet, and I suuuuck at mornings.

      Case knows this, too, which is why she always cuts me slack for my morning grouchiness. Especially on weekends.

      “Thank you,” I tell her when we’re halfway there.

      She reaches over and pats my leg, and that’s the last either of us speak until we pull into the parking lot.

      Thank god she knows me.

      And thank god she puts up with me. I don’t know where I’d be right now if it wasn’t for her.

      I probably would have killed myself by now.

      Actually…

      There’s no probably about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      I pick up Ellen from her last class of the day and drive her home to their apartment so she can get ready ahead of our date. At the building’s front door, after she unlocks it, I quickly step around her to open and hold the door for her.

      “After you.”

      She smiles up at me, mirth sparkling in those gorgeous green eyes of hers. We’ve only been dating for two weeks but I am utterly convinced I am going to marry her.

      I’m also not stupid enough to tell her that. I might be an idiot, but I keep that kind of stuff to myself. Besides, if I say something like that at this stage, and she tells her overprotective roommate and best friend, Casey-Marie Blaine, I might as well forget about ever dating Ellen again.

      Ellen tries to tell me Casey doesn’t hate me, but everything the feisty blonde says and does speaks otherwise.

      I’m twenty-two, and Ellen and Casey are only twenty. They’re in their sophomore year of college while I’m in my junior year. I’ve dated before, but Ellen’s special.

      I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like she silently asks me for more in all the good ways, and I don’t have to worry about her hating me for wanting to be in charge.

      I want to take care of her. Not like keep her home barefoot and pregnant, but just…

      I don’t know.

      Guys aren’t supposed to want to spank women, or tie them up. But even though Ellen and I haven’t slept together yet, everything she hints at is naughty and dark and playful, all rolled into one. When she playfully says, “yes, Sir,” to me, I can hear the capital S as she looks up at me with those gorgeous green eyes.

      Inviting me.

      Baiting me.

      Tempting me.

      We’d have already slept together if it was up to her. Not that I don’t want to—I definitely want to—but Casey is always around when we’re at Ellen’s, and my roommate is an utter prick who will do his best to interrupt us if he thinks we’re having sex because he hasn’t been laid in over two years.

      I get the feeling Casey will cockblock me to infinity. If she’s around when I’m in the apartment, she’s there. Practically on top of us. Always making snarky comments at my expense, which she disguises as friendly teasing. So I know trying to make love to Ellen with Casey there would be a fricking disaster.

      I’m trying not to be a dick to Casey, but I don’t know how much longer I can not be a dick to her. And if I am a dick to her, I can pretty much guarantee that will end anything that’s developing between me and Ellen.

      Somehow, I have to win over Ellen’s prickly bestie.

      That means…patience.

      And a lot of masturbation.
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        * * *

      

      Casey and I are both pre-law, so at least we have that in common. We don’t have any classes together, but we take classes from the same instructor.

      I seize a chance to score a couple of points with Casey when I bring her copies of my notes from last year for a class she’s taking now. Ellen’s still getting ready while I’m talking to Casey.

      “Peterson is a dick,” I warn her as I hand her the thumb drive with the copies of my notes saved on it. “He’ll be pedantic for the sake of it and claim it’s to build your chops as an attorney. But the truth is, he’s just a dick who couldn’t cut it in private practice, so he likes to make students miserable for the hell of it. My friend’s older brother had him and told me that. His friend’s father is an attorney who knew the guy years ago. He said Peterson was an idiot in private practice and couldn’t hack it. That’s why he ended up teaching.”

      “Well, they say those who can, do, and those who can’t, teach.” She glances at Ellen’s closed bedroom door and smiles. “Ellen’s excluded from that, of course.”

      “Of course.” Ellen’s an education major who wants to teach special education.

      Casey’s fingers close around the thumb drive. She cocks her head as she stares at me for a long moment. Like she’s trying to decide if I’m for real. “Thanks.” Her light brown gaze narrows suspiciously. “Why do I feel like this is a bribe?”

      “Oh, it’s absolutely a bribe. I’m not going to deny it.”

      Her scowl quirks into a smirk. “You’re honest, I’ll give you that.”

      I shrug. “Besides, if I lie to you, you’ll call me out. I have no reason to lie to you.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest. “You’re stealing my bestie, aren’t you?” There’s a hint of sorrow in her tone, and maybe I’ve hit upon the truth of her prickliness toward me.

      Shaking my head, I glance toward Ellen’s closed bedroom door and drop my voice. “I promise you, Casey, I’ll never come between you two. Even if you and I end up hating each other. My step-dad is a total asshole and tries to control Mom’s friends. My brothers and I swore we’d never be like that.”

      She reappraises me, her tone softening a smidge. “Why’d your parents get divorced?”

      “Widowed,” I say, and she winces.

      “Sorry.”

      “Dad died when I was sixteen. Car accident. We’re hoping she divorces this dick, but for now we’re trying to not get cut out of her life by him.”

      Casey slowly nods. “Sucky parental units are sucky.”

      “Amen.” I extend my hand to her. “I don’t know if Ellen and I will be together for another week or for life. But I want you and I to be friends. Please?”

      I can see her considering it. She finally shakes with me. “Deal.” Without releasing my hand she leans in close and drops her voice. “Keep in mind I’ve killed before. I won’t hesitate to do it again, if I think she’s in danger.”

      I think she’s kidding, bravado that comes off sounding genuine, but I stay serious. “Duly noted.”

      It wasn’t until decades later I learned how serious she was.
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        * * *

      

      Once Ellen’s ready to go, I move to open the front door for her and hold it, motioning for her to go first. Dad raised us right.

      One of the things that pisses all three of us boys off is that our step-father will barge on ahead without waiting for Mom. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him hold a door for her, either.

      I glance back to see Casey still studying me with that narrowed gaze and head-cock.

      She hates me, but she’s good at not showing it in front of Ellen, I’ll give her all due credit for that. She’ll make a damned good attorney. She’s got the poker face for it.

      I really do want to be friends with her. I don’t want Ellen to feel uncomfortable when we’re around Casey.

      Then again, I don’t know everything about Ellen’s past, or Casey’s. Maybe there’s something there that gives Casey due cause for acting as protective as she does.

      It’s information I’ll have to carefully tease out into the open at some point.

      Right now, we’re only two weeks into this. There’s plenty of time for those kinds of deep discussions to happen.

      Tonight, I’m taking Ellen to a restaurant in South Knoxville I found out about from my roommate. Even though I’m in my third year here, I still don’t know my way around very well once I get off-campus or away from my apartment.

      I’m from outside of Nashville, but our dad was from Knoxville and earned his law degree at UTK. That’s where I wanted to go, and where my younger brother, Chase, who’s twenty, is also attending. He lives in a dorm, preferring to be there around all his friends. I work part-time on campus in the library to earn extra money.

      Mom set aside Dad’s life insurance policy, and the insurance from the settlement from the accident, for us to all go to college, and we’ll be damned if we’ll waste it. Our youngest brother, Tyson, who’s nineteen, ended up with a partial scholarship to Vanderbilt over in Nashville. Neither of us blame him for wanting to go there.

      Besides, he’s close to Mom in Nashville, and can get home several days a week to see her.

      Ellen’s family is from Memphis, but she earned a full-ride scholarship to UTK, lucky for me. She’s an education major and wants to teach special needs kids. She’s the youngest of four sisters, but she was an oopsie baby, as she likes to call herself. Her next oldest sister is eight years older than her, and she’s already graduated, works, got married, and has two kids. Her mom is sixty-two, and her dad is sixty-four. From what I gather, they’re both very conservative and set in their ways, as are her sisters.

      Being the baby sister, though, she’s managed to escape that, somehow. She’s as liberal as I am, even though we’re both registered Republicans.

      Fortunately, Ellen, and Casey, seem to share my political views.

      I know very little about Casey, except that she is an expert at stretching her meager funds as far as possible, and she’s attending UTK on a scholarship.

      I open and hold the car door for Ellen and wonder if Casey is watching us from the apartment’s living room window.

      She can watch all she wants—I am who I am, and I don’t owe her anything.

      “Did she warm up to you any tonight?” Ellen playfully asks once we’re on our way.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “She didn’t growl. That’s good, right?”

      I love Ellen’s giggle. It’s light and airy and a balm for my soul that’s felt so damn dark ever since Dad’s death.

      Even darker since Mom married that goddamned Jefferson two years ago.

      “She loves me,” Ellen says. I don’t understand her wistful tone, but I don’t question her about it. “She really doesn’t have any family,” she adds. “I’m kind of it.”

      I immediately feel like a shit. “Sorry,” I say, meaning it. “You never told me that.”

      “Please don’t tell her I said that, though. She’ll probably tell you herself, eventually. She’s got a lot of stuff in her past. Not good stuff, either.” Ellen glances out the passenger window for a moment. A pensive air surrounds her, so I don’t interrupt.

      After a moment, she turns back to me. “I appreciate you bringing her those notes. I know she’ll be really thankful. Just remember when you think she’s being grouchy, everything she says and does regarding me comes from a place of genuine love. She literally doesn’t have anyone but me—her parents are dead and she has no family.”

      We haven’t really had heavy discussions yet. I mean, I told her that my dad died, and that I hate my step-father, but I didn’t want to come off as some grumpy, whiny guy or anything. But learning that about Casey helps me temper some of my aggravation.

      “I’ll tell you what I told her tonight—even if Casey and I grow to hate each other, I’ll never come between you as friends. I’m a big boy. I can deal with someone not liking me. Especially if it’s someone who makes you happy.”

      She looks up at me with those big, sweet green eyes of hers. “I don’t know. I thought you said me not liking Monty Python might be a deal-breaker.” Then she smiles again.

      “I said no one’s perfect, sweetie.”

      “Casey likes Monty Python.”

      “Hmm. Does she, now?”

      Ellen shrugs. “I didn’t tell you that, though.” She reaches over and lays her hand on my thigh.

      I cover it with mine as I smile. “I didn’t hear a dang thing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      At forty-four, Casey-Marie Blaine is only two years younger than me. We went to college together and I met her when I started dating her best friend and roommate, Ellen Louise Turner.

      Case has been there for me every time I’ve turned around, even though in the beginning things were kind of rocky between us. After she graduated from law school and passed the bar, at my behest she came to work with me at the same law firm I’d joined, which was run by a man who’d been friends with Dad since college.

      By that time we were already inseparable as friends, and doubly so as coworkers. It became a running joke in the law firm to sic the two of us on opposing counsel if they wanted to end things quickly. Around the office, people called us work spouses, even before I ran in my first election. That was because Ellen started joking with us about it and took great joy in spreading that title herself.

      The funny thing is, I was the nice guy. Literally. Case was the one who was bloodthirsty and vicious. She had to teach me that cut-throat mentality because it didn’t come naturally to me back then.

      Unfortunately, over the past two years, it’s become second nature to me.

      Case is also the one who convinced me I should run for public office when our district’s state Senator decided not to run for another term. Ellen had suggested it, but I really didn’t think I had it in me. Then Case jumped on board, agreeing with her.

      I agreed, with a condition of my own. The deal was Casey had to be there by my side for all of it, running my campaigns and being my chief of staff. I damn well knew I couldn’t do it without her, and wouldn’t even want to try. She had no desire to run for office herself.

      Honestly? I wouldn’t have run for office if Casey hadn’t been enthusiastically all-in from the start.

      There’s never been anything inappropriate between me and Casey, either. We’re friends. Family.

      Especially now.

      The kids and I are the only “family” Case has left. She’s their adopted aunt and they grew up referring to her as their aunt. People who didn’t know any better assumes Casey was Ellen’s sister. We both bought our houses at the same time twelve years ago. Hers sits four down from mine. We live in a small, exclusive gated community of twenty mini-manors. There’s only one entrance, and an eight-foot concrete wall surrounds the entire perimeter of the development. I know all my neighbors, including two judges, four attorneys, two doctors, and a writer. We have lots of privacy with long driveways, tall fences and walls, a thick screen of trees and bushes. The location—so far—means I’ve been able to hold on to a modicum of personal privacy.

      I don’t live in the Tennessee Residence because, at first, they were still in the process of trying to move my predecessor’s stuff out in anticipation of moving in the guy who thought he was the new governor, and who technically was our new governor, for less than a week.

      Fortunately, public outcry to install me as governor, once I was discovered alive and rescued, immediately overrode any chance of that guy trying to fight to stay in office. The General Assembly recalled his appointment and awarded it to me.

      I also told the General Assembly that, considering the circumstances, I’d prefer to stay in my own home. I still had Aussie at home, and after everything that happened I wasn’t going to uproot her from home her senior year of high school. I’m not that far from the capitol building, anyway. Casey and Declan ran numbers and immediately released them, proving it would, in fact, save the state money with me living in my own home.

      That was all the press needed to declare me a man of the people.

      Whatever.

      We currently use the Tennessee Residence—the official governor’s mansion—as a museum and for special events, like state dinners and whatnot. Since I’m not living there, I authorized them to rent it out for applicable occasions, which brings in money. So not only am I saving the state money, we’re making money off me not living there. And I’m not asking that the state pay any expenses for my home, either, other than picking up the salaries for the EPU officers assigned to my detail.

