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Chapter 1
Four Years Ago . . .

DANA,

I just received your text. I’m running late and barely have
enough time to send you this message. Glad you’re back safely
from your African Safari and that you weren’t eaten by lions,
tigers, and bears–HA! Davis and I are about to head out to
another fundraiser. I can’t begin to tell you how wonderful
things have been since we’ve been back from the island. I
wouldn’t have thought they could get any better. I was afraid
pregnancy would slow us down, but it hasn’t. Davis has a way
of making me feel like the sexiest woman alive. And the sex . . .
wow! Can you believe it has gotten even better? I’m still living
my fantasy. It has been a whirlwind. Anyway, gotta go. I’ll call
you when I can talk in more detail.

Nicole finished her text, pressed send, and sat the phone down on
the dresser. She stared at her reflection. She hadn’t seen Davis in a few
days and wanted to look her best. She had missed him terribly while
he was away on business. He had only been home a few hours, and
they hadn’t had any alone time together. The business trip hadn’t been
planned, but the fundraiser had been on the calendar for a couple of
months. He had arrived home in just enough time to get ready. Nicole
wished they could cancel, but it was being thrown by a close business
colleague.

Nicole turned to her side and ran a hand over her small stomach as
she continued to study herself in the mirror. There was just the tiniest
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bump, but it was still unnoticeable to most people. She sighed and
turned forward. She was probably the only pregnant person who was in
a hurry to look pregnant. Nicole was almost five months and was barely
showing. She couldn’t wait for her stomach to pop.

A movement caught her eye. She looked up at the corner of the
mirror. It was Davis. He had been hanging out with Rayna but clearly
had snuck off at some point to get ready for tonight. Nicole watched
him through the reflection in the mirror. He pushed himself off the
doorframe. She wasn’t sure how long he had been standing there before
he walked into their bedroom. The man still took her breath away, espe-
cially tonight. The custom, black Valentino tuxedo fit his broad shoul-
ders to perfection. There was nothing like a six-foot-three-inch man in
a tux. He’d recently gotten a fresh haircut. It was shorter on the top and
tapered on the back and sides. Still, there was enough to grab hold of.
As smokin’ hot, as he was, Nicole knew he looked even better under-
neath all those clothes. For the past few years, she had had the exclusive
rights to run her hands all over a body sculpted by the Gods.

Nicole had missed him like crazy. Her eyes devoured him as she
drank in his every move. “Hey, handsome.”

Davis loved the way she looked at him, but the hunger in her
eyes was nothing compared to his own. He let out a low whistle as
he stalked closer. “Hello, beautiful. You look sexy as hell.” Although
Nicole’s stomach didn’t look pregnant, her breasts were much fuller
and almost spilled out over her dress. If Davis wasn’t a grown man,
he would probably be drooling. He almost checked just to make sure
he hadn’t been. “Every man at that fundraiser is going to think I am
the luckiest bastard alive.” Her dress hugged every delectable curve and
brought out the glow of her smooth toffee-colored skin.

Nicole blushed. “This old thing?” She teased. It was another one of
his gifts. It matched the canary-yellow diamond bracelet he had given
her earlier when he arrived home. “Seriously. I’m already yours.” Nicole
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lifted her iced-out wrist. “You don’t have to keep buying me expensive
presents.”

Davis walked up behind her and rested his hands on the curve of
her hips. Their gazes locked and held in the mirror. “There’s no doubt
that you’re mine; if I want to pamper you every single day for the rest
of your life, you’ll just have to deal with it.”

Nicole’s hazel eyes sparkled and darkened as they continued to spar
with his. “Have you always been so bossy?”

“Yes. And you love it.” He leaned in and placed several kisses just
underneath her jawline.

His lips on her skin made her tingle all over. Nicole tilted her head
slightly to give him better access.

Davis accepted the invitation. Since she had been pregnant,
Nicole’s libido had increased tenfold, and he took full advantage. It did
wonders for his ego knowing it didn’t take much, only a glance or a
light touch for her body to respond. Tonight, was no exception.

Nicole’s body temperature started to rise, and the man hadn’t even
really touched her. It wasn’t necessary. If she were honest, the pulsing
between her thighs began the moment Davis stepped into the room.

Three days. It had been three long days since Davis had made love
to his wife. He was in dire need to fix that and wasn’t sure if he could
wait until they returned home from the fundraiser to do it. Davis want-
ed her now. Watching the graceful movements of the woman he loved,
whose body was swollen with his child, made him impatient and rock
hard. Davis pulled her into his chest.

Nicole moaned when the strength of him made contact with her.
She took pleasure knowing he wanted her as much as she wanted him.
“Too bad we can’t stay home tonight.”

“Says who? We can do whatever we want.”
The lust in his voice was unmistakable, and the vibration as he

spoke into her neck made the throbbing of her sex just that much more
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intense. Her own voice deepened from the desire pumping through her
veins. “We already RSVP’d.”

He ran his hands up and down her arms. “If I up our donation, I
don’t think they will care.”

“Mmm . . . tempting.” Her words may have sounded undecided, but
Nicole’s eyes left no doubt about what she wanted.

Davis wove his fingers through her hair to release it from the con-
fines of the elaborate and messy updo. Pins went flying, and her thick,
dark curls came tumbling down like a waterfall.

She responded in a barely-there whisper. “I spent hours at the salon
getting my hair done for you.”

“They did a hell of a job. I loved it.” They weren’t going anywhere
but to bed.

Nicole was breathless. “What am I supposed to do now?”
“If you don’t know, I must be doing something wrong. Let me fix

that.” He found the hidden zipper in the back of her strapless, yellow
gown and started to unzip it. The thought of being inside her caused an
uncomfortable tightness in his pants.

He breathed in her scent. The coconut and lavender fueled his de-
sire and set his already aroused body in motion. He pressed his thick-
ness into the crease of her ass.

Nicole’s eyes fluttered closed, and she purred like a kitten.
Davis loved the noises she made when he touched her. “There are

too many clothes on between us.”
“Davis . . .” Her head fell back onto his shoulder as he continued to

slowly unzip her dress. Nicole reached her hand behind her and held
the back of his head to the curve of her neck as he ran his tongue over
her heated skin.

Moments later, Nicole’s dress pooled at the bottom of her feet.
Next, Davis unhooked her lacy, strapless bra, and it ended up in the
same place. He stood behind her and admired Nicole through the mir-
ror. “You are a sight to behold.”
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She was left wearing only a lace thong, which matched the now dis-
carded bra on the floor, and diamond studded stilettos. Nicole’s nipples
puckered up. “Touch me, Davis. I want to feel your hands all over me.”

He breathed into her ear. “I plan to explore, kiss, and taste every
inch of your body.” Davis filled his hands with her breasts and used his
thumbs to caress her nipples. They hardened into tight little buds, wait-
ing for him to make love to them with his mouth. Before he satisfied
that craving, Davis cupped and squeezed them just the way he knew she
liked it. “I’ve been thinking about making love to you all day.”

“Mmm . . . me too.”
Davis ran his tongue all the way down her neck—from the tender

flesh behind her ear to the hollow of her neck—then he took a nice lit-
tle bite.

“Yasss.” Her voice came out in a breathy whisper.
Hearing the need in Nicole’s voice, was heady; it did something to

him, almost like a drug to a drug addict. It increased his desire if that
were even possible. Davis spent Nicole around so that she faced him,
and his lips came crashing down on hers—hot and heavy.

Her arms snaked up around his neck, and she allowed him to de-
vour her as she held on tight. Davis wasn’t alone in his wants and needs.
Nicole gave all her pent-up desires right back to him when she returned
his kiss.

She raised her knee and slowly slid it up the side of his leg, bringing
her sex in direct contact with his hardness. The shoe on that foot fell
off. Davis caught her leg from behind the knee and wrapped it around
his waist.

Her throbbing had turned into a full-on ache as she rolled her hips
to get closer and find relief. It wasn’t enough. They continued to kiss
each other wildly as their tongues dueled with one another.

Davis hoisted her up on top of the dresser. Nicole’s other stiletto
fell off, making it much easier to wrap both her legs around his body.
She pushed his tuxedo jacket from off his shoulders, and it fell onto the
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floor along with her dress. She tugged at his tie with eager fingers, man-
aging to take it off. Nicole threw it somewhere across the room. She was
in such a hurry to touch him, to feel his skin on hers that she fumbled
with the buttons on his shirt, so Davis took it off. He didn’t bother to
unbutton it. He just snatched it apart; buttons popped off everywhere.
Like the bow-tie, the shirt was tossed somewhere in the room.

Nicole arched her back so that her breast would come into full con-
tact with the wall of his hard chest. When her nipples, the tips of them,
touched Davis, he hissed. “You feel so good.”

Nicole dug her nails into his back before dragging them up and
down while grinding her core into him. She was reaching for a relief
that only he could give. She continued to rub her sex into him, but it
was not enough. “I need you.”

“I’m gonna give it to you. I promise.” He left a trail of wet kisses as
his tongue traveled down the length of her body—searching and seek-
ing for her treasure—his prize. He had promised to kiss, lick, and taste
every inch of her, and now was when he intended to make good on it.
Davis licked his way down to her nipples, pulled one into his mouth
and sucked—hard.

Nicole couldn’t be still. She squirmed and moaned as she held his
head to her body while his tongue devoured her. His mouth mimicked
the same motions just as if he were thrusting into her slick heat.

Nicole was delirious with want. “Uhmm . . . oh god. I’m sooo ready
for you.”

Davis ignored her. He knew how to make her body sing and
planned to do just that. He took her other breast in his mouth and
loved on it with the same attention and desire as the other.

They continued to grind into one another shaking everything on
the dresser, even knocking a couple of things on to the floor. “I love
your breasts.” He did love them, but he was on a mission and couldn’t
stop there. Davis continued to kiss lower and lower until he made it to
her navel. He swirled his tongue around there too.
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He went lower.
And lower.
Lower.
Finally, Davis was close. He inhaled deeply after arriving at his des-

tination. In the process, Davis had made Nicole crazy for sex. He lost all
coherent thought at the scent of her arousal. There was one more bar-
rier remaining, keeping him from his prize. Davis hooked his thumbs
into the sides of her thong and pulled. Nicole lifted slightly, and they
came down past her hips and fell to the floor. “Finally.” Davis rubbed
his nose into her barely-there curls. Davis lifted them over his shoul-
ders, giving him a clear view and access to her wet and swollen folds.

The moment his lips made contact with her heated core, Nicole al-
most lifted off the dresser. She grabbed a handful of his hair and pulled.
Her voice was high-pitched. “Davis . . . please.”

He licked his prize like it was a piece of candy and then swept his
tongue between her folds again, starting from the bottom all the way
to the top—and down—only to do it again and again.

A thin sheen of perspiration covered Nicole’s body. There were so
many feelings running through her that she couldn’t form one single
thought. Nicole was one big ball of emotion. Her body was pulsing and
clenching on to nothing. She wanted—no needed—him to fill her. Her
eyes rolled into the back of her head when his tongue thrust into her
core.

She screamed out his name and yanked on his hair. Greedily, he ate
her up, using his tongue to suck up all the crème that had pooled at her
sex. Davis spoke as he consumed her. “Mmm. . . Good?”

The vibration of his voice only made the sensation that much more
intense. Nicole squeezed her eyes shut. “Soooo good.”