      Which are fewer in number because my house isn’t open to the public.

      I’m sure that will piss off the governors who come after me, that they’ll have to find a way to justify living there—and if they don’t already have homes in or around Nashville, or if their homes are a logistical nightmare, I can see they’d have a valid argument for living there.

      It saves our state money by needing less security at the Tennessee Residence, but it gives my head of security hives. I need my privacy and, unless the situation warrants, I don’t have full-time security officers stationed outside my house.

      It was something that I frequently butted heads with them about when I was the Speaker, too. I wanted my kids able to be kids, and Ellen or I drove them to school.

      But it wouldn’t have felt right to me, living there alone once Aussie left for school. My kids are all away at college now, and I wanted to remain where my memories of Ellen surround me.

      One concession I made with my new job is that I paid—out of my own pocket—for a new, upgraded, state-of-the-art security system for my house, including outside motion-detector lights and cameras, and several panic-button stations throughout my home. There are always extra officers from the Executive Protection Unit stationed at the development’s front gate for immediate response when I’m home at nights and on the weekends, and people can’t randomly drive in and out of our community.

      All visitors have to be declared and cleared first, all mail or deliveries coming to me gets screened, and even a simple pizza or Uber Eats delivery going to one of my neighbors gets an officer shadowing them while they’re inside the development. When I order anything like that, it gets delivered to an officer at the front gate, and they bring it to the house for me.

      There have been a few times I’ve needed an officer stationed at the end of my driveway, but that was early on, right after my return. Fortunately, the news cycle quickly spun on, relegating the tragic widower governor to the back page and allowing me to dispense with that level of security.

      Now that the media attention on me from the rescue has long since died down, my neighbors probably love me. We literally have the safest neighborhood in all of Nashville.

      Case is tough, strong. After my rescue, she was the one who immediately stepped in and took over for me and helped me keep moving forward when I didn’t think I had the strength to go on.

      Ironic, right? I survive a goddamned plane crash and being shipwrecked for three weeks, and when I finally return home to my kids, that’s what nearly does me in?

      But it was. The crushing agony knowing I was now…alone.

      That I’d left home nearly two months earlier as a happily married man with so many plans for our future, and returned home a crushed widower.

      I don’t understand how Case always has the perfect words—or sometimes knows when not to speak—but she’s kept me going.

      I still can’t do this without her, and I wouldn’t even try.

      Yes, I’ve absolutely told her that, too. And she promised not to leave me. It makes me feel glad in a guilty sort of way that she doesn’t have a steady boyfriend in her life. She never has dated the same guy for long.

      I damn sure would never think about teasing her over it now. Especially not when I desperately need her steady strength in my life.

      When we pull into the parking lot, the officers right behind us, I realize it feels weird being here today. Case doesn’t get out or even shut the engine off right away, either.

      She knows me.

      I stare at the building for a long moment. There are already a couple of cars parked in the lot.

      “Am I doing the right thing?” I quietly ask.

      She removes her sunglasses and avoids looking me dead in the eye, her gaze focused on my lips instead. “She’d call you a pussy right now, hon. You know she would.”

      I sigh and nod, finally managing a chuckle for her before I glance away. “She would.”

      Yes, Ellen would. I can hear her saying it. These two women have always had far more faith and confidence in me and my abilities than I ever had.

      Neither ever coddled me. Once we decided I would run for office, Ellen became a formidable political spouse.

      “You’re going to keep kicking ass, George,” she says. “There’s a whole laundry list of shit we have to get done in her memory. If she was here today, she’d be sitting in the back seat and complaining about us not going in there and kicking ass already.”

      “She would.” I pick at the crease on the front of my slacks. “She absolutely would.”

      “What do you want her legacy to be?”

      Case knows how to duck low, go in hard and fast, and slash a vital artery, retreating before her opponent even realizes they’ve been mortally wounded.

      Like me right now.

      Except I do know it. Not my first dance with her.

      Thankfully.

      “I want to restore true civility and human kindness to this goddamned state,” I say. “I want to undo the bigoted fuckery enacted in the name of ‘family values.’”

      Because it’s exactly what Ellen said when we first started talking about me maybe taking a run for the governor’s office in the next few years. We hadn’t decided yet, though. I wanted to complete my third term as a state senator before committing one way or another. It would have also depended on who my competition would be for the job.

      I never expected to land in the job like this.

      The “Big G,” as Susa called it during our talks on the island.

      And Ellen never knew Aussie’s secret, either.

      But Case now knows, because she told her after she told me.

      Case keeps her voice low, forcing me to listen. “Then what’s our next step, George?”

      I take another sip of my coffee. “I need to quit my whining, get my ass out of this car, and march myself into that fucking office like I own the goddamned place.”

      From my peripheral vision, I see her smirk. “Don’t worry, sweetie. I had Dec stock up on the good coffee for us. And I grabbed your Xanax for you, just in case.”

      “Excellent.” I reach for the door handle. “Because I’m going to need both of those.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Case and I still maintain our offices here, even though we both work full-time at the state capitol. When I was still serving in the Tennessee Senate, that was a part-time gig, and Case and Declan took over a lot of my workload in the law office, in addition to juggling my official stuff for me from my home office, or my Senate office in the capitol. Because as the Speaker of the Senate, I was literally on every fucking committee.

      I mean, it was ex-officio, and people didn’t really expect me to show up for every committee meeting. In fact, sometimes with scheduling conflicts, I couldn’t.

      But I made sure I had my nose stuck deep into every single one and kept up with what was going on. It was common for some of my predecessors to not pay attention to everything the way I did.

      Except I am a bit of a control freak.

      I know. Shocking, right?

      And I wasn’t there for lobbying juice. I was there to know what was going on, to direct things the way I wanted them to go, and to help take the heat for some of my vulnerable and secretly moderate GOP colleagues so that, later, they could blame me but still vote the way I wanted them to, and the way their conscience wanted them to. They were usually secret RINOs like me, heavily closeted liberals who knew they’d never get anywhere in our state if they had a D instead of an R behind their name.

      I was also in charge of the Senate staff—fun times—but I didn’t duck my duties there, either.

      Again, no way in hell I could have done everything I did without Case’s tireless support and Declan helping her. Ellen wasn’t even kidding when she called Case my work wife. There were plenty of nights when we were going over stuff in my living room until the early hours of the morning, long after Ellen had fallen asleep stretched out on the couch with her head in my lap.

      Maybe it would’ve bothered Ellen if she and Case hadn’t been so close before I met them, I don’t know.

      All I know is I’ll never be able to find another woman like Ellen. My heart still desperately aches for her. I haven’t dated and wouldn’t even begin to know how to do that now. Emotionally, I mean, not just logistically as the governor.

      Even if I ever do reach that point, there are probably very few women who would tolerate Case’s unhampered 24/7 access to me. Because except for my daughter, Case is now the most important woman in my life, professionally and personally. Anyone I do finally manage to date will have to accept that entering into a new relationship with me.

      Since there’s never been a hint of that kind of interest in me from Case, I suspect trying to ask her if she’s interested might be…awkward.

      I blink back tears as we head up the walk. It’s weird coming here now, even though it hasn’t been that long since I worked here full-time. Just two years.

      Two years that I never expected to happen, and damn sure never expected to survive once they did.

      I have to quicken my step to duck around Casey and grab the door to open and hold it for her. To this day, she still tries to get her own door when I’m there. Governor or not, I’m still getting the door for her. Unless we’re somewhere with my two sons. Then they practically fight to open and hold the door for Aunt Casey.

      Sometimes, I’m convinced Case does it on purpose, simply to fuck with me and keep me on my toes.

      Today, I know for certain that’s exactly what she did, because she wrinkles her nose in amusement at me even as she smiles. “Thank you, Governor.”

      I nudge my glasses up my nose. “You’re welcome, Chief.”

      That earns me a rare giggle from her that actually makes me smile.

      Worth it.

      Declan Howard, my deputy chief of staff and Case’s right-hand man, is already there, of course. As is the team of seven political consultants Case hired to help me with campaign strategy and debate prep. They were highly recommended to me by Susa Evans’ husband, Carter Wilson. Carter is the chief of staff to Florida governor Owen Taylor.

      Who, I learned during my time on the island, is part of a secret poly triad with Susa and Carter, and has been ever since they were roommates in college. Owen is also secretly the father to Susa’s son, Petey. Who, it turns out, Susa was pregnant with while we were shipwrecked, but she didn’t know that, at the time.

      For his part, Carter is much like me, a Dominant and sadist, and owns Susa and Owen.

      But Susa’s father, attorney Benchley Evans, was a politician for most of his career and head of Florida’s GOP. He recommended these consultants to Carter for Owen’s campaign, and now Carter’s sent them our way.

      Because my predecessor, Governor Ed Willis, died more than eighteen months after taking office, and I was the Speaker of the Tennessee Senate, I was appointed governor as per law. I didn’t have to run in a special election for it.

      After they recalled Dick Cailey, Speaker of the House of Representatives, who didn’t waste any time trying to settle himself into Governor Ed Willis’ office and home.

      But I do have to run to keep my job this time. The general election is in November, and currently no one else has filed to run against me in the August primary. There’s still time for challengers to file to run against me and attempt to turf me, but so far it would seem no one in my party wants to challenge the shipwrecked widower who’s currently still enjoying an approval rating of eighty-two percent, something unheard of in politics.

      One of the longest-held bounces ever, no doubt.

      I already have three Democratic rivals in the primary, and there are reports two more are seriously considering filing.

      I’ve also been told that we will be capitalizing heavily on the public’s sympathies during this campaign for me to retain my job. I’m not sure how I feel about that, but I know Casey’s absolutely right when she reminds me Ellen would have been thumping me on the head to milk the tragedy for every last drop. That’s what Susa and Owen did for Owen’s re-election campaign, and she’ll be using it for her own campaign for governor in two years.

      From when I cross the office’s threshold until I reach the conference room, I struggle and win the attempt to pull my Governor George Forrester mask firmly in place, punctuated by nudging my glasses up on my nose again. Case is the only one I allow to see the depths of my vulnerability and pain. Even then she doesn’t see it all, only what I allow her to see.

      I’m afraid if sees saw how truly broken I am inside that she’d run for the hills.

      Because I know I sure as hell would.

      I wouldn’t blame her, either.

      “Good morning, everyone,” I say, my Governor Forrester mask smiling as I walk into the conference room and automatically aim for the seat at the head of the table.

      “Good morning, Governor Forrester,” they say.

      Let the games begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      “So what do you do when you’re not being the honorary lieutenant governor of Tennessee?” Susa asks. “Doctor? Lawyer? Roller coaster operator at Dollywood? Session player with an up-and-coming rockabilly band? Or are you more a bluegrass kind of guy? Please don’t tell me you play the banjo.”

      I would smile, except with nearly three weeks’ worth of beard on my face she probably couldn’t see it anyway. Plus, combined with my sunburn, it hurts too damn much to smile. “Hey, don’t knock rockabilly. Or bluegrass. Although I am more an indie rock kind of guy. Promise not to tell my voters that, though. Man, there’s two things you have over me now.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That I prefer indie rock to country, and that I’m a raging atheist.”

      She snorts. At least she’s still talking, lucid.

      I dread the time she isn’t and I can no longer do anything to help her.

      I also don’t think I have the heart to watch her suffer once she crosses that point. Letting her lie there and die over hours and hours isn’t something I can bear. I’d rather help her go and later lie to her men, if I survive and ever meet them face to face, and tell them she slipped away quickly without admitting I helped her die.

      If Ellen were still alive and in this position, I’d want someone to do that for her, if she were suffering.

      “I’m an attorney,” I admit.

      She holds her hand up, fingers curled, and I realize that’s her weak attempt to fist-bump with me. I gently touch mine to hers.

      “Welcome to the club,” she says.

      “Club?”

      “Big G,” she says. “Well, I’m lieutenant-G, and wanted to be big G.”

      I sigh. We’ve gone through this countless times already, but just like I ask her questions I’ve already covered, it beats the sound of waves and wind and the disquieting lack of other human-made noises.

      Helps me not remember the scream of the wind through the fuselage.

      “You’re still going to make it, Susa,” I tell her. “We both are.”

      She waves her hand as if humoring me. Maybe she is humoring me. Maybe I’m the delusional one, thinking any of us will survive this.

      “I’m not sure I’m governor,” I add. “He might have survived.”

      Except I know I probably am legally the governor of Tennessee now. Not that anyone outside this tiny spit of land even knows I’m still alive. Ed Willis couldn’t swim, has a heart condition he’s successfully kept quiet from the public, and is—or was—seventy-two years old.

      And not a healthy seventy-two, either. The kind of seventy-two who makes you worry he’ll keel over if he coughs too hard.

      Because he probably will.

      Well, would have.

      I’m nearly certain he didn’t make it out of the airplane. I feel vaguely guilty about that, that I didn’t fight harder to get them out of the plane, but considering I’d just lost my wife I try to keep it in perspective. Compartmentalize it.

      Fuck.

      I think about Ellen’s rings, her necklace. I know it was stupid, but I couldn’t leave them on her. She was gone, and I wasn’t going to sit there and drown. I took them off her before making my escape from the sinking plane and into the life raft that bore me, Susa, and four others safely to this slightly dry spit of dirt in the middle of the fucking ocean.

      I want to give Aussie her rings, one day. If she wants them.

      At the very least, I want them for me.

      She was my good girl. She wore her rings and her day collar faithfully.

      She was mine.

      Part of me wonders if dying isn’t a bad idea after all, then I remember my kids. I can’t leave them when I have a chance to return to them. I…can’t. Ellen would never forgive me.

      Except with every day that passes, our survival is far less certain. Surely they think we’re dead now. Everyone probably thinks we’re dead.

      Hell, Lisa, one of the people who lived this long, died after we made it this far because she ended up drinking sea water despite my best efforts to drag her out of the surf. Nine of us made it safely into the life raft.

      There’s only five of us left now—me, Susa, her friend and fellow Floridian, Connie, Allen, and Collin. Susa’s the youngest, and Connie also lost her husband. They were sitting in the row behind me and Ellen, Connie’s husband on the window in the seat directly behind Ellen.

      He died at the same time Ellen did.

      I hope that, if I’m wrong and it turns out there is any sort of afterlife, maybe they met up and travelled there together so neither is alone.

      Connie, however, despite being much older than myself and Susa, is in far better condition than Susa. Susa suffered violent nausea from being seasick while in the raft and barely kept down any water. Now that we’re on “land,” we’re killing crabs every night and eating them raw. That’s helping the rest of us, but Susa can barely manage to keep water down now, much less raw crab.

      Allen and Collin are both older than me, too. At thirty-nine, Susa is five years younger than my forty-four.

      If it wasn’t for the kids, I would’ve killed myself already. Just slit my wrists with the tiny souvenir penknife Susa and I scrounged off Pat’s body before we rolled him out of the life raft and into the water.

      I meant it was a souvenir he’d purchased for himself, not a souvenir for me and Susa for—oh, you know what I mean.

      Ellen would probably be amused by that, if she was here.

      I know if Case was here, I’d have her cackling.

      That makes me want to cry, though, so I suck in a deep lungful of salty air and stare out at the horizon.

      We have a flare gun we haven’t even used yet. We didn’t want to waste our precious few flares. We haven’t seen or heard any planes or ships.

      Nothing.

      It’s like we dropped off the face of the planet.

      Maybe we did.

      Maybe there is an afterlife, and this is Hell. Maybe, somewhere, Ellen is alive and safe and already reunited with our kids, and I’m the one…lost.

      I wish that was true, because, honestly? It’d be a comfort to know she’s okay.

      Except that’s dehydration and starvation and exhaustion and grief talking. I know it is.

      Susa’s been talking a lot today, too, and don’t think I don’t understand why. She’s convinced she’s going to die.

      I think we all are convinced of that, to a certain extent. It’s day twenty of our ordeal, and we’re nearly out of water despite our best attempts to ration and collect it.

      She’s talking, telling me things to pass on to her two men, Carter her husband, and Owen. Owen is the governor of Florida. He’s not just her friend and boss, he’s also been hers since college.

      And Carter’s.

      The way Ellen was mine, it turns out.

      As she softly confesses the truth, I realize we have far more in common than I first realized, and it makes me even more determined to take care of her to the best of my ability.

      To return the girl to her men. Especially to her Master, Carter.

      She asks about Ellen’s necklace, recognizing it was Ellen’s day collar.

      I make her take sips of water, retreating to the mental safety of slipping into “Dom mode” with her.

      It’s self-medication for me. I can pretend she’s my girl and I’m trying to keep her alive for me.

      That I’m trying to keep myself alive for her.

      Whatever thread I have to tie a knot in and hold on to, no matter how tenuously.

      By sunset, she’s convinced she’s dying. I’m actually not so sure, because she sure as hell acts pretty damn feisty for someone convinced she’s dying.

      But she’s right that none of us will live much longer if something doesn’t change. If we get some rain we can collect, we can stretch it a few more days, I’m sure. It feels like the breeze is shifting, picked up somewhat, and to our southeast I spot building clouds.

      We spend a lot of time ignoring Lisa’s body, where we’ve dragged her as far away as we can from us. None of us had the heart to shove her into the surf and let the water take her, but I think we’re all thinking about maybe eating her. We’ve got her wrapped in one of the mylar emergency blankets and have weighed down the edges of it with sand and rocks and debris washed up around us.

      During the days, we sit with our backs to the sun, unless we’ve shaded ourselves with blankets to watch in that direction for help. We take turns doing that.

      Now, Susa wants to move to see the sunset. “Turn me around,” she asks me. “Please? So I can see it?”

      I do. I’ve kept her tucked against me because she’s so weak, and so I can feel her if she moves.

      Make sure she doesn’t try to drink sea water.

      But she’s so weak she can barely hold her head up, much less crawl down to the water’s edge.

      It’s also a comfort for me, having her at my side.

      We’re sitting there talking, me with my face buried in her hair and desperately trying to stay calm and convince her she’s not dying.

      I mean, someone dying wouldn’t be able to channel Monty Python lines so effortlessly. Right?

      After another back and forth, she sounds really irritated and impatient. “If I’m so alive, Dom Smart-ass, why am I seeing them?” She waves her hand in what I realize is her attempt to point.

      Finally, I lift my head and look.

      On the horizon, I’m not believing what I’m seeing.

      A set of lights on what looks like a large ship.

      I didn’t even realize I was screaming, at first. Without thinking, I jump up and dive for the life raft, scaring the crap out of Connie and Collin, who are dozing inside it under a couple of the emergency blankets.

      I’m still screaming as I finally lay my hands on the kit holding the flare gun, and I fumble a round into it.

      Allen stumbles to his feet as I emerge from the raft and shoot the first flare, desperation taking over as I wordlessly scream and pray while the phosphorous round streaks up into the darkening sky.

      This is likely our only chance.

      Connie and Collin are on their feet now, holding on to each other and swaying unsteadily as they start screaming with me. Allen joins our screams as he realizes what’s going on, slowly waving his arms in the air.

      Poor Susa’s lying on the ground, and I hope she didn’t get hurt when I dropped her in my rush to grab the flares. I’m shaking as I load the second round into the flare gun and hold it up, waiting for a breath before firing it.

      I dump that empty shell and return to Susa’s side. I load the third round and get her sitting up again, my arm around her. I’m crying…laughing… And I fire the third round.

      Then I do something I’m sure Ellen and Susa’s men will forgive me for—I kiss her cheek before I start screaming again.

      This time the tears blurring my vision are happiness, because the ship’s lights change course, aiming toward us.

      I drop the flare gun and wrap both arms around Susa, rocking her. “Hang on, girl,” I tell her, my chin rubbing in her hair. “You fucking better hang on, girl. Don’t you dare die on me now.”

      “I’ll do my best, Sir.”

      I’m laugh-crying, still rocking her in my arms. She’s so weak she just goes with it, one hand curled around my bicep as I keep saying it over and over again.

      Hang on.

      Hang on.

      Please, hang on.

      We wouldn’t have survived this long if not for Susa. She was on watch the night we found the island. She grabbed extra bottles of water from the plane as she escaped with Connie, and she coordinated our water collection efforts even in the life raft.

      Let’s back up—she saved Connie’s life. She got Connie’s emergency oxygen mask on her, got her out of the plane, and put her in a life vest. That’s pretty damn heroic, right there.

      Susa’s the one who heard the waves breaking on this little island and alerted the rest of us. She was the first to spot the crabs that also inhabited this tiny spit. She suggested the water collector once we were here.

      We are literally alive because of Susa.

      And now she’s the one who spotted the ship’s lights.

      Like hell will I let her give up with our rescue so damn close.

      If there are such things as ghosts, I know Ellen would haunt me to hell and back if I let Susa give up now after she saved the rest of us.

      And for the rest of my life, I will owe Susa a debt I’ll never be able to repay. She and her men will forever have my friendship and loyalty, that’s for damn sure.

      Once I consider someone “mine,” be it as family or friend, I consider them mine forever.

      I’m not a man who casually discards people.

      And there’s not many lengths I won’t go to protect them once they’re mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      Not even two hours into our “cram session,” as Case has dubbed it, and I’m already beginning to drag. It’s difficult for me to keep my mask in place for so long this late in the week while in such close proximity to strangers.

      Mostly because I don’t sleep well, and haven’t since my return. As in, I’m lucky if I get maybe an hour or two of sleep at a time, much less total for a night. Any night I manage four hours of sleep total is damned rare.

      Weekends, while I do have to “work” by reading through materials, answering emails, and other tasks, are usually my recovery time. Case schedules the bare minimum appearances for me on weekends, usually charity stuff I can get into and out of in under an hour. Grip-and-grins I can quickly escape from.

      She always drives me, or rides with me in the car, if troopers are driving me.

      After, I always spend the return ride slumped in my seat, exhausted, drained.

      Spent.

      Even my kids try not to bother me on the weekends. Hell, Aussie’s going to school here in Nashville and I still don’t see her very often, between her time spent studying and with her friends. She’s living in a dorm, an experience I’m glad she’s able to have. She asked if I wanted her to change her arrangements and live at home, and I told her no. She’s really been looking forward to dorm life.

      It wouldn’t do either of us any good.

      Plus, living alone means less time I’m forced to hold my mask in place.

      You’d think after two years of this that I’d be better at it than I am, but it doesn’t get any easier. It never does, no matter what grief specialists may tell you.

      Ellen was the center of my universe. Yes, I’m a father, but my kids are adults now. Aussie’s always been older than her years, very mature, an old soul, as Ellen said.

      Without Ellen, I’m still as adrift as I was in the damn life raft.

      Worse?

      I have to pretend that I’m not.

      I think I’m running for re-election more because Case has assumed that’s what I’m doing, and I honestly don’t have the strength to fight her. She’s absolutely right about Ellen, though. If she was here, she’d be chastising me for wanting to give in and give up.

      Except if she was here, I wouldn’t feel like giving in and giving up.

      My state needs me. I’ve done a lot of good, silenced a lot of potential liberal critics who assumed, despite my voting record, that I would try to institute roll-backs of what few progressive social policies have been enacted in our state.

      It only took me the better part of a year to convince them we were on the same side. Yes, I’m fiscally conservative, but taking care of people in my state and protecting them is my first priority. Getting environmental protection laws passed so even if the feds try to weaken their regs, I can still protect our lands and our air and our water for our residents.

      I helped get Medicaid expanded, which made for some GOP howling. Until the numbers started coming in, showing I was right, that it would save us money in the long run by taking the burden off hospitals and taxpayers to fund uncovered medical expenses. That people who have preventative treatment and affordable options don’t get as sick and therefore take less money to keep well.

      Once my fellow GOP lawmakers realized how popular these initiatives were with voters, they finally jumped on board and tried to claim it was their idea the whole time.

      Fuck them.

      No, seriously, fuck those guys.

      But can I say that?

      No. Because I’m the damn governor, and I’m supposed to be respectable.

      The bottom line is the only thing that matters—after my time in office, our residents are better off than they were before. We’ve also managed to attract more business to our state with tax breaks, helping to improve the lives of people by creating jobs and drawing more income to areas in desperate need of services. By getting some manufacturers to agree to help underwrite infrastructure improvements in exchange for tax breaks, they get a write-off that doesn’t negatively get shouldered by the common person, and local governments get assistance they might not have been able to afford before.

      Win-win.

      See? We’re not all greedy old perverts.

      Although I will admit that once I’m out of office I probably will be changing my party affiliation. Not sure yet if I want to become an Independent or a Democrat. Either way, people will come after me for it and accuse me of being a RINO for my own purposes.

      Well fucking duh.

      That’s the reason nearly all people get into politics in the first place—for their own purposes. Whether it’s because they’re a narcissist, or power-hungry, or genuinely want to improve things, there’s never a completely altruistic reason. There just isn’t.

      I’m in politics because I wanted to make my state better for my kids, and any kids they have. Because Ellen’s first teaching job was in an underserved school outside of Nashville. She taught kids, most of them living below the poverty level, whose parents mostly didn’t have insurance, or high-income jobs.

      I’ll never forget the first time she had me come meet her at school one day, and she introduced me to her students. Then, she had a small class of about twenty kids, mixed ages and grades, from first grade all the way to third, and from diverse ethnic backgrounds.

      We didn’t have children yet, but these kids weren’t some free-loading vermin of illegal immigrants, the way some GOP legislators tried to paint them and wanted people to believe. They weren’t miniature terrorists in training, either.

      These were kids. Adorable, vulnerable children who deserved a chance to receive a quality education in a safe environment and have basic health services.

      I think that day hard-shifted me and my thinking in many ways. It opened my eyes. To be honest, despite losing our dad, my brothers and I had a fairly privileged upbringing, in an upper-income area. Including schools that weren’t the most diverse. I had maybe two black acquaintances, and was friendly with a guy whose parents were from India, although he was born in Memphis.

      I wasn’t a deliberate racist, and neither were my parents, but I wasn’t “woke” back then.

      Not by any stretch of the imagination. I had no idea what white privilege was, or that I was a beneficiary of it.