He continued to make love to her with his mouth.
Nicole’s breathing started to pick up. Her core began to clench

faster around his tongue, and he could tell she was close. He stroked
her once more . . . twice . . . then sucked hard on her clit.
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Nicole squealed his name as stars began shooting behind her eyes.
She shattered into a million pieces.

Davis couldn’t hold back any longer. He unzipped his pants, and
they fell to his knees, releasing a powerful and desperate cock. He
thrust hard and deep inside of her. Nicole welcomed the intrusion.
Her body clenched around him. He pounded into her with unrelenting
strokes, taking her harder and deeper than he could ever remember.

Nicole met him thrust for thrust, and Davis coached her on.
“That’s it, baby . . . yes. Squeeze me . . . just like that.” The slapping of his
thighs as they hit the backs of hers filled the room. He loved the sound
of them making love.

“Oh God! Davis . . . I’m . . . I’m . . .” Nicole couldn’t even finish the
words. She shattered all over again.

When he looked up and saw them in the mirror, Davis lost it. Two
more strokes was all it took, and he joined her with his own powerful
orgasm.

After a moment, when he could catch his breath, Davis leaned over
Nicole’s body and kissed her long and hard. She tasted her essence in
his kiss. It was erotic. Nicole loved it.

She purred, “Wow.”
Davis picked her up from off the dresser and carried her to the bed.

“Good thing you’re already pregnant; otherwise, I’m sure we would
have made a baby tonight.” He gently placed her in the center of it and
got in next to her. “I’m giving you ten minutes . . . then it’s on for round
two.”

IT WAS AFTER MIDNIGHT. Davis had made good on his promise.
Not only did they make love again, but once more after that. The man
had stamina. She lay in the crook of his arm. Her cheek resting on his
chest. “I’m glad you’re home. We missed you.”
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Davis hugged her tight. “I hate being away, but it couldn’t be
helped.”

“I know. But you work entirely too hard. Once the baby is here,
you’re going to have to slow down.”

“That’s my plan. You know I’ll do anything for my family.”
Nicole lifted an eyebrow. “Anything? Really?”
Davis didn’t crack a smile. “Anything.”
She saw the seriousness in his answer, and her heart swelled. He was

always much too serious. There was no need for that. Nicole attempted
to lighten the mood. “Well . . . we didn’t eat. I’m staaaaarving.”

“Hungry, huh?”
“Yesss.”
Davis threw the covers back and got out of bed. He stood before

her in all his naked glory. “Your wish is my command. I’ll go make you
something.” He started to walk out of the room.

Nicole sat up and pulled the sheet to her chest. “Davis! You are not
leaving here butt-ass naked?”

He winked. “Rayna’s asleep, and we’re home alone. Why do I need
to put on clothes when you’re just going to take them off me again?”

“True.” She nibbled her bottom lip. “Not even a robe?”
“Too much time. Do you want food or not?”
“Yes. Pleaaaase.” Nicole clasped her hands together as if she were

praying and laughed. “You’re terrible, but you do have a great ass.”
“I do, and you wouldn’t want me any other way.” Davis winked

then strutted out of the room on a mission to find his wife something
to eat.
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Chapter 2
Present Day

Dana,

I apologize that it has been a while since my last letter. Thank
God, my mind is finally clear enough to write, but that clarity
has given way to such a heavy heart. I’m a mess but getting
better every day. Since I have been here alone—without
Davis—on our island, I have had plenty of time to think. A
month can seem like an eternity when you are by yourself, away
from everyone you love, with only your thoughts for company.

I have had nothing but time to reflect on how things went so
horribly wrong—how I arrived at this place and became this
person. Five years ago, things were so different. If you told me
then that my life would look like this, I wouldn’t have believed
it. I mean, seriously, I was caught up in the hype. I convinced
myself and everyone around me that Davis and I were liv-
ing the fairytale—but not everyone. You knew better, even if
you were tactful enough not to say anything. I know you did.
How? Because you understand that fairytales don’t actually ex-
ist. Still, I’m grateful you didn’t burst my bubble and left the
façade that was my life intact. It was something I had to figure
out on my own. I only wish the make-believe Gods were just the
tiniest bit more honest. I wish they would have told me before
I got married that a husband couldn’t fix what’s broken inside.
I wish they would have told me the true Hollywood story of the
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fairytale—that successful love stories are really quite messy, re-
quire a lot of hard work, and a lot of forgiveness. Instead, they
tell you to find your prince, and he will keep you safe, protect
you from harm, and make everything perfect. Perfect? Really?
What a load of bullshit.

While this is cliché, it is the truest statement I’ve ever heard—if
only I knew then what I know now—maybe I would not be
in this situation. The one where I allowed myself to focus on
things that masked my own brokenness. Where I knowingly be-
lieved the lies in my life. Where I believed what I wanted to
and not what was staring me in the face. I never knew those
cracks could only be hidden for so long before they showed up
and showed out. There wasn’t one space in my life that wasn’t
affected by them either—especially my relationship with Davis.
The marriage I wanted, what we had once been to each other,
became so strained that we became people I didn’t know, un-
recognizable to each other, and only fragments of the us I once
knew. But I don’t blame him. I can’t. I take full responsibili-
ty for my part in how things turned out. Just thinking about
it makes my chest tighten almost unbearably, knowing that it
was me who caused a lot of the damage. That it was my actions
that had the most effect on those around me. You cannot imag-
ine the weight of responsibility that I feel for tearing my family
apart. And the worst of it, I have no idea if I can ever make up
for all my mistakes, but I want to try. I just hope it is not too
late. If so, that will be my burden to bear, and I will carry it.
Still, every day I pray that I get one more chance. It scares me
knowing that I may never be forgiven, and if that is my fate,
I will have to accept it. I can only hope the loss of my family is
not the universe’s way of issuing my punishment. After all I’ve
done, I won’t blame Davis for whatever decision he makes. I let
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him down, I let our children down, but, most of all, I let my-
self down. Whatever happens, going forward, I will pick up the
pieces of me and do my best to be a better person, a better moth-
er, and a better friend.

If I have not said this to you lately, thank you, Dana, in spite of
everything for always standing by my side and having my back.
We’ll talk soon.

Love,

Nicole.

NICOLE CHATHAM SAT with her legs crossed as she finished her
letter. She placed the notepad on the ground next to her and inhaled.
The warm sea breeze caressed her skin as the salty ocean air filled her
lungs.

This place, this stretch of sandy beach, was home. The jungle that
sat far off behind the beach house was once something that haunted her
dreams, but now, maybe it was the wildness that gave Nicole a sense of
calm and freedom. At this moment, it was the safest place she had ever
known, somewhere she could come and lick her wounds, even though
many of them were self-inflicted.

Nicole stared out over the endless expanse of water that looked so
calm it could be glass. The hot sun hadn’t fully come up yet. Its sti-
fling heat would force her to wear a tank shirt and a pair of cut-off jean
shorts. That’s why she was up early. Everything was perfect at this hour.
Nicole pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around
them. It was strange, but she felt more in control than she had in a very
long time and equally unsettled.

Not much longer. Nicole’s time on the island was growing short
but had had a profound effect. It was soothing and helped in the heal-
ing of her soul. Unfortunately, in one week, it would come to an end.
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Nicole did her best not to focus on that. There was no point. Time was
something she could not control. Hadn’t she learned that by now? She
sighed and spoke into the breeze. “That will be an ongoing lesson. I can
only do my best to control what I can control.” The wind carried her
words away. She hoped it wouldn’t take the lessons with it too. In seven
more days, Nicole would have to face the music, but, for now, she was
going to blanket herself in the peace and beauty of the island—her is-
land—their island.
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Chapter 3
Five Months Earlier

NICOLE CHATHAM HELD the cell phone to her ear and shoulder
while doing her best to hang on to her three-year-old son, Davis Jr.
or DJ. He sat on her hip, and his little arms and legs flailed about as
he threw a tantrum for the ages. He was more than a little upset and
screamed at the top of his lungs making sure everyone within five miles
knew it. Nicole rubbed and patted his back in a circular motion doing
everything she could to soothe him.

She felt terrible that he was sick and was equally frustrated. Not just
frustrated, but she was physically and emotionally exhausted. Nicole
had a half of mind to throw her own damn tantrum. DJ had been ill for
the past several days, and she had primarily been on her own caring for
both him and her precocious seven-year-old daughter. Between making
sure her kids were fine, working her regular day job, maintaining her
duties with the Angel Foundation–where she sat on the board, it was
all just too much. Her patience was at an all-time low, not with her chil-
dren, but with Davis. She was irritated and let him know it. “You said
you’d be home an hour ago.”

He knew she was pissed and with good reason. “I know. I’m sorry.
The conference call couldn’t be helped. But we are wrapping up now,
and I should be there soon.” DJ let out a piercing wail. It was so loud,
Davis heard it through the phone. “It doesn’t seem like the antibiotics
for his ear infection are working.”

“No, it’s not.” A strand of dark hair fell into her eyes, and she
couldn’t see. Nicole tried to blow it out of the way because she needed
both hands to hold on to DJ. It didn’t work. Her son wiggled so wildly
that Nicole thought she would drop him. It was a shame that she had to
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hurry to do anything for herself, including moving her own damn hair
out of the way. She removed her hand from his waist to push it behind
her ear and quickly locked her arms around him again. “He still has a
small fever and seems to be in pain.”

“Did you make a follow-up appointment?”
She wanted to say, “who the hell else was going to do it?” but some-

how managed to keep the words from coming out of her mouth. Still,
Nicole was about to respond with something just a little less snarky
when she heard her name being turned into a theme song. “Mom-
my . . . moooom . . . mommmieeee . . .” She looked down at the little
person pulling on her leg as she walked from the kitchen to the liv-
ing room. “Just a moment, Rayna.” Nicole sighed and answered the
question. “Yes. I made the appointment. Dr. Swanson said she can see
him tomorrow at 9:30 a.m. Can you take him? You know I have that
board meeting with the Angel Foundation at 10:00 a.m. It’s been on
my schedule for a month.”

Davis hesitated. “Did you say 9:30 a.m. tomorrow?” He pulled up
the calendar on his computer. Of course. It was Murphy’s Law that
there would be a meeting set-up for 9:00 a.m. Nicole was going to blow
a gasket if he couldn’t do it.

She hoisted a sliding DJ back up on her hip. “Yes. I said 9:30.”
Nicole ruffled Rayna Denise Chatham’s hair as a distraction to calm her
down. But the little girl was not to be placated or ignored. She was as
persistent as they came and continued to tug on her mother’s leg. “Is
that daddy?” She held on for dear life waiting for an answer just as DJ
released another unrelenting scream into Nicole’s ear. “Mommy, is that
daddy? Will he be home to read to me before bed?”

“Yes, Rayna. It’s daddy.”
Big brown eyes looked up into hers. “Will he be home?”
“I don’t know. Did you hear your daughter? She wants to know if

you will be home in time to read to her.”
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Nicole acted as if he enjoyed being away from his family–as if he
didn’t have a business to run and problems to fix. Davis snapped more
at himself than with her. “I said we were wrapping things up and that I
would be there within the hour!” He was frustrated too.