      I mean, I considered myself liberal, despite being a Republican. I was for equal rights for everyone, regardless of race, gender, or orientation. Despite being an atheist, I believed you had a right to your religion, as long as you didn’t try to weaponize it, or use it as an excuse to justify discrimination against anyone else.

      Theoretically, I had an idea about how other people lived.

      Yeah, after that day at Ellen’s school, I realized I didn’t.

      I learned, though.

      It made me a better lawyer, in the long run. Instead of wondering why or how someone got into a situation, I learned to probe deeper and listen.

      A lot of listening.

      Am I perfect? No, not by a long-shot. But I stay open to opinions from a diverse range of people.

      Right now, I watch Case as she studies me for a moment. “Let’s take fifteen, guys.” She turns to Declan. “Coffee for the governor and me, please. Bring it to his office.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He immediately heads out of the conference room.

      I guess I should amend my earlier thought—Casey isn’t the only living person who can make coffee perfectly for me. She’s taught Declan how, too.

      Ironically, the guy’s an attorney, and she has him fetching coffee. He’s young, late twenties. I don’t even think he’s thirty yet. If I didn’t know Case as well as I do, I’d think maybe there was something going on between her and him.

      She’s mentored him ever since he was in college. Had him working part-time in our office doing filing and other work like that to earn money, helped him get into law school. Hired him herself right after he passed the bar. I never really got the full scoop on how she knows him, because Case is pretty private about some things, even with me.

      The important thing is that she trusts him. I trust Case, so that means I trust Declan.

      So far, he’s proven himself, both as an attorney and as my deputy chief of staff. He worked on my last two Senate campaigns, too, his first one right out of high school, helping Casey as a gopher, the second while basically functioning as my body man and assistant.

      Case tips her head toward the door and I drag myself to my feet to follow her. We retreat to my office, leaving the door open for Declan so he doesn’t have to knock or juggle cups when he brings us our coffee. Once we have our coffee he leaves, closing the door behind him without either of us even having to ask him to.

      It feels weird sitting behind my desk now, but I do. I take my glasses off and set them on the desk so I can rub my eyes. My vision wasn’t bad before the plane crash. Thanks to the three weeks of unrelenting sun and the other trauma my body went through I need glasses, mostly for reading and computer work. The ones I have now are line-free bifocals, because it’s a pain to keep taking them off and putting them back on. I can sit and watch TV without them but the screen is a little fuzzy. Driving’s easy, too, as long as I know where I’m going so I’m not squinting at street signs.

      When I’m allowed to drive, which is rarely. The only reason the EPU doesn’t put their foot down about the times Casey or Declan drive me anywhere is because they both took several specialty driving classes, like what they put law enforcement officers through, and they both passed them with flying colors. Also, when either of them drive me, at least one security team shadows us.

      When I close my eyes and tip my head back, I can’t help but think about the last time I was in here with Ellen, when she knelt between my thighs and smiled up at me before she—

      “Case,” I hoarsely say, opening my eyes to hopefully stave away the tears threatening to hit me. “Are you sure I can do this?”

      She doesn’t sit. Instead, she rounds the desk and leans against it, staring down at me, my friend in the house instead of my chief of staff.

      “I won’t let you quit, George. You’d hate yourself for it as soon as you got your feet under you again. You know you would.”

      Damn her, she’s right.

      Yet again.

      “I’m sorry we had to make this so early this morning,” she adds, “but they’re on a plane tomorrow morning to California for three weeks. I didn’t want to waste any time or delay this meeting with them.”

      I wearily nod and sip my coffee.

      Perfect.

      I motion with my cup. “You trained him well, Case,” I joke.

      She smirks and raises her own cup to take a sip. “I know.”

      “Please tell me there’s nothing tomorrow.”

      “Nothing tomorrow. I already emailed the kids and warned them Dad’s wiped out.”

      I feel like a shitty father, but I nod and take another sip of coffee. “Thanks.”

      Something about her quiets me. She’s not Ellen, but she knows me almost as well as Ellen did. Not in all ways.

      Then again, Case knows me in ways Ellen didn’t, because of work and politics. She gets to see the brutal guy who can’t back down and who has to win a case, who has to negotiate like a cut-throat mafia consigliere to get shit done for the greater good.

      Ellen got to have the personally darker side of me, which I can never admit to in polite company—or anywhere else, now that Ellen’s gone.

      Case gets the professionally darker side I was too ashamed to let Ellen see.

      But Case gets it, because she’s in the same place I am. I’ve seen her at her most darkly vicious, a side of her Ellen never got to see, either. We have to maneuver ourselves through the good ol’ boys’ network. Hands wash hands in politics.

      As a politician, I’ve had to make backroom deals I wasn’t happy with to get myself votes for the big-picture items. I have to wear a chameleon skin of a white Christian conservative dude when the truth is, much of what I deal with makes me sick. I focus on the endgame and do what I have to do to make positive changes for my state that will stick long-term and outlast the dinosaurs in office.

      It’s all fine and well to scream, “Change the system, then.”

      That only works as long as there are people within the system willing to change.

      On that front, Case and I are working toward helping groom younger Republican candidates for office who are more moderate and liberal-leaning in their views. Who are willing to break from the aging old white guys who’ve had a stranglehold on our state’s politics for decades while mostly helping to fill each other’s pockets at the expense of everyone else.

      Casey-Marie Blaine has saved my life every bit as much as Susannah Evans did. Because now that my children are on their own, politics is all I have left.

      I take a deep breath and sigh. “Thank you, Case. In case I haven’t said it lately.”

      Her smirk fades as she watches me. “Just keep breathing, George. I wish you’d let me find you someone to talk to.”

      I shake my head. “We can’t risk it. I can see those headlines now. Crazy Governor Sees Shrink.”

      “How about Governor Prioritizes Destigmatizing Mental Health Issues? That would play far better. You have the sympathy factor.”

      “Yeah, and an insanely unsustainable eighty-two-percent approval rating. Which will sink faster than that airplane did if people think I’m going crazy two years out. The bounce has a limited hang time, and it’ll start its descent any day now.”

      “I think you’re underestimating the sympathy of people in this state.”

      I arch an eyebrow at her. “Seriously, Case? Maybe in the beginning, sure, no one looked too closely at what I was doing. But once I became Governor Forrester and started taking political heat, I lost that extra cachet. The widower card can only be played so many times before it gets weaponized against me. They’ll start seeing me as weak instead of stoic. If I was a woman, sure, I could still squeeze juice out of that.”

      She scowls. “Dammit, I hate it when you’re right.” That finally draws a soft laugh from me, which makes her smile. “There’s my buddy.”

      I draw in a ragged breath. “I’m so…fucking exhausted, Case. How am I going to do this?”

      “Xanax?”

      “I hate those damn things. They give me nightmares, you know that.”

      “Fine, but you’re still taking one before we leave today, so I know you’ll at least get a nap when I drop you off. If I check on you at midnight and find you wide awake, I’m going to be pissed and tell the kids we need an intervention.”

      I take another sip of coffee to buy me some time. “Fine.”

      She sets her cup aside and takes mine from me, putting it on my desk.

      Then she hugs me, a tight hug, the kind that it takes me a moment to relax into and return, the way it always does.

      But she waits me out—the way she always waits me out.

      Because she knows I need it.

      I do need it.

      Other than hugging my kids, and the occasional platonic hug I get from others, this is the only real physical contact I get anymore. And…

      That’s something else killing me slowly from the inside out.

      The loneliness.

      Ellen and I were snugglers, touchy-feely. Case used to razz us about that in college. But our kids grew up loved. I don’t know how many nights we all piled onto the couch to watch movies, snuggled together, all of us. Even coaxing Case in with us plenty of times, although she usually sat down next to Ellen, with the kids between us, and me at the other end.

      A family.

      As Logan, and then Ryder left for school, our cuddle pile grew smaller.

      Then we lost Ellen, and those first days after I returned, it was all of us minus Ellen on the couch, crying, laughing over memories, or just sitting there watching home movies. Then the boys left for school again.

      Then it was me and Aussie, and sometimes Case. Then Aussie left for school once she graduated from high school.

      Case has never asked or offered to “cuddle” with me. I feel a little bit of a wall between us, one that was always there but never noticeable before, because we had the buffer of Ellen and the kids.

      I never ask her, either.

      Except right now, I can feel the knot I’ve tied in the end of my rope loosening in my fingers. “Can you come over to watch TV with me tonight?” I force out before I can regret it and second-guess myself out of asking.

      Her breath catches, and from her hesitation I know she’s going to say no.

      “I mean, it’s okay if you don’t want to. Or if you have plans,” I add, so we can both save face.

      She sighs. “Let me talk to someone first.”

      Then I realize what she means. She really does have plans. That churns up a strange mix of jealousy and disappointment I don’t know how to process, so I shove it down into the depths from which it emerged and try to ignore it.

      I try to sit back, but she won’t let me, so I don’t fight her. “It’s okay if you have plans. I understand.”

      “George,” she says in that firm but gentle tone, “that wasn’t a no. Please, stop.”

      I hate feeling this weak and vulnerable, even in front of her.

      I should be stronger, dammit.

      But when I close my eyes and try to sleep, I hear the screaming.

      The wind screaming through the hole in the fuselage.

      The way people around us screamed.

      The way I screamed, and how it sounded even more hollow and distorted after I snagged the emergency oxygen mask with one hand and held it to my face, because I didn’t want to let go of Ellen’s hand, even though she’d already squeezed mine one last time, reflexively, and I knew she was gone.

      “Sorry,” I whisper.

      She cups the nape of my neck and plays with my hair, the way Ellen used to. For just one blessed and all-too-brief moment in time, I can close my eyes and not hear the screaming.

      I can remember Ellen. Ellen used to play with my hair just like this.

      Case always seems to know when to do it to anchor me to the here and now. It was something she never did before we lost Ellen.

      That’s more guilt I know I’ll always carry with me—I took her best friend away and never brought her back after swearing so many years ago I’d never come between them.

      Thank the gods there might or might not be that Case doesn’t seem to hold that against me.

      Because if she did she wouldn’t be here with me, and there’s no way I would still be here today.

      In this office, in this job.

      Or on this earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      I’m still wondering if I’m not dreaming this.

      This impossible and damned bittersweet miracle.

      As we sit in the small tender taking us to the fishing vessel that’s rescued us, I do my best to cradle and cushion Susa’s emaciated body with my own. I have a feeling I’m going to make it now, but I’m not so sure about her. She might be too far gone. She feels incredibly frail, the baby bird analogy spot-on, in this case. She’s way worse than the rest of us, hardly able to keep down what little water we could share.

      For the sake of her men I hope she survives at least until they can make it to her.

      I’ll try not to let her out of my sight until she’s reunited with them. I’ll try to take care of her as much as I can.

      It’s the least I can do.

      I couldn’t protect or save my girl, but maybe I can protect and save theirs, those two lucky men I’ve never met and who I greatly envy right now.

      She’s so damn weak she can barely hold her head up. I’m not much better, but at least I can walk. I shift myself in the seat to make sure her head stays tucked in the crook of my arm, my other arm around her to keep her on the seat with me so she doesn’t fall off.

      “You sure I’m not dead?” she asks me. “Because, to me, hell is being back on a boat.”

      I lightly tap her forehead with my finger. “If you’re dead, so are the rest of us, so at least we won’t be alone. We’ll have each other.”

      She sighs. “I used to love crabs.”

      I can’t help chuckling. “There’s a SpongeBob joke in there somewhere.”

      “Or a dirty one.”

      I chuckle again. She’s got spirit.

      If only that was enough to keep her alive then I’d have no worries about her chances.

      When we reach the ship, fortunately the captain speaks a little English. The ship is huge, at least one hundred and fifty feet long, a massive commercial fishing vessel. I demand Susa be taken up first, but there’s a sketchy looking set of stairs snaking along the ship’s hull that I know she can’t manage. If I wasn’t half dead myself, I’d be able to carry her up them.

      They bring a rescue basket down to the tender. I help position her on it, they strap her into it, and rig a rope to it that crewmen on the deck hold as a backup, in case something happens.

      I follow close behind, talking to her, telling her to hang on as they get her on board. I don’t relax until she’s safely on the deck and secure.

      I feel a little guilty but I ignore our other castaways as the crew carries Susa down the deck and inside, through corridors, to a tiny medical area. There are a couple of beds, but they scrounge up extra bunks that will make it a tight fit.

      Their crew’s medic is apparently way out of his element with our condition. As I talk to the captain and finally make it clear to him who we are, his eyes widen.

      “The plane crash? Americans?”

      I nod. “Plane crash. Americans, y’all.”

      Susa barks a laugh from somewhere behind me.

      There’s a flurry of conversation in a language I don’t understand, between him and several crew members. The captain starts to exit the room, then turns back to me. “I will call the authorities. The military. I will tell them we found you.”

      I wave him toward the door. “Have them send a chopper for her.” I point at Susa. “She’s the worst of all of us. She’s in bad shape.”

      “I’m not dead yet!” Susa pipes up in her best Monty Python imitation, and the laugh barks free from me, this time.

      “Shut up, you’re not foolin’ anyone,” I quip back, also in an accent. “You’ll be stone cold in a moment.”

      “Stone crab,” she says, and we both wearily laugh, as do our fellow castaways.

      “God, I fucking hate crabs now,” Connie says.

      “Amen,” the others echo.

      The next several hours are both tedious and zip past. They find us some clothes and help us clean up as best they can. Apparently the weather is worsening. The decision’s made to drop two medics and medical supplies down to us while we steam in to the nearest port large enough to hold this ship. They’re afraid to transfer us with the weather deteriorating.

      Meanwhile, they have Susa suck water from a clean towel to slowly get hydration back into her until they can start an IV on her. We’re all cautioned to sip water, not greedily gulp it, out of fear of it harming us.

      They take pictures of each of us to send to the government, and our names.

      We’re back on the grid. I take a little grim satisfaction knowing that there’s probably a current and newly minted governor of Tennessee who’s going to be really pissed off at me when I come in swinging and demand he gets the hell out of my office.

      I’m not dead yet.

      And I’m pretty sure, unless Ed Willis managed to survive, that I am, in fact, the governor of Tennessee.

      Not exactly how I wanted my promotion.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Susa is definitely in dire shape. The medics have trouble getting an IV started on her, and now she’s puking again. But at least she’s puking stuff up, meaning the hydration she’s getting is helping her.

      I hope.

      They also give her some medication that makes her sleepy, and after a few more smart-assed remarks she finally dozes off. I’ve got an IV, too—we all do—but I know I’m way better off than she is.

      Still, I refuse to sleep despite my exhaustion.

      I can’t let her out of my sight. Not yet.

      I won’t.

      Not until the feisty lieutenant governor of Florida is either safely in the arms of her men, or she’s back on her own two feet and in full fighting form. I will never forget the early days in the raft, how she immediately stepped up to take charge.

      The woman’s a damned hero for how she saved her friend, too.

      We finally make it to port and dock. They take her out first, and I’m ready to follow. They want me to wait for a stretcher, but I haul myself up off the bunk and to my feet, another medic carrying my IV bag for me and holding my arm to steady me as I stagger down the corridor after them. I’m desperate to keep my eyes on the stretcher and on her. I want to ride in the ambulance with her, be in the hospital with her.

      I can’t explain it.

      Well, I can.

      I couldn’t save my girl.

      I will protect theirs. Maybe a little of my overall karmic debt will be balanced if I do that.

      I make it to the doorway outside just in time to hear a man, an American, frantically screaming from down on the dock, swearing, demanding to be let aboard the ship.

      As I step outside, I can see him arguing—loudly—with a crewman at the bottom of the gangway below.

      The next thing he screams makes my breath hitch and nearly drives me to tears.

      “Pet!”

      Susa says something to the captain, who calls out to someone on the dock. We all hear the man pounding up the gangway.

      If this isn’t one of her men, I’m Robert fricking Redford.

      The medic is holding my arm to support me, and I lean against the wall and watch as the man runs toward where the other medics are carrying Susa’s stretcher. She holds up her arm and the man catches up to them, crying, sobbing as he leans in to cradle her face in his hands, kissing her. He’s wearing a wedding ring on his left hand.

      This must be Carter.

      I blink back parched tears as I watch them and struggle not to hear the scream of the wind through the fuselage in my brain. I can still feel Ellen’s hand on mine.

      I wonder if they retrieved her body from the wreckage.

      I wonder if they even found the wreckage.

      Even if the answer to those two questions is no, at least I know her fate. I’d rather have her back with me, but I take comfort in knowing I spent her last minutes with her, holding her hand.

      Telling her I loved her, and her telling me she loved me.

      I stand there, watching as they start moving again, the crewmen carrying Susa’s stretcher and Carter now holding her hand as they walk.

      My work here is done.

      Hopefully I’ll get to talk to her, and meet him, before we all head back to the States.

      I finally let the medic helping me get me moving again.

      Once we’re at the hospital and I get checked over and put in a bed in their ICU, a government official approaches me.

      “Mr. Forrester?”

      I nod.

      He introduces himself and has a folder full of paperwork for me. But I’m so exhausted and just done that I really don’t process much of what he’s saying, until he holds a cell phone out to me.

      “You can call anyone, sir.”

      Ellen’s dead, so I can’t call her. My phone was in my carryon, and there are only two numbers I know by heart.

      One of those was Ellen’s.

      I don’t even know my kids’ numbers.

      “How do I dial the US?” I ask.

      He punches in a country code for me, and then I carefully dial. I don’t know what time it is in the US. I think it’s twelve hours, maybe? Middle of the night there, probably.

      He steps away, retreating to the door of the little cubicle where my bed is located in the ICU. I close my eyes as the call finally connects and starts ringing.

      I wonder if she’ll even answer it, a strange number, middle of the night.

      Just as I think it’s going to voice mail she answers, her voice sounding haggard and thick with sleep. “Casey-Marie Blaine.”

      My heart skips. “Hey, Case.” I lick my lips. “It’s me.”

      Silence meets me. “Who is this?” Now she sounds more awake and very, very wary.

      “Me. George.” I don’t know what else to say, so I add, “Surprise.”

      Another long pause, and she’s fully awake and sounds downright angry when she next speaks. “Look, I don’t know who the fuck this is, but—”

      “The stuffed bear. I gave him to you the first Christmas I was dating Ellen. You named him George, Jr. And I told you I was going to buy you a T-shirt for him while we were over here. I…I’m sorry. I got you one, but it’s in my luggage, and that’s probably still in the bottom of the ocean. Unless they got the plane up.”

      I hear her sob. “George?” she whispers. “What’s on the wall in my office?”

      “Last year for your birthday, I got you an autographed picture of John Barrowman, the actor. He’s wearing the TARDIS dress, and—”

      She starts wordlessly screaming, and I can’t tell if it’s joy, or what. I mean, I hope she’s happy. That goes on for a few seconds and then she starts crying. “Oh my god! You’re alive!”

      “Yeah. A big fishing vessel pulled our asses off a literal rock in the middle of the damn ocean. Me and four others. We’re at a hospital in Borneo, or somewhere like that. I think. I…I honestly don’t know where the fuck I am right now.”

      “Oh my god! I-I can’t believe it! You’re really alive!”

      “Yeah, well, it was kind of close there, for a little while.”

      I’ve never heard her sound so emotional before. “I…George, I—Ellen. She—”

      “I know,” I say, choking back my own tears. I still can’t open my eyes, I’m too busy trying to picture Casey’s face. “We were sitting right behind the wing. She died instantly when it happened, her and several others.” My breath hitches. “It was quick, Case. She was there, and then she was gone. She literally never felt it.”

      Casey softly sobs. “We’re having your, I mean her memorial tomorrow. I mean, today, I guess. It’s—”

      “No, please.” I can’t deal with this right now. “Don’t. Cancel it. Wait until I get home. Are you with the kids?”

      “I’m at home. Oh, my god, the kids! They’re all at your house, with your brothers.”

      “Can you take me there?” I realize how that sounds. “I mean, this is someone else’s cell phone. Can you go over there right now? I’m… I’m afraid to hang up, and I don’t have my phone. I don’t have their numbers, so I can’t even call them.”

      My tears finally break free and roll down my cheeks. “I can’t even call my damn kids, Case. Please take me to them.”

      Her voice gentles. “Yeah, honey, of course. It’s okay, hold on. Let me get my keys.” I hear her up and moving, running, a door slam, then her car door. “Don’t hang up, I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “Be careful.”

      Now she laughs, even as she’s still sniffling. “I’m gonna kill you when you get back…Governor Forrester. There’s gonna be one pissed off dude we need to kick out of office.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. Dick Cailey.”

      I snort. “Fuck that asshole.” He is a pretentious asshole.

      She’s still sniffling as she tearfully laughs. “Yeah, exactly.”

      “Did they find Ed and Tina’s bodies?”

      “Yeah. And John and Ceely’s.

      Shit. “I tried to get them to head aft with me when I got out. I kept the lieutenant governor of Florida alive, and their tourism secretary.”

      “What about the governor? Fucking slow-ass gate. George, I swear we’re getting you a new goddamned damn gate opener.”

      “He wasn’t there. Connie, the tourism secretary, her husband—”

      “I’m at the house. Hold on.” I hear her car door slam. She must have used her key to let herself inside, because I hear my front door slam, and the beep as she disarms the alarm. Now she screams for Chase and the kids, running up the stairs, pounding on bedroom doors, likely scaring the crap out of them.

      I suspect they’ll forgive her.

      She’s trying to get the story out and someone takes the phone away from her.

      “Hello?”

      It’s Chase.

      I manage a weary laugh. “You didn’t throw my clothes out yet, did you, jerkhead? You’re taking me shopping if you did.”

      Another pause. “George?” He screams. “George! You’re alive?”

      “Yeah. Barely, but I am. Put me on speaker.” I can hear the kids all talking over each other, and Casey still talking.

      “Hold on.”

      He must have handed it back to Casey, because I hear her next, sounding like she’s on speakerphone. “Okay, George. They’re all here.”

      “Hey, guys. It’s Dad. Let me say first that I love you, and don’t hold Mom’s memorial yet. Cancel it. Wait until I get home.”

      There’s a moment of stunned silence before the kids all start talking over each other, screaming, crying, and I let my tears flow once more.

      Ten minutes later, after telling them what happened, I’m waving the government guy back into the room and passing the phone off to him. Casey takes charge talking to the guy, because she’s got my power of attorney and knows all our info practically off the top of her head. I have my wallet, but my passport was in Ellen’s purse. He’s writing down phone numbers and information, and Chase will be flown out to join me, because, honestly?

      I don’t want the kids on an airplane right now.

      I really, really do not.

      Especially not over an ocean. Tyson can’t join him because he doesn’t have a passport.

      The man passes his phone back to me so I can talk to them again. I tell the kids I love them one more time, and Tyson and Chase, then ask to speak to Casey alone for a minute before I end the call.

      She takes it out of speaker mode and it sounds like she moves away from everyone. “Yeah, honey?”

      “Stay there with the kids,” I tell her. “I mean, in the States. Fly out with them and Tyson to meet me wherever I land there.” I really don’t want her on a plane right now, either. At least, not one flying over an ocean. Which is stupid, I know. At least Chase is single, no kids, and I want Casey and Tyson there for my kids.

      “You don’t want me to fly out with Chase?” She almost sounds…hurt.

      “I need you there with the kids. I need you to take point for me, wrangle the press, keep them off the kids. I trust you to take care of them. All you’re going to do if you’re here is sit by my hospital bed until they release me. If you’re there, you can kick ass and get the process started to get me named governor.”

      She laughs. “God I missed you, honey.”

      “Yeah, well…” I sigh. “Thank god I have you now,” I tell her, choking up again, my voice dropping to a whisper. “I need you, Case. Please.”

      Her tone sobers. “You’ve got me, George. Like hell am I letting you deal with this alone. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Thank you. Can you get me a new phone and stuff, please, and send it out with Chase? Use that card we gave you from our trust account, if it’s still active. Or I’ll pay you back. And make sure they didn’t cancel my cards yet. Call them and tell them I’m alive.”

      “Yeah. I’ll do all that in the morning, as soon as the phone store opens.”

      I choke up again. “I’m not dead yet,” I say in a British accent. She’s my Monty Python buddy, so I know she’ll get it.

      Her laugh chokes free and she replies in an accent threaded with tears. “Aw, come on. Do us a favor.” She sniffles. “Strange governors lying on spits of land for three weeks is no basis for a system of government.” Back to her regular voice. “You have no idea how happy I am to be so fucking wrong right now.”

      “Don’t get too used to being wrong, honey. And please don’t let the kids talk to the press, all right? Not until I’m home. No interviews, no quotes except what you officially release. No social media posts except them sharing whatever you officially release. And…” A breath shudders through me. “Write a release for me, please. Short one. A thank you for your thoughts and prayers bullshit. You know the drill. I don’t even want to see it—just release it for me. ASAP. Put my name on it. And I’m serious—cancel the memorial. We’ll reschedule it for after I’m back.”

      “Okay.”

      There’s so much I want to tell her, say to her.

      Need to cry about with her.

      But I’m empty and the wind is screaming in my skull.

      “I love you, Case. Thank you. For everything.”

      She sounds choked up again. “I love you, too, George.”

      I finally end the call and return the guy’s phone to him. “Thanks.”

      “I’ll copy these phone numbers and information for you, sir, and bring them to you. I will take your information to the ambassador. The US Consulate will expedite getting you an emergency replacement passport.”

      “Thank you.”

      Once I’m alone again, I lay my head back, close my eyes, and cry as the full weight of my loss truly starts to settle in and I can no longer ignore the screaming of the wind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I must have dozed off, because when I come to, there’s a man standing in the doorway. I finally recognize him as the guy who practically fought his way onto the ship.

      “Carter, I presume?”

      He wearily smiles. His eyes look red and puffy, but that lucky bastard’s tears are of joy, I’m sure.

      “Yeah.” He walks over and shakes my hand, then leans in for a long hug. “Thank you, Governor Forrester.”

      It’s finally sinking in that I have the job promotion I wanted.

      Not the way I wanted to earn it, though.