Her anger had been simmering for too long and was almost at a
boil. She tried to control her tone knowing Rayna was watching as she
whisper-yelled into the phone. “You also said that an hour ago, and
the night before, and the night before that!” Nicole was fuming. Davis
treated her as if she didn’t have responsibilities too and she was tired
of it. Her obligations should be a priority for him at least some of the
time. After taking a couple of deep breaths, she felt in control enough
to speak without screaming. When her voice came out, it was much
calmer than she actually felt. “You never answered. Can you take DJ to
the doctor tomorrow, or not?”

If Davis said anything other than yes, he knew he would be sleeping
in the guest bedroom for a week, but it was after 6:00 p.m., he didn’t
know if it were possible to reschedule his morning meeting this late.
“I’m sure we’ll figure something out.”

Nicole saw red and knew that Davis was speaking code for I’m just
too busy to handle it.

The next sound he heard was a click, then a dial-tone. Nicole had
hung-up on him.

IT WAS MORE THAN AN hour later, but less than two when Davis
arrived home. He found Nicole in their children’s bedroom, sitting in
a chair, rocking back and forth with DJ in her arms. He stood just out-
side the threshold of the door watching. Everything seemed so calm.
It was the complete opposite from the tumultuous conversation of a
couple of hours before. Davis Jr. had quieted down and had his arms
wrapped around his mother’s neck as his head lay on her shoulder . . .
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sleeping. Rayna sat enthralled at Nicole’s feet, eyes glued to her as she
listened to every word Nicole read from her favorite story-book. His
chest ached a little that they hadn’t trusted him enough to be home in
time to do it. If he were honest, he wouldn’t have believed him either.
There had been too many times where he had thought he could make
it home for a bedtime story, only to get caught up with work, and miss
out. Unlike him, Nicole was a fantastic mother.

After another moment of watching his family carry-on without
him, Davis cleared his throat to announce his presence and pushed
off the doorframe. Rayna’s head snapped around, and her smile spread
wide the moment she spotted him. Surprised, Nicole lifted her eyes to
his.

“Daddy!” Rayna hopped up from off the floor and ran to him hug-
ging his legs. “You’re home.”

Davis dropped low and wrapped his arms around her. “I told you I
would be.”

Nicole’s heart squeezed. This was the Davis she fell in love with.
The one who loved his family and put them first. Her gaze met his, and
the anger between them from earlier seemed to dissipate.

Davis lifted a corner of his mouth in a half smile. “I can finish read-
ing to Rayna if you want to put DJ down and relax.” That was his ver-
sion of an apology.

Nicole wasn’t crazy. She was not about to turn down his offer and
responded quietly. “Rayna would like that, and I could certainly use
some me time.” She stood and handed DJ over. In the handoff, Davis
pulled her body into his. He placed his lips onto the tender spot just
behind her ear and whispered. “I’m sorry.”

Nothing had been resolved, but Nicole didn’t want to fight any-
more tonight. Their truce would remain at least until the next time this
happened. She apologized. “Me too.” They stood in place for a few mo-
ments holding each other.

Rayna watched them intently.
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Nicole pulled away and bent low to plant a big kiss on top of her
daughter’s head. “G’night, baby girl. Sleep tight.”

It was as if Rayna had been holding her breath, as she watched her
parents. She released it and nodded. “I will. Night, mommy.”

Davis could tell by the set of Nicole’s shoulders that she’d chosen
to put her anger aside for now, but it wasn’t entirely gone. What was he
supposed to do?

When Nicole straightened, her smile was small. Not because she
was still angry, well, she was but more from sheer exhaustion. Unfortu-
nately, she couldn’t turn in early; there were still a few documents that
needed reviewing before her meeting tomorrow. That was IF Davis was
able to take DJ to the doctor in the morning, and she could go.

THE ROOM WAS QUIET. Davis had spent the better part of an
hour with his kids. However, Rayna had fallen asleep soon after he ut-
tered the first few words from her book. After gently tucking her into
bed and placing her underneath the covers, Davis kissed his daughter
lightly on the forehead. Then he turned off the lights, except for the lit-
tle mermaid nightlight by her bed. Once Rayna was all settled, Davis
pulled his chair up to DJ’s bed. It was located on the opposite side of
the room. He watched him sleep, and at some point, caressed his son’s
cheek. DJ was warm to the touch, but not overly so. It killed him to see
him sick and not be able to do anything to make him better.

After several more minutes of watching him sleep, Davis yawned
and stretched. That was his cue. It was the first sign of his body calling
out for some much-needed rest. If he didn’t make his way to his own
bedroom, he’d probably find himself waking up in the exact same spot
in the morning. More than anything, Davis just wanted to hold his
wife.
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When he walked into their room, Nicole was already in bed wear-
ing a silky pair of short-like pajamas. Despite their fights, and after all
of these years, she was still the sexiest woman he’d ever seen. The dis-
play before him was one for the magazines. Nicole wasn’t trying to be
sexy–she just was. Her toned legs went on for miles and easily wrapped
around his body in some really creative ways. She had fallen asleep sit-
ting up in bed with her laptop on her thighs, and papers scattered about
everywhere. Her hands were resting lightly on the keyboard. Davis
turned off her computer, then closed it and gathered up her documents
placing them on the nightstand next to her side of the bed. He stared
at her for another few moments. He couldn’t resist running the back of
his knuckles against the soft side of her face. She moaned never waking
up and sliding down deeper into the bed.

Davis covered Nicole with the blanket without disturbing her too
much. And, although he was dog tired, he needed a quick shower.
Once he was finished, he would crawl into bed and wrap her up in his
arms.

Fifteen minutes later, he was finally able to pull Nicole into the
hard wall of his chest. It wasn’t the only part of him that was hard.
Her soft body was pressed squarely against a semi-aroused erection. He
knew there wouldn’t be any sex tonight. However, he needed to con-
vince his body. It moved on its own accord.

The movement woke her. Her voice was raspy from sleep. “Davis?”
He spoke into the back of her neck as the lower part of him danced

to its own rhythm thrusting gently into her. “Better be. No other man
should even look too hard at you, let alone be in a position to touch
you like this.”

Groggily, she whispered into the darkness. “That does feel so good.”
Even upset, sex had never been a problem between them. “I wish I had
the energy to do more than lay here.”

Davis forced himself to be still. “You’re tired. Don’t mind me, but
I’ll definitely take a raincheck.”
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Nicole stretched and pushed back into his hardness, snuggling clos-
er, as he tightened his hold. “I must have been asleep when you came in.
I didn’t hear you.”

“You were gone, and already snoring when I came back from the
kid’s room.”

Nicole smiled into the darkness. “I don’t snore.” She tapped him
lightly on the arm. Her grin began to disappear slowly. “Rayna was su-
per excited to have you home before she went to bed.”

He sighed. “Yeah, I know.”
Nicole turned around in his arms so that they were face-to-face.

The moonlight bathed them in the darkness. “She’s growing up so fast.”
Davis loved the feel of Nicole in his arms. Life was perfect when

they were like this. It was late, and he didn’t want to argue. “C’mon,
Nicole. Let’s just be for tonight.”

She didn’t want to argue either and cradled the side of his face in
her hands. Her eyes bore into his. “All I’m going to say is that life is on-
ly a series of moments before they are gone. Please try not to miss too
many of them.” Nicole moved her head to rest on his shoulder.

He’d heard every word. And, as always, Davis vowed to himself to
spend more quality time with his family.

Within moments, they were both fast asleep. However, a few hours
later, the alarm clock known as DJ woke up. Even if they couldn’t
hear him on the monitor, his crying echoed down the hall and into
their bedroom. More than likely, his cries were because he was still un-
comfortable and in pain. It was Davis’s turn to get up. She took the
overnight shift the previous evening and the two before that. Gently,
she pressed against his chest. He grumbled in his sleep.

Nicole whispered, “DJ’s up. It’s your turn.”
Again, he mumbled something incoherent.
She shook him harder and spoke a little firmer. “Davis. DJ is cry-

ing.” He still wouldn’t wake up. Nicole was so angry she wanted to cry.
Instead, she got up and did what mother’s do—she took care of her son.
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Chapter 4
THE ALARM BUZZED. Zzzzz . . . zzzzz . . . zzzzz. Blaring. Unceas-
ing.

Nicole could see herself, smashing it against a wall, but couldn’t
move a muscle. Both her body and brain protested. I only went to sleep
five minutes ago! I just need a few more minutes. She lay face down on her
stomach not even having the strength to cover her ears. The only move-
ment she could muster was to squeeze her already closed eyes tighter.

Then the side of her bed dipped. Davis sat down and shut off the
alarm. He ran his hand lovingly down the length of her back, bent low
and whispered into her ear. “It’s 6:00 a.m.? Are you getting up?”

Didn’t he sound refreshed? Nicole didn’t want to start the day off an-
gry, but she was. She was pissed and exhausted—so tired—she wanted
to pass out. Staying up half the night and into the early morning would
do that to a person. She hadn’t been able to get DJ comfortable enough
to go back to sleep until after 3:00 a.m. Nicole pushed the overwhelm-
ing desire to smack Davis upside the head out of her mind. Instead, she
inhaled deeply and blew it out slowly before responding. “Yes. I need
to be on the road by 8:00 a.m.” She didn’t ask if he was able to change
his meeting time and didn’t give a shit about it. He was going to stay
here with their kids.

He had been taking her for granted for far too long, and she was
over it. They were going to have to address the elephant in all the rooms
for the millionth and one time, but not this morning, now was not the
time.

Nicole waited to hear his response, but there wasn’t one. After a
moment, she rolled over onto her back, and when she opened her eyes,
she did everything possible not to make eye contact with his. If Davis
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gazed into them, there would be no hiding her emotions–especially
since her shade of red-hot anger would only become more apparent
once she realized he was already dressed for work. It wasn’t that Nicole
didn’t want to unload, but she needed to be in the right head space for
her meeting. Having a knock down drag out fight with Davis, wasn’t
the best way to get there. She sat up and moved to get out of the bed.
Davis leaned in to kiss her on the cheek, and Nicole dodged his lips. “I
need a shower.”

He grabbed hold of her wrist. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Your entire body is tense. That’s not usually what happens when

I touch you. I thought everything was fine when we went to bed last
night.”

“No. We called a truce, but everything wasn’t fine. Look, I can’t do
this with you right now. I have a meeting to get ready for.”

His eyes flashed with anger. “I don’t give a damn about your meet-
ing; I care about you and me! Let’s talk this out.”

Nicole snatched her wrist away from his grip. “And THAT is the
problem! Everything is not always about YOU!” Her rage was bub-
bling just under the surface. She scooted off the bed and stalked toward
the bathroom before she did something like release the full force of her
anger. Only she couldn’t help herself. She stopped just outside the door
and half-turned. She had to throw at least one parting shot since he
seemed so utterly clueless. “I hope you are well rested considering it was
your night to get up with DJ, never mind that I had to get up early too.”
Nicole walked into the bathroom and slammed the door shut.

Davis closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. Damn. I
messed up . . . again.

DING DONG. DING DONG.
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Davis carried Rayna on his shoulders as he made his way
quickly down the spiraling staircase. Only one person would
ring his doorbell like a crazy person this early. He made it to
the bottom of the stairs with a giggling Rayna as he jogged
over to open the door.

Rayna turned around, and her eyes grew wide. “Auntie!”
Surprised, she reached out and threw tiny arms around her
neck.

“Good morning, darling.” Jane Chatham-Ross had arrived.
She returned Rayna’s hug and winked at Davis over her
shoulder.

He smiled. “Thanks for coming over on such short notice.”

Jane walked inside. “Now I know why you talked Russell in-
to moving to this state and closer to you. Seriously, that’s
what sisters are for. Just remember, it works two-ways, when
I need a babysitter for the twins, I don’t want to hear any ex-
cuses.”

“I think I can handle that.”

“Good. Has Nicole left yet? I hope I didn’t miss her.”

“No. She’s still upstairs getting ready, and so is DJ. He hasn’t
woken up yet. According to Nicole, he was up until about
3:00 a.m. this morning.”

“Poor guy. He’s still not feeling better?”

“No. I hate seeing him like this. I feel so helpless.”
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“I know that feeling, but you and Nicole are doing the right thing
by taking him back to the doctor. I’ll call you as soon as I’m done with
his appointment. It’s probably just a horrible cold, and he’s teething, so
don’t worry too much.”

They walked into the kitchen, and Rayna sat down in her chair.
“Daddy, can you make pancakes?”

He frowned. “Sorry, Rayna. I wish I could, but I don’t have time.
Otherwise, I will be late for a very important meeting.”

Her lips turned down. “Okay. I’ll just have cereal.”
Davis’s heart twisted. He promised himself that as soon as he took

care of the nightmare he was embroiled in, he would spend the rest of
his life making pancakes and whatever else Rayna wanted.

NICOLE SPENT WAY TOO much time in the shower trying to
wake up. After, a superhuman effort, she finally managed to get dressed.
Her butt was dragging so badly that she needed coffee or something to
get her through the morning. Then Nicole remembered. I think there’s
Vivarin in the bathroom.

She rushed to the medicine cabinet, and just as she thought, there
was a brand-new box winking at her. Nicole didn’t like to take them,
but over the past few months, they had been a lifesaver. She popped the
pill into her mouth, turned the water on in the sink, and cupped her
hands together as she drank thirstily to swallow the pill down. Nicole
hoped it kicked in fast.

She made her way back to the bedroom, looked around to make
sure she hadn’t forgotten anything, then scooped up her shoes, and ran
out of the room. Nicole made it downstairs and was hopping on one
foot as she attempted to put on her heels. She could hear voices in the
kitchen and stopped short when she spotted Jane.
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She smiled warmly. “Hey! I thought I heard you.” She slipped on
her other shoe then walked over and hugged her tightly. “What are you
doing here?”

“Oh. Didn’t Davis tell you? I’m taking DJ to the doctor.”
There was a hint of guilt on his face. “I called Jane late last night. I

couldn’t change my meeting time, so she agreed to take DJ for us. I was
going to tell you this morning . . .” He wanted to say–but you were too
busy losing your shit. “I didn’t get the chance.”

The temperature in the kitchen increased a hundred degrees.
Nicole’s eyes blazed as she turned them onto Davis. “Un-be-lievable!”

“Do you really want to do this in front of Rayna and Jane?” His
voice was clipped. Davis wanted to keep their issues private, but appar-
ently, Nicole didn’t care.

Jane looked confused as her eyes darted between them. “I-I’m . . . is
everything alright?”

Davis responded first. “Everything is fine.”
Nicole walked over to Rayna and kissed her. “Mommy will see you

after school.” She turned around. “Everything is not fine.” She grabbed
her keys from off the hook on the wall and stormed out.

After she’d gone, Jane turned to Davis with her hands on her hips.
“What did you do?”

Frustrated. He sighed. “Apparently, not enough. Whatever I do is
never enough, and when I make a little mistake, Nicole blows it all out
of proportion.”

Jane turned to Rayna. “Sweetheart? Can you run upstairs and
check on DJ for me?”

Rayna nodded and quickly left the table to do as she was asked.
Jane turned accusatory eyes on Davis. “You and Nicole have been

strained for months now. I don’t like the direction things are moving.
Have you talked to her?”

Davis poured two cups of coffee and handed one to her. “We talk
all the time. I just can’t get her to understand that I’m working my ass
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off because I have to not because I want to be away from my family. I
get it. She’s exhausted feeling like she has to do everything on her own,
but what am I supposed to do?”

“Well, she does! Nicole has a job. Granted she works from home
most of the time, but she still has a job. I’m a stay at home mom, and
even though the twins are nine. They are still a handful. I can’t imagine
working, taking care of them, and being active on the board for the An-
gel Foundation. Why the hell won’t you just hire a nanny?”

Frustrated, Davis raked his fingers through his hair. “She’s dead set
against having help thanks to being raised in foster care. She thinks that
if I don’t spend time with her and the kids that I don’t love them, which
couldn’t be further from the truth. I’m doing the best I can.”

“You are both stretched way too thin.” Jane pressed her lips togeth-
er into a firm line. “I know you love your family, but today’s a big day
for her. The board is requesting money for that foster-care-facility.”

“Shit. I forgot about that.” Davis ran a hand down his face. “Look, I
know that Nicole has a lot on her plate, but I’m providing for our fam-
ily! She has no idea the kind of pressure I’m under trying to keep them
living in the life they’ve grown accustomed to.”

Jane placed a soothing hand on Davis’s shoulder. “I’m not trying
to be insensitive here, but Nicole is not your ex, Anne. Allowing your
company to consume you was partly to blame for ruining that marriage.
Don’t make the same mistakes. You must talk to her. I mean really talk
to her.”

“I’ve tried.”
“Let me clarify. You have to be honest with Nicole.”
“What am I supposed to say? That the nightmare from the fiasco

with the Liberation of Shebet isn’t completely over? That, the network
that almost killed her is fucking with my business?! She would freak
out. Or, do I tell her that I’m working day and night to keep our good
old US Government from freezing all of my assets?”
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“Yes. Tell her. All of it. She loves you. Do you really think Nicole
gives a shit about the money, the houses, or the cars?”

“I promised myself, that my family would have everything.”
“See, that’s the problem. To Nicole, you and the kids are every-

thing.”
Jane could tell that she had given Davis a lot to think about. She

understood the root of his anxiety. But somewhere along the way, Davis
forgot that material things were never more important than the people
you love. Even if he thought what he was doing was for the right rea-
sons, he was screwing things up. She gave him a small smile. “You better
get going, or you’ll be late, and all of this madness this morning would
be for nothing. I’ll get DJ ready and call you when the appointment is
over.”

Davis nodded. He heard every word Jane had said, but she was
wrong about telling Nicole everything. It was his job to protect her, and
that’s what he planned to do.
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Chapter 5
NICOLE TOOK OFF LIKE a bat out of hell from her garage. Dri-
ving while angry was never a good idea. She had about half an hour
ride before she arrived at her meeting and needed to vent. There was
only one person she trusted to have this kind of conversation, and the
woman was thousands of miles away in Fiji. Nicole hated to call this
late because of the time difference, but if she didn’t talk it out, her emo-
tions were going to run over. She pressed the speed dial button. When
the phone rang, it came through the speakers of her car loud and clear.
It rang two more times before a groggy sounding Dana Lasso picked
up.

“Hello? Nicole?”
“Hey. I’m sorry to wake you, but I need to talk.”
Dana tried to clear her mind. “That’s okay. It’s only 1:19 a.m. here.

I think my brain will work. What’s going on? Is everything alright?”
Nicole’s throat was thick with emotion. “My marriage is in trou-

ble.”
It was those words that woke Dana, and her joking tone evaporat-

ed. She took off her sleeping mask and sat up in bed. “Wait? What?
That’s crazy talk. I know things have been tough lately, but you two love
each other.”

“In the famous words of Tina Turner, What’s Love Got to Do with
It? Yes, we love each other, but the problem is Davis doesn’t take me se-
riously. He doesn’t respect me, or see me as an equal–as his partner and
probably never has.”

“That’s not true. Why would you say that?”
The well of Nicole’s eyes began to fill and everything she’d been

holding in for months tumbled out of her mouth along with the tears.
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“Nothing that is important to me is important to him whether it’s my
work placing kids into good foster homes, the foundation, or even our
family. He can’t even be bothered enough to fake it! The man is al-
most never home! He works constantly. I’m tired of feeling like I’m in
this marriage by myself. I’m so physically exhausted. I literally have to
take Vivarin like they are pieces of candy just to have the energy to get
through the day. I think . . . I’m having a nervous breakdown.”

“Let’s take this one thing at a time.” Nicole was her friend, but to-
day, she needed to put on her therapist’s hat. “What triggered all of
this?”

“Dana, I need a friend, not a doctor!”
“Sounds like you need both. Now talk!”
Nicole squeezed the steering wheel. “I’m sorry. See? I’m turning in-

to a real bitch. I’m not usually like this. I don’t even want to be around
myself.”

Jane pressed. “What happened?”
“Other than the usual of having to do everything all by myself ?

Well, DJ’s been sick. Between his teething and an ear infection, I’ve on-
ly been able to sleep like 2-3 hours a day for the past couple of weeks.
It’s bad enough Davis misses everything including dinner with the kids
and me, but yesterday, I asked him to do one thing–one thing! I asked if
he could take DJ to the doctor because I have a meeting this morning.
Can you believe he delegated it to Jane! He couldn’t even find the time
to take his own son to the doctor!”

Dana frowned with concern. “That doesn’t sound like Davis. After
losing his sister to pneumonia when he was a child, he’s overly sensitive
about stuff like that. I mean, the man freaks out when any of you come
down with a common cold. Are you sure something else isn’t going
on?”

“I doubt it. For argument’s sake, if there were, shouldn’t he have
told me?”
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“Yes, but you know men, especially the pig-headed ones. Some-
times they want to get all hunter-gatherer on you.” Dana needed to
switch gears. “Nicole. You’re not superwoman. It’s okay to hire help es-
pecially since you both have hectic schedules lately. That won’t make
you less than a mother.”

“What? A nanny? Someone else to raise our kids? No, thank-you.
Our children have two perfectly healthy parents. There’s no reason why
Davis can’t help out more. He hasn’t always been like this. It’s just over
the past year or so . . . I don’t know . . . I only need a little more help
from him.”

“Nicole, are you sure there’s not something else going on? You just
said that Davis is acting differently. My suggestion as your friend, and if
I were treating you as a patient, which I’m not because it would be un-
ethical . . .” She snickered. “Take the man out to dinner and talk to him.
Wait . . . scratch that, sex him up really good first, then talk to him. Men
tend to have loose lips and be much more amenable to conversation af-
ter they’ve had an orgasm. If I might add, you’re tense, sounds like you
could use the release too. That’s my prescription.”

“Sex? No matter how tired Davis is, he seems to always be up for
that. Usually, I can, but I’m so mad at him, I don’t know how I can pull
it off.”

“Just stop being angry, or maybe not stop, but pause. Think back
to the first time the two of you made love on that island and how you
felt?”

Nicole sighed, and a corner of her lips ticked up. “The island. God
that seems like so long ago.”

“Yeah, I remember how hard you fell in love with him. You traveled
all the way to Fiji to get over it. That kind of love doesn’t just disappear.”

“Technically, I was running away from my ex, Todd, and ran right
smack dab into the hurricane that is Davis.”

“Do you still love him?”
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Seconds ticked by before Nicole answered. “More than anything. I
just want things to go back to the way they were. Only, I don’t know
how to get us there.” Nicole made it to her destination. The half-hour
drive went by like no time had passed at all. She pulled the black Mer-
cedes Benz into the underground garage and parked.