      It’s far too high a price.

      “I didn’t do anything. Susa kept us alive. She knew how to build a water catcher. And when she evacuated the plane, she grabbed extra bottles of water and those emergency blankets. She was on watch the night we found the island. She heard the waves and found it. She also saw the ship’s lights. We’re all alive because of your wife, so thank you.”

      He steps over to the doorway and glances down the hall. I realize what he’s doing is probably making sure Susa’s still asleep.

      Not wanting her waking up to find him gone.

      He returns to my bedside, glances down, and when he looks up again I see the tears in his eyes. “She said you made her drink water. That she’d probably be dead already if you hadn’t done that.”

      I shrug. “I couldn’t let your girl go without a fight,” I softly say, watching his reaction, but even in this situation his poker face is perfect, a truly skilled political operative. “I lost my girl without even getting a chance to try to save her. I hoped if nothing else to at least bring yours safely back to you.”

      He slowly nods. “Thank you. We owe you everything. I’m truly sorry for your loss.”

      I nod in return. “Full disclosure, she told me about you and about Owen. Told me everything. Obviously, we had a lot of time to talk. I told her about me and Ellen. The good thing is, I think even without knowing that about each other, it helped me get her to drink. I promise, your secrets are safe with me. I know mine are safe with her.”

      He nods again.

      I force a smile. “I threatened her that if she didn’t drink, I’d tell you guys not to spank her.”

      A hoarse laugh rumbles free as he rubs at the back of his neck. “How’d she take that?”

      “She called me a rat bastard. I gotta tell you, she was convinced she was dead, but she’s feisty.”

      “That she is.”

      “She made me promise if she didn’t make it that I would talk to you both and tell you how much she loves you.”

      He blinks back tears. “She’s our world.”

      “I assume Governor Taylor is on his way?”

      “He will be soon. She already got to talk to Owen, and her parents.”

      “Glad I get to meet him. I feel like I know you both already.”

      He walks back to the doorway and glances out again.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I tell him. “If you want to come back and see me later, I’ll be happy to talk. She needs you right now. You should be with her.”

      “Thanks. I don’t want her to wake up and me not be there.” He starts to step out, and I think of one more thing.

      “Hey.”

      Carter looks back. “Yeah?”

      “You’re lucky men. You get a second chance to make a life with her. Don’t ever take a day with her for granted, or leave anything unsaid to her, or each other.”

      He slowly nods. “Thank you. I promise you that we won’t.”

      Once I’m alone I lie back, close my eyes, clasp my hands together tightly, and try not to hear the screaming or focus on the phantom feel of Ellen’s hand contracting around mine as she died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      After the break, I gird myself for the next round of prep. You’d think as a successful attorney, an experienced politician, and after the weeks of relentless press coverage I endured upon my rescue and return that I would be an expert in handling public relations.

      Unlike my last election, there is now a gaping void in my life.

      A void that used to be filled by my reason for living, my moral compass, my guiding light.

      My anchor and stable base upon which I’d not only built my entire adult life, but around which my soul had formed.

      Ellen.

      Can I really do this without her sweet, calming peace filling my life?

      I catch Case watching me throughout the morning as she guides the process. Declan and a paralegal who’s also working for the campaign are taking copious notes and adding their input throughout, providing research information as requested. Today we’re firming up my platform focus, highlighting my legislative accomplishments and distilling them into easy-to-digest sound bites, and deciding what angles we’re going to hit hardest in terms of presentation.

      It’s…a lot.

      And that’s just this morning’s chores. We still have a lot more to accomplish before we break for the day.

      Around noon, Case catches Declan’s eye and taps her bare left wrist once. He nods and immediately stands and leaves the room, pulling out his phone as he departs.

      Case sits back and smoothly continues with our confab as if she’d never moved.

      I envy her rapport with Dec. He’s a good guy, a smart kid. He second-chaired for me a few times early on in his career at Case’s recommendation, and I’ve watched him work solo. In the courtroom, or even when running a deposition, he seems to flourish and transform. Now, in his current role as deputy chief of staff, he’s definitely got an Alpha vibe with everyone except me and Casey. When not at work or in charge he’s quiet, almost borderline shy. Brown eyes, dark brown hair, and he usually sports a scruffy mustache and goatee, or beard, that never gets long or full but always looks good on him. Maybe it’s his own mask. He’s pleasant, a nice guy, but he spends more time working with Case than any other attorney in the firm.

      Well, spent. Past-tense. Because now his full-time job is working for me. And with Case as his direct-report, he spends a lot of time working with her.

      Our food arrives approximately thirty minutes later. Case corrals me into my office, where we eat alone at my desk. Apparently, she’s already warned our consulting team about me needing some breathers, or she made some sort of “state’s business” excuse to them, but I love her for it.

      She leaves nothing to chance. It’s something that’s made her a damn good attorney throughout the years.

      “What do you think about them?” I ask, nodding toward the closed door.

      Fortunately, Case is an expert at speaking me. “They’re good,” she tells me as we work on our shared salad and calzone. “I like them, and I like our chances even more with them on our side.”

      “Keep reminding me I can do this, okay?”

      “I will. You’ve got this.” She gives me a moment of quiet before dropping the next thing on me. “Aussie said she wants to stump for you.”

      I shake my head. “Absolutely not. She needs to focus on school. I don’t want her or the boys out there as grief porn for people to gawk at. They’ve had enough of that already.”

      “They’re adults now, hon.”

      “Technically, no, Aussie isn’t. She’s seventeen. I still get a little say in her life until she turns eighteen.”

      “In a couple of months, George,” Case says with a gentle tone I rarely hear her use and which was previously reserved for Ellen, or one of the kids when they were younger.

      We eat in silence for a few more minutes before she speaks again. “How about for tonight we get you home, and we can watch TV for a little while? I’ll stay until you fall asleep.”

      I sigh, refusing to look her in the eyes because I’ve done pretty well so far not crying today despite my stress and overwhelming exhaustion. “It’s all right, Case. I don’t want to interfere with your date.”

      She reaches across my desk and gently grabs my wrist. “Let me rephrase that. I’ve already told you what’s going to happen, hon.” She squeezes. “It’s fine. I won’t stay all evening, but I’ll stop by and check on you later.”

      I drag a ragged breath into my lungs. “Thanks.”

      “It’s all right. I wouldn’t say yes if it’s a problem.”

      I don’t bother asking her who the guy is. If she wanted me to know, she’d tell me. I don’t take it personally, either. If it’s not a public date, he’s probably a politician, or maybe a lobbyist, or an industry professional, or someone else high-profile she prefers not to be seen with because of the potential appearance of impropriety or conflict of interest. In that case, she wouldn’t tell me who the guy is even if I ask, because then it’s plausible deniability on my part if there are ever any repercussions. I know he won’t be a married guy, because that’s totally not her. That much I do know.

      If it was a public date—one of a revolving door of guys she’s dated—she’d have no trouble telling me who it is.

      Except that’s the way she’s always been since college. Then, she cycled through a string of guys, never dating the same one for more than a few weeks. I thought once she graduated law school and started working with me that maybe she’d settle down, but no.

      I do hear things from others, though, whether I want them to tell me or not. Seems to get volunteered to me, almost like people think I should have a say in it. She’s still a serial dater. When people comment to me about her going out with someone, usually she was seen at an event that Nashville’s movers and shakers attended.

      When she wants to flaunt it, she does.

      Somehow, I have the feeling she’d never feel like that about me. Maybe it’s better if she doesn’t, because I’m not good at sharing. Considering her track record with men, I’d rather not be another hash mark on her scorecard. I was with Ellen for nearly twenty-five years, total.

      I doubt Case has ever been with the same guy for more than twenty-five days.

      “You will take a Xanax today, George,” she says, in that gentle tone. “You’re cycling too hard right now. If you won’t let me find you someone to talk to, you’re going to have to listen to me and let me manage this for you.”

      Some Dominant I am, huh?

      I’m also exhausted beyond a physical, emotional, and spiritual level.

      I am approaching a low point that makes my mind once again drift toward other options. Options I’ve only resisted before now because I knew it would break my children’s hearts, and they’ve suffered enough pain.

      One of these days, I’m afraid my own pain will grow too great, too heavy for me to bear any longer.

      That some night, when I close my eyes, the sound of the screaming and the wind will finally prove too much for me to tolerate.

      That being unable to sleep will drive me insane.

      Case has made me promise if I ever hit that point to please call her first.

      Unfortunately, it might be the first promise to her I ever willfully break.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we’re finished for the evening, I’m done. I shake everyone’s hands and thank them for their work before retreating to my office as I pretend to take a phone call on my cell. I know if I was in a better frame of mind I’d be able to fully appreciate everything they’re doing for us.

      I remove my glasses and I’m sitting with my head down on my arms on my desk when Case softly double-taps on my door before opening it. I know it’s her just from the sound of her knock. She closes the door behind her.

      I hear her tsk and soft sigh, and the sound of her heels on the hardwood floor as she crosses my office.

      “Here, sweetie.” She nudges my hand with a cold bottle of water.

      Without looking, I turn my right hand palm-up and accept the tablet I hear her shake out of the bottle into it. It is my prescription, thanks to my GP, but Case holds on to them for me.

      That was by her declaration. I think she’s afraid I might one day be tempted to chase the entire bottle of pills down with a couple of bottles of vodka and go to sleep forever.

      She is not wrong.

      Which is why I don’t fight her holding them for me.

      The temptation is too damn great, the method too easy.

      I sit up and accept the bottle of water from her. Then I down the pill and chase it with a couple of swallows of water. It’s a stronger dose, because at six-two I’m sort of a big guy. I’ve regained the weight and muscle mass I lost during my ordeal. I am, ironically, in better shape than I was. Best shape of my adult life.

      Spending time working out in my home gym in my basement is one of my ways of exhausting myself so I can get what little sleep I do manage. The benefit being that I now have what Case calls a DILF body. I always kept in shape, because Ellen and I loved hiking, but I’m now physically in the best shape of my life.

      Mentally and emotionally, however…

      Falling asleep isn’t the problem—staying asleep is. Either I wake myself up when I hear the sound of the wind screaming, or I scream myself awake reliving the nightmare of Ellen dying while holding my hand.

      I’m really sick of that dream.

      The Xanax, however, will knock me out once I settle in one position long enough to let it kick in. In exchange, I will endure nauseating dreams that will swaddle me in quilted, sticky horror I’ll be unable to extricate myself from until the medicine decides it’s bored with me.

      I’ll wake myself up screaming, eventually, and probably spend my first hour or so awake crying.

      But I will probably manage about six hours of sleep, if I’m lucky.

      “We’re the last ones, except for EPU,” she tells me. “Dec just left.”

      “Why do you put up with me?” I dare to meet her gaze.

      She sadly smiles. “Because I love you, George. Even if I didn’t, I loved Ellen. If you want to get rid of me, you’re going to have to order me to leave. Otherwise, you’re stuck with me.”

      “I love you, too, Case. I never want to leave things unsaid.”

      She picks up my glasses and hands them to me. “Let’s get you home, hon.”

      Case has naturally dark blonde hair and light brown eyes that are practically hazel in color. She usually keeps her hair no longer than jaw length, and it’s always styled in a kind of wavy bob that never seems to go out of style. She’s timeless. I can still see Ellen’s overprotective bestie who let me bribe her with law class notes, and whom I carried inside from the car more times than I can count when she was drunk after a party.

      Lately, she’s been favoring this plummy sort of purple lipstick that’s absolutely perfect on her. She goes through phases—reds, burgundies, dark corals that are more red than orange. Never pinks, because those were Ellen’s favorites.

      But this purply plum…fits her. Suits her. Professional, and sexy, and dark, and daring, with just a hint of playful, all at the same time.

      I love seeing her wear it.

      It looks like she’s reapplied it since lunch. She always looks fresh, like she just stepped out of a dressing room. I don’t know how she does it, but she’s been like that ever since I’ve known her. Even if she’s coming out of the gym, she looks picture-perfect.

      She’s amazing.

      Ellen was in awe of her ability to always look perfect.

      So am I.

      We set the alarm. I hold the door for her as we exit, and she locks it behind us. The officers escort us out to the car, where Casey waits until they’re in their car before she pulls out of the parking space. We’re already a couple of miles from the office when I feel the first hints of the pill start to kick in. I tip my head back against the seat but don’t close my eyes.

      She notices. “You feeling it?”

      “Yeah.”

      She reaches over and pats me on the thigh, her hand not lingering long enough for me to lay mine on top of it.

      I drift a little, but not enough for my mind to completely sink into that sickly-sweet morass I loathingly love, once Case orders me into it. I drift enough that the ride home only seems to take a fraction of the time it usually would.

      The EPU officers don’t follow us inside the development. Case has a clicker for my gate. She has the timing down perfectly and doesn’t even have to pause to drive through. It’s already open by the time we reach it.

      At the house, she disarms the alarm with her phone app and already has her housekeys out before she even opens her car door.

      She easily beats me to the front door. I’m already halfway up the front steps before I realize she’s carrying my laptop case.

      “Oh, it’s hitting you hard and fast today, isn’t it, sweetie,” she says matter-of-factly. I nod as she unlocks my front door and holds it open for me.