Dana was sympathetic. “I know you do, and he feels the same way.
That’s how I know you’ll get through this. Everyone goes through a
rough patch. So, to answer your question, What’s Love Got to Do with
It? Everything.”

Nicole wasn’t so sure. She released a long-exaggerated breath.
“Thanks for talking me down from the ledge. I’ve arrived for my meet-

ing. I’ve got to get to the 77th floor before I’m late. That’s not a good
look, so I’ll call you later at a reasonable hour. Sorry for waking you up.”

“No problem. Nicole?”
“Yeah?”
“Make sure you reach out after the two of you talk. Remember,

good sex covers a multitude of problems.” Dana laughed hoping Nicole
would take her advice, not necessarily about the sex, but definitely the
talking part. Hopefully, it would lead to an incredible make-up smash
session.

Nicole disconnected the call. Sex was never our problem, too bad
everything else was.

“I THINK THIS IS CAUSE for celebration!” Aimee Simon, the An-
gel Foundation President, clapped her manicured hands together and
declared in a fit of laughter. She pressed the conference room’s inter-
com. “Claire, get the champagne. Somewhere in the world, the after-
noon has arrived.”

Nicole was so excited she could barely sit still. The board sat around
a luxurious cherry wood conference table, surrounded by the best view
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of the city, celebrating the closing of the deal. Roman or Rome Adar
Abboud and his associates agreed to donate ten million dollars toward
the building of the new Angel Group Home facility due in no small
part to Nicole’s persuasive skills. This was the most significant donation
Nicole had ever landed. Her first instinct was to call Davis, but that
would have to wait until she contacted Jane about DJ.

At the end of the meeting, before everyone was about to leave, both
parties were standing around, shaking hands, and smiling from ear to
ear. The group had broken up into pockets of individual conversations.
However, the man with the pen and the money, Mr. Abboud, wanted a
word with Nicole. “Ms. Chatham. May I speak to you—privately?”

She nodded and answered through a permanently fixed upon her
face grin. “Of course.” Nicole stepped away from her colleagues and fol-
lowed the giant over to a small corner of the conference room. Roman
had to be over six-feet-five. Erika Lancaster, one of the members of the
Angel Foundation’s board, had been crushing on him ever since they
met at another fundraiser for children’s autism. Dark, brooding eyes,
broad shoulders, thick jet-black hair, and a smile to die for with perfect-
ly straight teeth that shined bright against the natural tan of his skin
would have made most women weak in the knees. He was the talk of
the office the first time the entire board met with Mr. Abboud. Nicole
wondered how the thirty-seven-year-old had remained single all this
time. Especially, one with a philanthropic heart. That was always sexy
on a man. Still, while he made the other women in the room lose their
minds, he did absolutely nothing for her—Not a pitter nor a patter.

“Ms. Chatham, I was especially persuaded by your story of growing
up in foster care. Being a woman of color, I know it added just an extra
layer of difficulties that others with a different hue might not have had
to face.”

“That’s why this facility is so important. I want young girls who
grew up like me to have a place where they can feel safe. A place where
there will always be people to help them feel grounded. Nothing can
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ever replace a loving home, but my hope is Angel House will come very
close.”

“A worthy cause and a woman with pure passion running it. It can’t
be anything but successful. Congratulations again on making a man
like me part with his money.” Roman chuckled. “You’ve staged a coup
that doesn’t happen as often as it should. I would love it if you would al-
low me to take you to lunch to celebrate. Maybe we could discuss more
ways I could be of service.”

The way he said service was . . . interesting. Nicole’s smile remained
in place while her brain attempted to figure out what he meant. Was
this invitation an innocent request, or was Roman coming on to me? She
didn’t know. No—Nicole was being ridiculous. Her mind was just play-
ing tricks on her. The man had just donated ten-million dollars to her
organization. He was obviously interested in the cause. “Oh. Lunch?
Unfortunately, I have a pressing personal matter that I need to attend
to. However, I’m sure Ms. Lancaster would be more than happy to dis-
cuss other ways in which the foundation can work more closely with
you.”

Roman’s eyes bore into hers. “I’m sure Ms. Lancaster could be help-
ful, but I would much rather work with you. So, if not lunch, let me
take you to dinner. We could not only talk about the organization, but
perhaps, we could have some personal conversation as well.”

The man was definitely flirting with her. That was unmistakable.
Nicole cleared her throat. “Oh. I see. Well, as flattered as I am that you
would like to have dinner, I don’t think my husband would approve.”

His eyes, dark as coal, glittered. “He doesn’t have to know, does he?
I’m fine if you want to keep it . . . shall we say . . . between you and me.”

Nicole’s smile faltered. “Mr. Abboud, I understand you just donat-
ed millions of dollars, but, if it comes with strings, you can keep your
money. I’ve heard you are a man of great integrity. So, forgive me if I’m
mistaken.”
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Roman bowed slightly. “You’re a beautiful woman, and I couldn’t
resist. I apologize if I offended you. That was not my intention.”

She nodded. “Again, thank you for your generosity, and if there is
nothing else, I must get going.” Nicole couldn’t believe it. She turned
and walked away. The nerve of some men. They thought just because
they were rich and powerful, it gave them permission to say or do what-
ever the hell they wanted. Maybe with some women, but not with her.
She quickly said her goodbyes, gathered her things and left.

Roman stared as he watched the sway of her hips and the curve of
her ass when Nicole strutted away. She was perfect. Sculpted like a god-
dess, but sexier than anything was her fire. Nicole had done something
men were afraid to do—she stood up to him—and he liked it—a lot.
Roman continued to stare after her long after she was gone. She may
have gotten away today, but there would be other opportunities. Ro-
man would make sure of it. He quickly pulled out his cell to make a call.
He may have to rethink a few things.

As Nicole made her way to the escalator stairs that led down to
the elevators, she pulled her cell phone out of her purse to check for
messages. There were several texts, but she ignored them all except for
Jane’s. It was the first one.

Jane: DJ is okay. He has bronchitis and an ear infection. Dr.
Swanson prescribed a different medication and gave him a
dosage before we left the office. He’s sleeping and seems to be
resting well.

Bronchitis? That was insane. She had to get to her son ASAP.
Nicole was just about to respond when she was nudged on the es-

calator. Actually, it felt more like a strong push. She looked up just as
her feet slipped off the step she’d been standing on. Her phone, purse,
and portfolio all went flying out of her hands. She tried to gain her bal-
ance, reaching out to grab hold of anything that would steady her, but
her hands found nothing but air. Everything happened in slow motion.
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She could see herself falling down the flight of escalator stairs. Fortu-
nately, there was no one in front of her that might get hurt, nor anyone
to break her fall. She tumbled down the stairs, hitting her head every
time she rolled over and scraping her legs and knees in the process. A
sharp pain pierced her side. She could barely breathe.

Nicole’s head slammed particularly hard into something sending
her entire world into complete darkness.
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Chapter 6
NICOLE’S VISION SLOWLY started to come into focus. Darkness
gave way to light. She blinked a few times to clear the blurriness, and
when her eyes finally opened, they connected with a familiar pair of
worried green ones. She croaked out his name. “Davis?” It was all
Nicole could manage. It hurt to talk, breathe, or move. Her entire body
ached.

He smoothed her unruly curls away from her lovely heart-shaped
face. “I’m here.”

Nicole realized she was lying in a hospital bed–and then her fall. “I
fell down the escalator stairs.”

“Yeah, you did, but you’re going to be fine.” When Davis received
the call from the Angel Foundation President, he had initially been
frozen in fear. She hadn’t known how severely Nicole had been injured
only that she had been unconscious when the paramedics rushed her to
the hospital. Terrified, his initial paralysis left, and he had one singular
goal—to get to Nicole as quickly as possible. Davis broke every trans-
portation law on the books in an effort to do just that.

He called Jane from the car to tell her about the accident. They de-
cided it was best for her to stay with the kids. Jane’s husband, Russell,
would bring their twins over to wait it out and keep Rayna company.

Nicole’s moan brought him back to the present. She whispered a
few words. “I hurt everywhere.”

Davis tried to smile while his heart beat a mile a minute. It was still
about to pound out of his chest, but seeing those big round hazel eyes
staring up into his, with life in them, allowed him to calm down a lit-
tle. He attempted to make light of the situation so that he didn’t reveal
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how scared he truly was. “A concussion, a broken wrist, and a couple of
cracked ribs will do that to a person.”

“Really? I have all of that?”
He leaned over her and nodded. “Unfortunately, yes.”
“That means I can’t go home?”
“You’ll need to stay here a couple of days.”
Nicole was surprised to see that crease forming between his eyes.

She hadn’t seen it in years. He must have been really worried, and she
didn’t want him to ever feel like that. Nicole was able to look past the
jokes and his bravado clear through to the soul of the man. “Davis,
please don’t worry. I promise I’ll be fine. I have a family that needs me.”

“When it comes to you, and us, that’s an impossible thing to ask.
I’ll always worry.”

Briefly, Nicole closed her eyes. “Hmm . . . I s’pose you’re right. I
would do the same, but in this case, I’m telling you, I’ll be fine.”

With all the craziness surrounding him, Davis’s worst possible
thoughts were bouncing around in his head when he first got the call.
He’d immediately phoned Harlan Washington after telling Jane about
the accident. Davis had worked with him on the Shebet case five years
ago. Although Harlan had retired from the FBI, he still had contacts.
More than likely, Davis was jumping the gun. He hadn’t known the de-
tails of the incident, but still, he’d rather be safe than sorry.

Davis asked the one question that had plagued him since he had re-
ceived the phone call. “Do you remember what happened?”

Nicole was embarrassed. “It was nothing nefarious. I’m just a klutz.
I was leaving my meeting and was riding down the stairs. I wasn’t paying
close attention because I was on my phone. Now I know why people
shouldn’t text while driving or riding on escalator stairs.” Nicole tried
to laugh, but it hurt. “I was about to send Jane a text regarding DJ when
I lost my balance. The next thing I knew, I woke up and was here.”
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Davis sighed with relief. He hadn’t been breathing the entire time
Nicole recited her story. “I’m just happy you opened your pretty eyes
for me.”

“If I can survive a plane crash on a deserted island with you, I think
I can survive falling down a flight of stairs. It’s going to take more than
that to take me out of here. Still, I’m sorry I worried you.”

“All that matters is that you’re going to be okay.” Davis picked up
Nicole’s hand, the one that wasn’t broken, and brushed his lips softly
against her knuckles. “No need to be sorry. It was an accident.”

“Do the kids know I’m here? Are they alright?”
“The kids are fine. They are at home with Jane and Russell. Not sure

if she had a chance to tell you, but DJ has bronchitis and an ear in-
fection. He took some medicine before leaving the doctor’s office this
morning and already seems to be feeling better. Rayna only knows that
you have a bump on your head. Russell is probably reading every book
in the house to keep her occupied.”

Nicole was in so much pain that smiling was out of the question at
the vision of Russell reading to Rayna. However, she managed some-
thing that looked more like a grimace. “Tell her that’s my job to worry.
When she gets older and has her own kids, then it can be hers.” Nicole
attempted to move and winced.

Concerned, Davis pressed the nurse’s call button. “Are you in a lot
of pain?”

“Some.” She would never tell him the full truth. Davis would have
every specialist in the state at Mercy Medical to examine her.