      I don’t even attempt the stairs. I know I don’t have the muscle coordination for it now. She locks the door behind us and catches my arm with hers to guide me into the living room. I stand there by the couch as she helps me remove my overcoat and blazer, then my tie, and unbuttons the top two buttons of my shirt.

      “Sit, sweetie.”

      I do. We have a large sectional sofa, like a big bed, almost. She props my feet up on it and takes my shoes off for me.

      “Do you want water or anything, hon?” she asks.

      I think I shake my head.

      Suddenly, the TV’s on and my head is in Case’s lap. I’m curled in a fetal position on my side, a light throw over me, and her hand rests on my shoulder. I remember none of this, of getting into position like that.

      “How long’s it been?” I ask. “When do you need to leave?”

      With her other hand she plays with my hair. “Honey, this is the check-in. It’s after midnight. I’ve already gone and come back.” I now realize she’s wearing PJ pants, not the pantsuit she was wearing earlier. The fabric feels soft and warm under my cheek.

      “Oh. Okay.”

      I close my eyes again and pray I manage a few more hours of sleep, even if it means dealing with nightmares on the other side of it.
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      There’s a sick, sad irony that today is a gorgeous, perfect day. Blue sky, no clouds, a slight breeze to chase away the heat and make it achingly beautiful.

      The kind of day Ellen adored and loved to be out in, working in the yard or going on a hike.

      The kind of day where, if I didn’t have to be somewhere and the kids weren’t home, Ellen and I would likely be having some fun of our own while locked in our bedroom. Probably involving rope and paddles and leather cuffs.

      Too nice of a day for a funeral service.

      I didn’t tell Susa everything about me and Ellen, because as we were talking, I wasn’t sure how kinky Susa was. I wanted to keep her talking, not freak her out.

      Besides, Ellen wouldn’t have wanted me to tell those secrets. Not to that extent. Not to a near stranger, not even under those dire circumstances.

      It would’ve mortified her, and no way could I do that, dead or not.

      I’m just glad the kids hadn’t started going through our belongings yet. They would’ve gotten one heck of a surprise if they’d pulled a certain tote out of my closet and started digging deeper than the old sweater folded inside the top of it.

      Like that it holds all our kinky shit.

      Including toys that had seen the inside of their mother’s body, and I don’t mean her mouth.

      It’s been a week since my return. Casey has completely taken over my life. I’ve needed her to, because she had to get an emergency court order on the day they were supposed to have the memorial for me and Ellen. She needed it to have me declared alive, so she could undo some of the processes she’d already started.

      At least my life insurance company was happy to hear they only had to pay out for Ellen instead of me, too.

      Bastards.

      The bank was a pain in the ass, but they finally reopened my accounts and got me new bank cards and credit cards.

      I seriously thought Casey was going to get physical with Dick Cailey, who had been installed as governor.

      It worried me even more that I thought she was welcoming that possibility. But the General Assembly recalled him and undid the shuffle they performed to appoint a new Speaker of the Senate and Speaker of the House. They also named me governor, and I was literally sworn in while stopping by the General Assembly’s chambers in the capitol on my way home from the airport after my return.

      My kids and brothers were with us, and Casey had retrieved Ellen’s old Bible from the house, an heirloom, because her grandmother had given it to her.

      And Casey had tucked one of our wedding pictures inside the front cover of it for me. Ellen was an atheist when she died, but she would have liked my choice for that. Aussie held the Bible for me while I swore my oath of office on it.

      I’m sure my neighbors hated me at least a little, at first, because of all the news trucks parked outside our development. Whenever someone paused for the gate to open on their way in, they were swarmed by media hoping to get pictures of me or the kids. It was even worse for people who had to use the directory to get buzzed in, and more than a few times the state police had to force back a couple of overzealous photographers.

      My neighbors probably wished I’d go live in the governor’s mansion, but that excitement died down pretty quickly after about the first week.

      Leaving us with quiet, aside from days like…today.

      I stare out at the packed arena. I didn’t want to have this large of a memorial. Ellen wouldn’t have wanted it, either, but at this point it’s beyond me. It’s the kids and the state and the media, and from what Casey tells me it’s even larger than the original one they’d planned.

      I’m along for the ride.

      If I don’t have a public memorial for her now, I know I’ll face backlash for that. Hopefully Ellen would understand. If our positions were reversed. I know I would.

      I also wonder how many people are here more to get a look at me and to be able to say they were here than they are to genuinely mourn Ellen’s passing and pay tribute to her. Because this is my first public appearance since my return. I needed to wait for my reasons. I needed to say my public good-bye to my wife before I officially addressed the public in anything other than an interview or press releases.

      If anyone can’t understand that, then fuck ’em.

      While today’s music choices were Ellen’s favorites, I know I’ll forever hear many of those songs and think of them as a kind of dirge. I won’t be able to take comfort in them—at least not for the near future—because I’ll always think about them in this context.

      Again, this is bigger than me. I have to think about the bigger picture, and that’s why I hand off so much to Casey now.

      This past week has been as fucking insane as the three weeks I spent adrift were disturbingly monotonous. I’m sure if there’s an afterlife that Ellen is probably sadistically chuckling over my plight and telling me to relax and enjoy it.

      Across the entire front row on both sides sit my kids, my brothers, Ellen’s sisters and their husbands and children, and Casey and Declan. I wanted Casey in the front row, and she asked Declan be allowed to sit next to her. He was her rock while I was gone, while she tried to be a rock for my kids and my brothers, and I won’t begrudge her that.

      She’s my rock now. Since I’ve named Declan my deputy chief of staff, he’s my rock, too.

      I hope they’re both up to the challenge.

      I’m not close to Ellen’s sisters, because she wasn’t, either. Before today, Ellen and I hadn’t seen any of them in over two years. None of them live in-state any longer, and the eldest, Margaret, is barely civil to me even in the best of times, and usually acts downright hostile to me. I know they all blame me for Ellen not going to church anymore, but that happened before I met her.

      It didn’t help that, when everything happened, Casey immediately stepped in and took over, wielding the power of attorney we’d given her and taking custody of Ryder and Aussie and completely shouldering the three sisters out of the decision-making process.

      Which is exactly what Ellen wanted, too. Her sisters have hated Casey ever since Ellen first met her and brought her home for family gatherings. Casey isn’t someone they can push around, she’s not a “good Christian,” and she focused on her career rather than becoming a baby factory. In their eyes, Casey was a bad influence on Ellen.

      The truth is, Casey helped Ellen flourish and find happiness.

      Today, at least, all three sisters and their spouses are minding their manners, no doubt cognizant of all the cell phones and cameras.

      This service is being broadcast live by a local TV station, both on the air and over the Internet.

      Meaning probably hundreds of thousands of people, or more, watching me.

      I asked for no teleprompter today. I’m doing this old-school, with paper notes, because I know I’m going to cry.

      I’m already blinking back tears.

      Casey and I cried last night as she helped me prep the final draft while we were locked in my home office. One of the few times I’ve ever seen her without makeup when she might be seen by someone other than me and Ellen and the kids.

      “Thank you, everyone, for coming today,” I say. A hushed anticipation hovers over the crowd, at least five thousand, and more watching on a giant screen outside, from what I understand. Ellen was cremated before they knew I was alive, but that’s okay. That’s what we both wanted.

      I saw her when she died. I unfortunately have that memory forever etched in my brain. I didn’t need to see her body after she spent time underwater and strapped into her seat. It’s bad enough I know Casey saw her to make the official ID, and that probably traumatized her for life. She’d flown out with Chase when it first happened and had, ironically, already met Carter while awaiting any news.

      “For those of you who were planning on coming the first time and had schedules changed, I’m sorry, but I think I don’t have to tell you why I wanted to be here for this.”

      Her urn sits on a pedestal on the center of the stage, surrounded by flowers and enlarged pictures—our wedding photo, a picture of me, her, and Casey on the day they graduated from college, our last family photo together with the kids.

      I look there now. “I am a lucky man who was able to tell her every day how much I loved her. I knew how much Ellen loved me, and our children. We were married for twenty years, but together longer than that. We had three fantastic children together, and I could not have prayed for a better wife or life partner.”

      I’m sure Ellen would forgive me for sprinkling a few keywords here and there, dog whistles to the Evangelicals in my voter base. It was Casey’s idea. She didn’t want to do anything to draw ire from them for not having a “religious” service.

      My political juice from this situation is never far from my mind. Ellen would swat the back of my head if I didn’t think about the massive bounce in the polls I’m enjoying and take it into account. She was every bit as media savvy as Casey is.

      I’ve given a couple of brief interviews, but I’ve refused to go into details about Ellen’s death despite dogged attempts on journalists’ parts to drag it out of me.

      I won’t put our kids through that. Maybe the public loves grief porn, but this is my life, my kids’ lives. Casey’s life.

      It’s our grief, not theirs.

      “There is a bittersweet pain within me, because I know before she died she heard me tell her I loved her, and she told me she loved me. I feel confident she is at peace, her soul at rest.” Another concession to the religious voters. “The last several weeks of her life were filled with good memories, with joy. We knew we were approaching a milestone in our lives, of our children leaving the nest for their futures. We had…plans.”

      Boy, did we. I have to swallow back the lump in my throat now.

      Under my shirt, I’m wearing her rings on a stainless-steel necklace Casey bought for me. I need them. I’m not ready to release them yet.

      I’m not ready to release my girl in any way.

      I…can’t.

      “Ellen had a sweet, giving heart, and lived a life of service…”

      I find my focus returning time and again to Casey. She dabs at her eyes but keeps her gaze on me, subtly nodding at me, encouraging me. This is exactly what she’s always done for me. It’s our thing, one of our “work spouse” habits. Whether we were working on a case together, in a depo or in court, or giving a speech now as a politician, she’ll nod at me just like this, assuring me I’m on track and doing well. If she gives me a slight shake of her head, it’s a signal for me to change course.

      In this moment, I love my children and would die for them, but Casey is my rock.

      And I know Ellen would want it that way. Not just for my sake, but for Casey’s, too. To give her a focus besides her grief.

      I cannot get through this without her.

      I cannot process this without her.

      I don’t think I’ve truly begun contemplating the depths of my loss yet. While a castaway I was too busy surviving and trying to keep Susa alive. In the hospital, I was too busy recovering, answering questions, surrounded by people.

      Now that I’m home, I’ve been surrounded by my children and deluged with my new responsibilities.

      I’m normally a very private man when it comes to my personal life. My kids, obviously, get to see one side of Dad, and Ellen another. Casey is literally the only other person in my life who got to see me with my defenses down, because I trusted her. Not even my two younger brothers, who I love with all my heart, get to see me the way Case does.

      In this moment, my grief is supposed to be on public display. I’m supposed to let the state—hell, the whole world—see me laid bare.

      I…can’t.

      It’s not even because I’m a control freak. It’s because this is mine, and my family’s pain, to a certain extent.

      The world wasn’t married to Ellen—she was mine.

      I’m not just a husband morning his wife.

      I’m a Master mourning his slave.

      Everything I did throughout our life together centered my girl in my universe, kept me tethered to her.

      Without that gravitational pull to keep me in orbit, I feel…adrift.

      Lost.

      I have no fucking clue how I’m supposed to survive without her.

      Something Susa said—ironically, not even a few hours before we were rescued—really hits home right now. Something she said Carter once told her.

      Dying’s easy.

      Surviving’s harder.

      I had no idea what that really meant until this very moment.

      This makes it publicly…final.

      I’m a widower.

      But even worse?

      Part of me is still adrift and drowning, and I don’t know how much longer I can keep treading water before I let the black depths suck me down forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER NINE


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      I startle awake to find myself alone on my couch in the grey morning twilight before dawn has settled in for the day. Fresh tears streak my cheeks. I’m drenched in sweat and still listening to the sounds of my fellow passengers screaming as the wind roars in through the hole in the side of the fuselage.

      How the screams quickly diminished as people passed out if they didn’t grab and don their oxygen masks quickly enough.

      How bitterly cold it felt, making my teeth chatter.

      The rain that splashed in.

      The way the seatbelt dug into the crease between my groin and thighs as the sky tried to rip me out of my seat and into oblivion.

      I sit up and lean forward, my head in my hands between my knees as I breathe through it. The Xanax has completely worn off now, but I must have gotten at least a solid eight hours of sleep, total.

      That is the most sleep I’ve managed in one night in over three months.

      Literally.

      Once I feel I can stand without puking from the adrenaline dump the nightmare triggered in my body, I stagger my way to the bathroom in the downstairs hall and sit to use it. I don’t even trust my aim right now.

      At some point, the TV shut itself off overnight. The house is silent except for me, my noises, the ragged sound of my breathing as I try to force the dream images and sounds—and memories—out of my brain.

      I sit there for a few minutes, even after I finish. I can remember a time where it felt like I couldn’t sit down for thirty seconds to take a shit before I had one or two or three kids trying to get into the bathroom with me. Where, between my job and that, I longed for a few minutes to myself.

      Ellen used to always smirk when I’d grouse about it.

      How I’d kill to have those days back now.

      Especially so I could apologize to Ellen for not better appreciating everything she did for our family.

      For all the late nights I worked, leaving her alone with the kids to deal with things.

      For all the Saturday and Sunday mornings I slept in while she got up to take care of whatever sibling issue arose that had them yelling at each other in the living room.

      Silence painfully echoes all around me.

      I’d kill to travel back in time to enjoy and better appreciate those days.

      I finish, wash my hands, and return into the living room to find my glasses. On the coffee table, next to my glasses and my personal cell phone—which was acquisition target number two of my morning search—is a sticky note in Case’s handwriting.

      
        
        Text me for morning check-in.

      

      

      Followed by a little heart.

      When I reach the kitchen, I discover she’s already preset the coffee and left a sticky note there, too.

      
        
        You’re welcome.

      

      

      With a smiley face.

      After punching the coffeemaker’s on button a little harder than I intended, I remove my glasses again and set them on the counter as I struggle to hold back my tears.

      Far from the first time I’ve awakened to notes from her. She requires proof of life from me at least once a day if we’re not supposed to be together for work or a work-related event. We don’t ride in together every morning simply because she’s usually leaving for work way earlier than I need to. She’s a workaholic, and any guy she eventually settles down with better accept that from date number one.

      She was like this in college, too.

      Also, she and Ellen were both morning people. I never was. We used to ride in to work together when we were still practicing law, especially if we had an early morning depo or court case. Then I could nap on the way in and not be nearly as grouchy upon my arrival.

      Now, she and Declan are usually in the office by seven and hard at work with the morning staff meeting and preparing for my arrival so she can have my daily briefing ready to go and my day’s schedule firmed up.

      It’s not an exaggeration when I say I couldn’t do this without Case, without her dedication, without her knowing me as well as she does. She builds buffers into my day whenever possible to allow me the opportunity to try to nap on my office couch in the afternoon, not that I ever sleep deeply in the office.

      Or anywhere else.

      Now that Aussie isn’t living at home, I’m usually at work until seven or eight at night most nights. Those are early nights. A late night is ten or eleven, and I manage one or two late nights a week.

      Casey and Declan are usually there with me that whole time, too. I felt guilty about that until she assured me they want to be there, and they’re both dedicated to supporting me in my role as governor.

      I finally wash my face in the kitchen sink, pat it dry with a dish towel, and seat my glasses on my face. After I fix myself a mug of coffee, I lean against the counter and scan through my email on my phone. This is personal email. I’m always careful never to do official business on this phone.

      Then I text Case. If I don’t, she’ll get pissed. She doesn’t care if it’s 2 a.m. or 10—she wants to know as soon as I’m vertical again after having to medicate me.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m awake. Heading to shower. Thank you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Before I even make it to the stairs, I have a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Alone today, or working brunch?

      

      

      

      

      

      I pause at the bottom of the stairs and consider her question. I don’t need clarification, because this has become a kind of short-hand for us.

      I wait until I’m upstairs in my bedroom to reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Working brunch, please.

      

      

      

      

      

      She replies almost immediately with a thumbs-up emoji.

      That means the clock is now ticking.

      I’ve already shaved and I’m in the shower when I realize that, when I opened the fridge to get the creamer for my coffee, there were groceries in there I did not buy and which were not in my fridge yesterday.

      Breakfast fixings.

      I chuckle to myself, knowing she must have purchased them last night while on her way back from her date to check on me.

      Thank god she knows me so fucking well.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At some point today I will fit in a workout. Later, though, when I can use it to drive myself to exhaustion.

      Combined with the judicious application of alcohol, it’ll help me manage a couple of hours of sleep without needing another Xanax.

      Then the usual weekly cycle will begin again.

      No, I’m not an alcoholic.

      Yes, I realize alcoholics deny they’re alcoholics. Except I know I’m not an alcoholic. I don’t drink every night, or even most nights. I specifically limit myself so I don’t develop a problem. But the nice side effect of the alcohol is I can put on a funny movie or TV show and stretch out on the couch and my mind will float away from painful subjects for a couple of hours before I drift to sleep without the screaming ringing in my ears.

      That’ll return later, once the booze wears off.

      Then I’ll head to bed and lie there staring at the ceiling and wondering why I didn’t stay strapped in my seat and let myself drown with Ellen’s body.

      Why I sentenced myself to a lifetime of this hell.

      I tried sleeping pills, and that was a nightmare.

      Literally.

      My usual nightmares are bad enough. I don’t need to add dreams of losing Aussie, Ryder, and Logan to the mix. Which are the nightmares that resulted the three days I tried using sleeping pills.

      No, thank you. I’ll take sleep-deprivation psychosis over that any day of the week, and three times on Sunday.

      For now, I finish my shower and pull on a T-shirt and sweatpants. When I head downstairs, I hear someone moving around in the kitchen. I find Case already pulling out pans to get things ready.

      I set my phone and coffee mug on the counter before walk up behind her and hug her. She pauses, letting me do it, letting me bury my face in her hair for a moment before I kiss the top of her head.

      “Feeling a little better today, hon?” she asks.

      “Yeah. Thank you.”

      She pats my hands and I release her, because I know she wants to get the cooking started.

      “Declan will be here soon,” she tells me. “I told him to let himself in.”

      He also has keys and the alarm codes for both our houses, because there have been times he’s had to run out here to get things for us we’ve needed if we got stuck at an event or in the office.

      I realize Case’s laptop is already open on the kitchen table, meaning she was probably up and ready to leave when she received my earlier text. Today she’s wearing leggings and a long cardigan over a long-sleeved UTK T-shirt, her hair pulled away from her face with a headband, and no makeup.

      One of the few times she’ll allow herself out of the house au naturel.

      I refill my coffee. “I feel badly we’re pulling him in on a Sunday.”

      “He didn’t have plans,” she says where she’s already starting to mix pancake batter. “I warned him yesterday it would probably be a working Sunday.”

      “Sorry.”

      She glances over her shoulder. “You don’t need to apologize, George. This is the gig.”

      “I told you I wanted a day off, and yet I drag you both in for what amounts to a workday.”

      She snorts. “Like you honestly thought I’d think you wouldn’t want to work today? How long have we known each other?”

      I sit at the table. “Too long.”

      “Too long,” she agrees. “I knew you’d want to go over yesterday, now that you can digest it better with just the three of us.”

      “Please don’t let me burn him out,” I tell her. “I know he could be making a fuckton more money working at the firm.”

      Working as a civil servant doesn’t pay much in this state. And he’s a good attorney.

      “He doesn’t mind, seriously. He enjoys what we’re doing. He doesn’t have a high overhead, anyway. Lives in a little apartment over in East Bank, close to the river. Not far from work. Heck, some days he walks to work.”

      Now I really feel guilty. Our development is several miles away, southwest of downtown in an upscale area. “He’s coming all that way over here today?”

      “He doesn’t mind, George. He’s a workaholic. One of the reasons I tapped him for the job. He didn’t have plans for today. I won’t burn the boy out, I promise.”

      Not the first time she’s referred to him as that—the boy—when it’s just the three of us, but…it fits Declan. Not in a derogatory way, either. For starters, he is younger than both of us. Secondly…

      It reminds me of how I used to call Ellen my “girl.”

      He arrives only five minutes later. Casey must have assumed I’d want them here and had him head out even before she heard from me. He walks in carrying a travel mug of coffee and his laptop. He’s wearing jeans and a plain black T-shirt under a denim jacket, and also looks like he’s been awake for a while.

      “Good morning sir. Ma’am.”

      “Good morning, boy,” she teases him, and I catch his little smile in reply. That’s why I don’t chastise her for it—because Declan obviously likes the nickname. And she never uses it in the office. She wouldn’t be calling him that if he didn’t like it, and I’m not privy to whatever private conversation happened between them for her to clarify that.

      In other words, it’s not my business, but I don’t call him that.

      Although, yeah, okay, I think of him like that.

      Guilty.

      The three of us are a tight team, and working like this today will help me stitch my frayed edges back together in a healthy way. There’s something very calming about the guy’s demeanor. If he’s with me at an event instead of Casey, he always manages to soothe me and keep me focused and on track, as if he’s channeling Casey’s energy.

      Despite me telling him he can call me George in private, he always refers to me as sir, or Governor, or Mr. Forrester. Even when we were practicing law together, he had a difficult time not defaulting to sir with me, although back then I did hear him refer to me by first name when talking about me with others.

      I also like that Declan’s always respectful and deferential with Case. He was like that with Ellen, too, always calling her ma’am, or Mrs. Forrester, despite Ellen telling him he didn’t have to be so formal. He does rarely call Casey by her first name when it’s just the three of us outside the office, but at work or in front of others—even before I was Governor—it’s always either ma’am or Ms. Blaine.

      A lot of younger guys—and too many older ones—don’t understand Casey can chew them up and spit them out without even mussing her hair or smudging her lipstick. I’ve seen her do it, too. Especially cocky little assholes who’ve obviously never had a woman stand up to them before.

      It’s even funnier to watch Declan sit back and smirk as he watches them make the mistake, and the epic carnage Casey creates as a result. The kid’s a quick learner.

      He’s already going through notes with me from yesterday as Casey works on our breakfast. She enjoys cooking for me, because she never cooks for just herself. I’ve tried to help her cook before, but she shoos me away, so I opt to sit and talk with her. Or, in this case, with Declan.

      I put this uninterrupted time with them to good use. I didn’t bring my A-game yesterday and I know it. That makes me feel guilty.

      Once we’re all eating, I take a deep breath. “Thank you, again, for yesterday and today. I really appreciate everything both of you are doing for me.”

      I’d swear Declan blushes a little. He ducks his head but I spot his pleased smile. “You’re welcome, sir.”

      For a moment, I almost let myself pretend there’s a capital S there. That’s when it hits me that when we’re around others at work, the guy is absolutely an Alpha when it comes to him dealing with staff, or lawmakers, or other issues he normally handles as part of his job. He was like that as an attorney, too.

      When we’re alone in one of our sessions like this, though, whether at night or on a weekend, it’s like he has a mask he can take off and set aside and has no problem deferring to me and Casey.

      In some ways, he reminds me of Ellen. She was only submissive to me. Anyone else would never think she’d willingly drop to her knees for me.

      I get that same vibe from Declan in this moment, and part of me savors it. I don’t understand why it took me until now to recognize it.

      Well, actually, I do. Before, I had Ellen. After…

      Another part of me wants to curl up and die, because it reminds me so much of everything I’ve lost and will likely never again have with anyone.

      I catch Casey eyeing me. “You all right?” she asks.

      I nod. “Dec, I’m sorry, please give me those East Tennessee poll numbers again.”

      “Yes, sir.” He starts reading them, not a hint of impatience in his tone.

      I close my eyes and listen and, this time, try to absorb what he’s telling me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Dad, are you even listening to me?”

      I open my eyes. “Yes, sweetheart, I’m listening.”

      I was, sort of. I was listening more to the sound of Aussie’s voice than her actual words. She sounds so much like Ellen it nearly breaks my heart.

      “Then what’d I just say?”

      “Blah blah, blah blah-blah, blah.”

      I smile as she gives me an irritated snort that sounds just like Ellen’s. “Dad. Seriously?”

      “You were pro-conning me about your sorority’s fundraiser, honey. Yes, I was listening.”

      “You didn’t sound like it.”

      “I was letting you talk.” That much is the truth.

      It’s early Sunday evening now, and I’m alone and only on my first drink, a vodka and Coke. After Case and Dec left, I talked to Ryder and Logan on the phone when they each called me to check in. Then I spent two hours working out, exhausting myself with machine reps for my arms and chest, followed by running ten miles on the treadmill. I jerked off in the shower, downed the leftover pancakes from this morning for dinner, and now I’m sitting here, naked on a towel on my couch, and watching a Sharknado marathon.

      And talking with my daughter on the phone.

      “Is it worth pairing up with an existing charity bingo group and giving them a cut for running it, or should we do the mix of direct-email fundraising, combined with activities like car washes?”

      They’re involved in a competition with four other sororities, to see who can fundraise the most for their chosen charities. Aussie’s sorority’s beneficiary is a children’s hospital in Nashville.

      “Have any of you talked to the hospital’s CFO, or whoever is in charge of their usual fundraising? They can probably give you some insight from their past fundraising activities. campaign ROI, all of that. They might even be able to give you access to their mailing list, instead of trying to rely just on your sorority’s alumni mailing list.”

      She gasps. “Oh, shi-oot. Dad, that’s brilliant!”

      “I have my moments.” I take a sip of my drink. “Not bad for an old fart of fifty-five or sixty, huh?”

      It gets the hoped-for laugh from her. “Want me to stock up on the adult diapers for you now, or give them to you for Christmas?”

      She’s one of the few people who can make me smile now. “How about for Father’s Day?”

      “Deal. Although I think Ryder was going to give them to you then. I’ll have to coordinate with him.”

      By the time I get off the phone with her twenty minutes later, Sharknado is no longer holding my interest. I down the rest of my drink and pull up the channel guide, stopping when I see Grey’s Anatomy.

      There we go.

      I change the channel to that and get up to make myself another drink. With this one, I’ll triple the booze when I mix it.

      Because I know I’m going to need it.
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