Moments later, a nurse entered her private hospital suite. “Mrs.
Chatham, I’m glad to see you’re awake. How can I help you?”

Davis spoke on his wife’s behalf. “She’s in a lot of pain. Is there
something you can give her?”

The woman nodded. “Yes. Her physician prescribed a morphine
drip. I’ll be right back to administer it.”
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Nicole’s brow furrowed. That was the only thing she could move
that didn’t hurt. “Morphine? I’ve never taken anything more than
ibuprofen or Vivarin.” However, every time Nicole inhaled and ex-
haled, a sharp pain would shoot throughout her entire body. Since her
discomfort level was only a couple levels from pure agony, Nicole rea-
soned that if the drugs could lessen her pain, she would make an excep-
tion.

Davis encouraged her. “It’s obvious from the look on your face you
need it.”

The nurse waltzed back into the hospital room and put the medi-
cine into Nicole’s IV bag while Davis continued to hold her hand.

It didn’t take long for it to start working. Nicole’s mouth had gone
bone dry and felt heavy—her eyes too. They were beginning to droop.
She fought to keep them open, but it was a losing battle. Before she fell
into a deep sleep, she mumbled. “There were so many highs and lows
today.”

Her voice wasn’t very audible. Davis could barely hear her, so he
leaned in close. “Tell me about the highs.”

“You, being here with me. I’m sorry about our fight earlier.”
“Me too.” He thanked God he was given a chance to tell her and

smiled that Nicole counted him being with her as a high. Davis wanted
to wrap her in his arms but was afraid of hurting her. So, he brought her
hand up to his lips instead and kissed the back of it.

She started to slur her words, and they became even harder to un-
derstand. Her voice was now nothing more than a whisper. “We landed
the donor. He gave us ten million dollars for Angel House.”

Nicole’s eyes closed. She stopped talking, and her breathing leveled
off from short, choppy breaths to long even ones. It had only been mo-
ments since she had been given the medication, but already, she was out
cold.

Davis wondered if he heard her right. Did she say someone donated
ten million dollars to Angel House? If so, he was damned impressed, but
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not surprised. He knew Nicole could do anything she put her mind to.
He stood and stretched. It was early evening, but it felt later. He ran a
tired hand down his face. Now that his adrenaline was slowing down,
Davis was exhausted and felt as if he’d run a marathon. Now would
probably be an excellent time to make a couple of phone calls while
Nicole was resting—one to his office and the other to his sister. He
contacted his assistant first to let her know he wouldn’t be in for the
rest of today and most likely the rest of the week. Davis called to update
Jane about Nicole’s condition. She volunteered to take Rayna and DJ
home with her. He could hear Rayna in the background asking a mil-
lion questions. She was so smart to only be six. If he didn’t FaceTime
her tonight, there would be no peace in that house, and he couldn’t do
that to Jane. Until then, Davis reassured Rayna over the phone that her
mom was a little banged up but would be home in a couple of days.
That seemed to make her feel better.

“Daddy. I’ll take good care of DJ until you and Mommy can come
home.” Not only was she the spitting image of her mother, but she also
had her kind and nurturing heart. Rayna always wanted to take care of
everyone.

“Thank you. He’s going to need you to be the helpful big sister that
I know you are.”

On the other end of the line, Rayna bobbed her head up and down.
“I will be. I love you to the moon.”

“I love you to the universe.” They added their own spin to Davis’s
mother’s words.

After he was finished with his calls, he opened his laptop with the
intent of going through a few e-mails and reviewing a report until he
glanced up into his wife’s bruised face. Her words came back to haunt
him. Work could wait. Davis turned the laptop off and closed it putting
the damn thing back into its bag. Then he pulled two chairs together
and moved them as close as he could get to Nicole’s bed before stretch-
ing out. If she was going to be here all night, so was he.
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Davis knew when he spoke to her that she couldn’t hear him. Still,
he meant every word. “I promised you a lifetime of happiness. I plan to
keep that vow. I just need a little more time to sort out this mess, and I’ll
make up for all the lost time. I love you, Nicole Chatham.” He placed
her hand in his once more, leaned his head back on the uncomfortable
chair, and fell asleep.
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Chapter 7
DAVIS WALKED THROUGH the front door of his home, and
it looked like a floral shop. He smiled knowing he had contributed
quite nicely to the hoard of red roses that were placed throughout the
house. As word spread about Nicole’s accident, friends and acquain-
tances made their contributions as well. Davis was just about to go find
her when the doorbell rang. He doubled back to answer it, and when he
pulled them open, a delivery man stood, carrying another bouquet of
flowers. Davis was immediately put on guard. It was after 7 p. m. What
company delivered flowers this late? Was he being paranoid?

The young man sat the arrangement down on the ground. “I have a
delivery for Mrs. Nicole Chatham.”

Davis’s response was gruff. “From who?”
The driver looked down at his clipboard. “The paperwork says

Rome.”
“Rome?” Davis racked his brain, but he couldn’t place the name as

he spoke his thoughts aloud. “Mr. Rome? Who the hell is that?” He
hadn’t been expecting an answer.

“Sir, I’m not sure, but I think Rome is his first name. There was not
a last name listed on the order.”

“What floral company delivers after hours?”
“We’re not a floral company but a specialty delivery service. This

delivery is time sensitive.”
One of Davis’s eyebrows lifted in question. “Really now? And why

is that?”
The driver was anxious. “Mixed within the roses and orchids are

Kadupul flowers. They are native to Sri Lanka. They were specifically
chosen for this bouquet. The flowers are so rare they are considered
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priceless and have already begun to die. The lifespan is very short; they
live only a few hours after they are picked. Getting paid for this job de-
pends on me delivering them alive.”

Curiosity piqued, Davis wondered. Why would Rome send my wife
flowers like that? It was a huge arrangement and designed to make a
statement. It took up half the space of the double doors and easily stood
as tall as to his knees. He didn’t try to hide the scowl that began to ap-
pear on his face. It deepened as he bent low to inspect the arrangement.
After determining there was nothing dangerous inside of them–except
maybe the flowers themselves–Davis stood. He nodded for the man to
pass the clipboard over to sign and then reached into his wallet to tip
him.

After Davis settled up with the driver, he picked up the monstrosity
of flowers and kicked the door closed with his foot. He walked toward
the living room eager to bring them to Nicole and find out who the hell
was this character Rome.

Nicole lay propped up on the sofa. It had only been a couple of
weeks since her accident, and she was still in quite a bit of discomfort.
Not only were her wrist and ribs still bothering her, so was her back.
She reached over to the table for her prescription pain medication and
pulled a pill out of the bottle. She popped one into her mouth and took
a sip of water.

Nicole saw Davis before she heard him. He was hidden behind an
enormous bouquet of pink, red, and white blooms. It was quite possi-
bly the most massive arrangement she had ever seen. Her eyes had been
so glued to the flowers that Davis’s booming voice caught her off guard.
“These were just delivered to you.”

She pressed her hand to her chest. “Wow.” Nicole looked at the
bouquet in awe. “I didn’t hear you come home. My. God. Davis, you
didn’t have to do all of this for me. They’re beautiful.” For the first cou-
ple of weeks, he had been much more attentive and mostly worked
from home until the past few days. Initially, he went into the office for
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a few hours, but today, he’d left early in the morning and was only now
returning after 7 p.m. She supposed old habits die hard.

He set the flowers down on a nearby table. “I didn’t buy these. They
are not from me.”

She was curious to find out who they were from. “Is there a card?”
Davis plucked it from the bouquet and then walked over to Nicole.

He was eager to ask her who this Rome guy was, and to hear what was
on the card too. “Yeah, there is a card.” Before he handed it to her, he
bent down and planted a long and hard kiss on her lips. If she needed to
be reminded about who she belonged to, he would be more than happy
to remind her.

His kiss left her breathless. They hadn’t had sex since before the ac-
cident. Her mind was willing but her body—not so much. Nicole was
spread out on the sofa, so he sat down at the opposite end next to her
feet.

She moved agonizingly slow for Davis’s liking as she took the card
out of the little envelope and read it. His hard gaze was unnerving. He
stared her down since she had the audacity to read the damn thing IN
SILENCE.

Nicole,

Sending flowers for an extraordinary woman, as an apology,
and to wish you a speedy recovery.

Rome

“Who are they from?”
She cleared her throat. “They are from the donor who is helping us

build Angel House. If you want, you can toss them in the garbage.”
Davis had already been feeling uneasy; now alarm bells were ring-

ing. “Odd. A man gives you ten million dollars, and you want to throw
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out his flowers?” His eyes burned holes through her. “What the hell
does the card say?”

“He didn’t give me anything. He gave that money to Angel House.
There is a big difference. Why are you acting like you’re jealous?”

“I’m not acting like anything. I’m a concerned husband. Will you
read the damn card–out loud?”

“You’re being ridiculous. If you want to know what’s on the card,
you read it.” Nicole handed it over to him.

Davis had no problem with that. His eyebrows knitted together.
“Extraordinary woman? Apology? For what?”

“We had a disagreement at the meeting, and I guess the flowers are
his way of saying he’s sorry.”

“Do I need to handle this Rome with a phone call or an ass-kick-
ing?”

Nicole couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “Neither. I dealt with it. He
and I have one goal, and that’s to make Angel House a success.”

Without a word, Davis stood, walked over and picked up the flow-
ers, then started to walk away.

“Where are you going?”
He looked back over his shoulder. “Where are the kids?”
“Upstairs with the babysitter. Why?”
“I’ll go get them. They’ve never been to a bonfire, have they?”
“Davis? What are you about to do?”
“I’m taking the kids outside to play in the backyard. I think they

might enjoy watching daddy set these damn things on fire.”

NICOLE WAS WIRED. The medication she had taken earlier still
had her buzzing, and it was already after midnight. She lay in bed un-
able to fall asleep. Good thing Davis was still working on his laptop,
otherwise, her tossing and turning would have kept him awake.
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He glanced over. “Can’t sleep?”
She sighed. “No, not really. I don’t know how it’s possible to be ex-

hausted and full of energy at the same time.”
Davis had so much he needed to share with Nicole, but she was still

recovering from her accident, and he hadn’t wanted to worry her. To-
morrow was going to be a very important day for him and his company.
He had no idea how long he would be gone and had already asked if
their date night babysitter could come back and stay until he got home,
or until the kids were in bed, whichever happened first.

Davis knew he should have talked to Nicole about everything by
now but wasn’t sure how to bring it up without causing a shitstorm of
an argument. He leaned over and kissed her softly on the lips. “Is that
one new?”

“What? My scarf ? Yes. Jane bought it for me when I was in the hos-
pital.” Nicole touched the satin material that she had wrapped her hair
up with, then laid her head against his shoulder.

“Nicole?” Her beautiful eyes looked up at him. They were more
brownish green than gray tonight.

“Hmm . . .”
Davis hesitated as if he were about to say something, then changed

his mind. “Tomorrow is going to be a long day, so I asked if Teena could
come sit with you and the kids.” He felt it the moment her body tensed.

“You’ve started keeping later hours again. I had hoped things
would change after my accident.”

“It has. This meeting is important.”
Nicole sat up. “Here we go again. Davis, every meeting is impor-

tant. Every deal is important.”
“That’s not true.”
“Yes, it is.”
“I can’t do this with you right now. I’ve got to finish going over this

information.”
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“You are leaving me alone in this marriage. I refuse to go back to
how things were before.”

“You’re not alone!” He was angry. “Please, don’t start up with that
nonsense.” Davis rolled his head around his shoulders. “I will not do
this with you.” If she couldn’t see how much he was devoted to her and
his family, then Nicole was blind.

Nicole glared at him.
If she was already going to be pissed, he might as well put all his

cards on the table. “We should think about hiring someone full time to
help out with the kids. I was thinking about Teena. She has been a god-
send.”

It had been nice having Teena around, but they had decided it
would only be temporary until Nicole went back to work. Davis was
changing the plan. “I guess you have it all figured out.” Nicole threw the
covers back, got out of bed, and went into the bathroom. She couldn’t
deal with Davis tonight. She just wanted to go to sleep and think of ab-
solutely . . . nothing. Nicole opened the medicine cabinet and searched
until she found it—a sleeping pill. She hoped it would send her off into
la la land before she did something stupid like punch her husband in
the throat.
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Chapter 8
NICOLE WAS BURIED UNDERNEATH the mountain of covers
and lost in a deep coma-like sleep. The world could have been ending,
and she probably would have missed it. However, Rayna was a more
powerful force than even something as significant as the ending of the
world. She was one big ball of energy when she came bursting into her
bedroom. “Mom! I’m going to be late for school.”

Nicole groaned. She could barely open her eyes. The sleeping pills
had left her feeling groggy–like she was walking on a cloud. “What time
is it?”

Rayna stood by her head and leaned down over her. “It’s 7:20. My
bus will be here in ten minutes.”

Nicole still hadn’t been able to move. Her head and limbs felt like
dead weight. Her voice was hoarse. “Where’s your dad?”

“He already left for work, but Teena is here. She arrived before dad-
dy left. C’mon, mom. Are you going to get up?”

Somehow, Nicole managed to open her eyes and push herself up.
She moved the covers back and threw her legs over the side of the bed.
Nicole dropped her chin down on her chest and put up one finger.
“Can you give me a second?”

Rayna, wearing the striped skirt and purple button-down vest of
her school uniform, tilted her head. She had never seen her mother so
out of it. “We really don’t have a second. Are you okay?” She hoisted
her backpack over the side of her shoulder.

“I’m fine. Just a little tired.” Nicole turned slightly and grimaced.
“My ribs still hurt a little. Can you bring me my robe?”

Rayna ran over to her mother’s chair to retrieve it and quickly came
back. Nicole moved slowly and put it on. The moment she stood, Ray-
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na grabbed her by the arm. “C’mon mom!” She tried to pull Nicole
out of the bedroom, but Nicole couldn’t keep up the pace. She was un-
comfortable and still out of it. “Rayna! Please stop dragging me. I can’t
move that fast!” Rayna froze. Nicole never screamed, so it was shocking
to both of them.

Teena came bounding up the stairs. “Is everything alright, Mrs.
Chatham?” Nicole pinched the bridge of her nose. Rayna’s eyes filled
with tears, and she felt like the worst parent on the planet. “I’m sorry.
I didn’t mean to yell.” She opened her arms. “I can’t bend down for a
hug, but I’d sure like it if you’d give me one. I could use it.”

Rayna went into her mother’s embrace. Nicole apologized. “I love
you so much. I’m so, so sorry.”

“It’s okay. Daddy said you might be a little cranky because you’re
not feeling so good.”

“He said that huh?”
Rayna let out a little laugh. “Yes.”
“Well, sometimes your father is right, but only sometimes, and don’t

tell him I said so.” Nicole blew out a breath. “Let’s get you downstairs
before you miss the bus.”

AS SOON AS RAYNA WAS gone, Nicole went back to bed. She slept
until noon and still couldn’t seem to shake the fog of sleep. She was in
this weird space where she wasn’t asleep, but she wasn’t quite awake ei-
ther. She promised herself; I will never ever, ever take those damn pills
again.

When her cell phone buzzed, she had just enough energy to answer
it. “Hello?”

“Nicole?”
“Yes. This is Nicole.”
“I just wanted to know if you received my flowers.”
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Nicole whipped her head around as if she were looking for Davis.
“Mr. Abboud?”

“My ego just took a hit.” He laughed. “I guess I didn’t make a big
enough impression for you to remember what I sound like. Please call
me Roman. My special friends call me Rome.”

“How did you get my personal number?”
“Ms. Lancaster gave it to me.”
“I see. I’m going to have to have a little chat with her.”
“Don’t be angry. I can be very persuasive when I want to. I hope

you are feeling better. Did you get my flowers?”
Nicole’s brain wasn’t working fast enough. “The flowers. Oh, yes. I

received them.”
“I’ve been waiting for you to call.”
“For what?”
“A “thank you?” I did send you flowers. I wanted to wish you well.

Did you like them?”
Nicole sighed into the phone. “Mr. Abboud, thank you for the

flowers, but you really shouldn’t have sent them. They were much too
expensive.”

“As I said on the card, it was my peace offering and best wishes for
a speedy recovery. Are you feeling better?”

Nicole was uneasy. He shouldn’t be calling her. “Yes. I am.”
“Glad to hear it. When you’re up and about, I would still like to get

together for lunch.”
“I already told you that I don’t think that is a good idea.”
“Of course. Your husband wouldn’t approve.”
Nicole rubbed her forehead. “Not only would he not approve, but

I also don't approve. It’s inappropriate.”
“I’m sorry you feel that way. I only wanted to show my concern.”
“Mr. Abboud . . .”
His voice was silky smooth, and his accent was barely there.

“Rome.”
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Nicole was getting a headache. “I think its best that I call you Mr.
Abboud. Thank you so much for the flowers and the well-wishes, but
please do not call this phone again. If you would like to discuss more
ways you can financially benefit the Angel Foundation, contact our of-
fice. Have a great day.” Nicole hung up. The man was persistent, she
would give him that, but she and Davis had enough going on that she
refused to add an unnecessarily jealous husband to the mix.

Nicole was having a hard time moving around, and Rayna would
be home from school in a couple of hours. She needed to be in a better
mood than when she sent her off. Otherwise, Nicole wasn’t going to
win any mother of the year awards. It was also after lunch, and Nicole
hadn’t seen DJ since this morning. She had better take her pain med-
ication so that she could be somewhat functional.
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Chapter 9
DAVIS’S EXECUTIVE DREAM team, along with several high-pow-
ered lawyers, had been assembled in his conference room. They sat
around the table finalizing their strategy for dealing with the US At-
torney General’s office. After months of cooperation and trying to re-
solve their inquiries, Chatham Industries was officially under investiga-
tion for trading and arms dealing with the known terrorist group, The
Liberation of Shebet.

Frustrated, Davis pushed away from the table and got up. He
rubbed the back of his neck as he started to pace back and forth. “This
is ridiculous. I’ve done absolutely nothing wrong. How much more
proof do they need to know that Chatham Industries is a victim in all
of this too?”

One of his lawyers, Braylee Hinsdale-Manchetti, spoke up. “We
understand how you feel, Davis, we really do, but you’ve got to calm
down and trust us. Five years ago, when your personal assistant got in-
volved with that organization, it left you vulnerable.”

His eyes blazed. “I understand that. But the fact that they tried to
kill my wife, and we helped to bring down one of their cells should
make me a patriot, not a goddamned traitor!”

Davis was justified in his anger, but Braylee tried to remain calm
enough for the both of them. Still, it was part of her job to lay out the
facts. “True, but several offshore accounts worth billions have been tied
to your company and the Liberation. The FBI wants to know who put
the money there and why.”

“I’ve answered those questions already. I can’t give them informa-
tion I don’t have.” Davis turned his back on his team, folded his arms
across his chest, and stared out of the window. “I didn’t even know
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those accounts existed until the FBI contacted me about them sev-
en months ago. There aren’t any records of me making personal with-
drawals or deposits into those accounts.”

Braylee tapped her pen on the mahogany table. “You’re correct.
However, your PA made the transfers of money from servers in your of-
fice building. In the eyes of the law, your name is on the building. So,
if you weren’t aware, you should have been. Because there isn’t a direct
link to you personally, that is the only reason they haven’t frozen your
assets . . . yet.”

“Are we any closer to finding out anything more about the cash?”
Another attorney, JP Rickets, whose area of expertise this fell un-

der, responded. “We are getting close. There were many shell accounts
and international banks used in this operation to move that sum of
money around. We’ll find the origin and clear your name.”

Davis turned to face everyone. “Can anybody in this room tell me
why the hell I was targeted in the first place? Initially, I thought it was
for my technology, but, obviously, there is a lot more going on here that
I’m not aware of.”

“We’ll get to the bottom of it—all of it.” Braylee had never been
more confident. It would take a little time to unravel all the moving
parts, but her team would do it.

Davis’s Chief Operating Office, Paul Williams, had been holding
back but needed to inform every one of the newest developments. “I
received a call from one of the members of the board. Davis, they are
strongly suggesting, until these issues are resolved, that you step aside.
They are afraid if the shareholders find out, it'll make the stock plum-
met.”

Davis couldn’t keep his anger from spilling over. He roared. “I
built this company with nothing but a hundred dollars and my intel-
lect. I bought a domain name and used my sweat and blood to build
Chatham Industries to where it is today. The day I step aside, is the day
I close the doors forever.”
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Paul was uneasy. Not only was part of his compensation package
tied to the Chatham Industries stock, but he also had a significant por-
tion of his own money invested in the company’s stock too. “If word
gets out about all of this, we may have no choice but to close the doors,
and some of us might spend quite a bit of time in prison. Can you hon-
estly say you are thinking of the good of the company?”

Davis walked back over and placed both hands on the table. He
leaned in to make sure Paul and everyone else understood his position.
“I’m the majority shareholder. So, let me be very clear, it’s not the com-
pany, it’s my damn company. Whoever suggested that bullshit, tell them
to go fuck themselves. And if they want to walk, I’m fully prepared to
buy back their shares to my company.”

Braylee looked on between the two. Men and their pissing contests.
It was old and tired. If this room had been full of women, the entire case
would probably be wrapped up by now. At any rate, she thought the dis-
play was a fascinating showdown between Paul and Davis—if someone
wanted to classify it as that. Something occurred to her, and she made
a note on her pad. “Okay, gentlemen, let’s hope it doesn’t get that far. If
everyone does their jobs, we should be able to get to the bottom of this
situation. If there is nothing else . . .” She stood and smoothed down her
white pencil skirt and started to put on the matching jacket. “There are
a couple of things my office needs to follow up on.”

The meeting broke up, and everyone gathered their things. Braylee
hung back until everyone else had left, and she was alone with Davis.
“There are a few more items I wanted to discuss with you, and I didn’t
think you would want an audience.”

Davis grunted. “You think I should step aside too?”
“No. But I do think you should hire a PR firm.” She reached into

her portfolio and pulled out a card and handed it to him. “In the past,
you’ve dealt with JKS. They are good, but this requires a certain type
of expertise. The people who work for Masterson and Holloway are the
best.”
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“You really think it’ll come to this?”
“When the FBI is involved, yes. They are going to dig so far into

your past they’ll know the name of the woman who took your virginity.
We are also living in a heightened political environment. If you’ve do-
nated more money to one political party than the other, they might
want to use you as an example. That brings me to my second point, have
you talked to your family?”

Davis shook his head no. “I never thought things would get this
far.”

Braylee placed a reassuring hand on his arm and smiled confidently.
“Do it. They can be a great source of support. You and your family will
get through this. Oh . . . and remember, you have one weapon that the
government doesn’t.”

Davis lifted a brow. “What’s that . . . the truth?”
“The truth is a relative term. You have me, Braylee Hinsdale-

Manchetti, attorney extraordinaire.” She was kidding but not really.
“That’s why you hired me. I’ll do the heavy lifting, so you don’t have to.
I just need you to be on top of things, and that includes preparing your
family for the possible onslaught of negative press.”

“My wife’s recovering from an accident. It’s not a good time to lay
all of this on her.”

Braylee closed her portfolio. “That’s right. How is she doing?”
“Getting better with every day, but not a hundred percent.”
“That was a nasty fall. But she’s resilient. African women used to

have babies and go work in the fields the very next day. Like me, Nicole
comes from an ancestral history of struggle. She’s tough. It’s in her
DNA.” Davis agreed. Nicole was a fighter, but she had already been
through too much. He wanted to pamper her, not make things more
difficult.

Braylee could see her words weren’t registering. “Davis, all I’m try-
ing to say is it’s never a good time, but women have a high threshold
to deal with bullshit when it comes to those they love. Talking to her
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might take some of the pressure off you. Just a thought. Anyway, I
should get going. I’ll call you if anything significant comes up.” Braylee
grabbed her purse and placed her portfolio underneath her arm, then
walked out of the conference room.

Davis stared into space, thinking. He knew Nicole was strong, but,
for now, he’d give her just a little more time to get better before telling
her about this situation.

He checked his watch. It was already after 7 p. m. When he left
their bed this morning, she had been sleeping. They talked over the
phone a couple of times throughout the day, but she was still angry
from the night before. He could really use a little of that closeness they
used to share almost like the air he breathed. Unfortunately, Davis had
missed dinner again. That definitely wasn’t going to endear him to her.

As a matter of fact, she was going to be pissed—again.
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Chapter 10
One Month Later...

NICOLE WENT TO THE Angel Foundation’s corporate headquar-
ters to take in a meeting. She hadn’t been back since her accident, and
going up the escalators did stir up quite a bit of anxiety. However, she
was able to get passed it with a few deep calming breaths. She arrived
early for this very reason.

Since Nicole mostly worked from home, her office was very small.
However, she’d done it. She faced the fear of going back to the scene of
the accident and conquered it. She greeted some of her colleagues who
seemed happy to see her as she made her way into her office. Once in-
side, Nicole dropped her bags on the desk, sat down, and shut her eyes
in an effort to collect herself.

The phone on her desk buzzed shaking her from her reverie. Initial-
ly, Nicole was caught off guard since she hadn’t heard a land-line ring
in so long it sounded foreign. She laughed inwardly and picked it up.
“Hello. This is Nicole.”

“And this is Dana!”
“Dana? Why are you calling me on my office line instead of on my

cell?”
“Because you left it on your island at home. I called your cell phone

first, and some woman named Teena picked it up.”
Nicole quickly checked her purse, and sure enough, it wasn’t there.
“Who is that? I thought your housekeeper’s name was Rozalyn,

and she only worked on weekends.”
“Long story short, Teena used to sit for us when Davis and I went

on dates. She is now the full-time nanny.”
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“Ahhh . . . so he finally talked some sense into you. I think it’s a good
idea.”

“Ha. Ha. Funny. You know it definitely wasn’t my idea, but it’s also
one less argument to have, so I agreed to it on a temporary basis.”

Dana was thrilled to hear the energy in Nicole’s voice. “Good for
you. Learning to pick your battles is so important. Anyway, the reason
I called was to see if you wanted to go to lunch?”

Nicole snapped her head around and out of her window as if she

could see somebody from the 77th floor. Her voice rose with excite-
ment. “What?! You’re here?”

“In the flesh.”
“My goodness! You should have said that first! For how long?”
“Until the end of the month. I’m actually standing in your lobby.”
“You’re kidding?”
“Nope.”
Nicole glanced at her watch. Her meeting was in twenty minutes.

Still, she got up from her chair and started walking towards the doors
and was snagged backward. Like a chain, Nicole was bound by wires.
She giggled like a schoolgirl. “I’ll be right out.” Nicole hung up the
phone and quickly made her way to the lobby. As soon as Dana and
Nicole saw each other, they embraced in a fierce hug.

Nicole spoke first. “It’s so good to see you.”
“You too.” Dana pulled back slightly. “You don’t look like a woman

who was at death’s door.”
Nicole rolled her eyes. They both spoke in unison. “Davis.” And

laughter ensued. After it died down enough for Nicole to form words,
she tried to explain. “I was never that bad off.”

“That’s not the way Davis described you. He had me picking out a
mourning dress.”

“You know that man can be overly dramatic when it comes to this
kind of thing.”

Dana disagreed. “No. Only when it comes to you and the kids.”
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“I can’t argue with that.” Nicole looped her arm into Dana’s.
“C’mon. Let’s go into my office. I have a meeting at 10 a.m., but hope-
fully, when I’m done, we can go to lunch.”

Once they were behind closed doors, it was as if they were trying
to make up for all the in-person conversations they had missed over the
past two years. That had been the last time they’d seen each other in
person.

Dana couldn’t believe it. “Davis didn’t really burn the flowers, did
he?”

Nicole laughed. “Yes. He did. One of our neighbors heard about
our accident and figured something was off after noticing a big ball of
fire in the backyard. Of course, Davis didn’t burn it in the grill. That
would make too much sense. He tried to pretend this silly exercise
was about survival skills. He and Rayna put the flowers in a circle of
rocks and then he showed her how to light it with just the items in the
backyard. They turned the entire thing into a bonfire. So, the neighbor
called the fire department.”

Dana was doubled over laughing. “If Roman had Davis burning
flowers, he must be kind of hot.”

Nicole continued her own fit of giggles. She hunched her shoul-
ders. “The ladies in the office seem to think so.”

“You don’t think he’s good looking?”
“Begrudgingly, I’ll admit, he’s kind of cute, but he’s also an asshole.”
“Uh-oh. I remember you said that about Davis.”
Thinking back wistfully on the night they met at the airport made

Nicole smile. “He was when I met him. And sometimes he can still ex-
hibit asshole tendencies, but Davis is an incredible man. But I swear
he gets on my last nerves.” Absentmindedly, Nicole reached into her
purse and pulled out a prescription bottle. She popped two pills into
her mouth and took a long pull from her bottled water.

Dana’s laughter slowly died on her lips. “Are you still taking pre-
scriptions? Is everything okay?”
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Nicole tilted her head slightly from side to side. “Some parts of me
are being stubborn.”

“It’s been about six weeks since the accident hasn’t it?”
“Yes, give or take a few days. However, I still have some pain in my

neck and back.” She put the top back on the bottle and shook them.
“But these bad boys definitely help get me through the freakin’ day.”

Curiously, Dana looked on. “What exactly are those?”
“These. They are Oxy.”
Worried, Dana frowned. “Oxy? You’ve been on those the entire

time?”
Nicole put her hands up. “Stop. Please. I know what you’re think-

ing, but this is what the doctor prescribed after I left the hospital. I only
take them when I need them.”

Dana had just heard her say she took them every single day. That
wasn’t a good sign, but she kept quiet. Well, not completely. “They can
be very addictive. Be careful with those.”

“Yes. They can. But I’m responsible and too smart to get hooked on
drugs. Once I get over these injuries, I’ll stop taking them.”

“Of course you are. As a doctor, six weeks is a long time to be on
those things. You might want to consult your physician to see what else
they can do for pain management.”

Nicole laughed jokingly and responded sarcastically. “I will take
your advice into consideration, Dr. Lasso.” When Dana didn’t laugh
too, Nicole got serious. “Look. Please don’t worry. I know my body and
my pain better than anybody else. I promise. When the time comes, I’ll
stop taking them.” There was a soft tap on the door. Nicole was happy
for the interruption. She looked up. “Come in.” Claire peeped her head
through the door. “Your meeting is in five minutes.”

Nicole nodded. “Thanks.” She turned back to Dana. “Stop worry-
ing. I have everything under control.” She stood. “I’ve got to get go-
ing but should be finished in about an hour. Let’s meet back here say
in two? That’ll give me enough time to make a few phone calls and tie
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up any miscellaneous things I may have missed while I’ve been on leave
from work.”

Dana stood too. “Okay. I’ll meet you downstairs at noon.” As she
walked towards the door, her concern meter was still on full-tilt. Dana
hoped the excitement and newfound energy that Nicole was giving off
wasn’t because of those drugs.
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Chapter 11
NICOLE HAD BEEN TO the Clarks Tower twice in one week. She
mumbled to herself, “Why can’t people value other people’s time?”
Nicole was already irritated that she had to come back into the office
this week for a task someone else should have been able to do, but now
the person she was supposed to meet was late.

She stood outside her office pacing back and forth. Periodically, she
checked her watch. Where were they? Nicole wasn’t sure if it was her
medication or what, but she was anxious. “Claire?” Nicole turned to
her assistant who was exhausted from watching her walk in front of
her desk. She was glad that her heels weren’t click-clacking. Fortunate-
ly, they were casual with soft soles.

“Yes, Mrs. Chatham?”
“Are you sure they said the representative was on their way? If I

don’t leave soon, I’m going to be late.”
“Yep.” Claire popped the p in her response.
“Well, I’ll give them ten more minutes, then I’m leaving.”
A slightly accented and deeply male voice responded from behind

her. “I apologize for my tardiness, Ms. Chatham. An overseas call took
longer than I expected.”

Nicole recognized that voice. She closed her eyes, scrunched up
her nose, and mouthed the words—DAMN. However, Nicole smiled
when she turned to face him. “Mr. Abboud. What are you doing here?”

“I wanted an up close and personal tour of the American foster care
system.”

“I have to admit; I wasn’t expecting to see you again unless it was in
the boardroom of the Angel Foundation, not here at our KidCare of-
fices.”
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“Rome. Please call me Rome.” He scratched the side of his head
with a finger. “I live temporarily on the top floor of this building. I fig-
ured it was quite possible that I would run into you again.”

“I didn’t know there were living quarters in this building.”
He continued to flash her a million watt-bulb smile. “Yes, there

are.” He glanced around. “Isn’t KidCare and the Angel Foundation the
same company?”

“No, they are not, but they share certain resources like these of-
fices.”

“Interesting. Well, I’m still pleasantly surprised that you are my
point person.”

Nicole didn’t believe him for a second. She folded her arms across
her chest and lifted an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

Of course, he was lying, but Roman would never admit it. If Kid-
Care wanted his financial support, he had made it perfectly clear that
they would only get it, if Nicole were available for the ride along and
anything else he asked for. That was why his people phoned her boss
to ensure that she would be along for this little adventure. “I was told
someone from Children and Family Services would meet me.”

“KidCare works closely with that government organization, but I
am the representative for the day.”

“Oh. I thought you only charmed men like me out of money. I
didn’t know you worked this close to the ground.”

“I don’t charm anyone for donations, Mr. Abboud.”
“Rome. Please call me ROME.”
She ignored him. “In answer to your question, I don’t usually han-

dle the in-person visits, but apparently there was an emergency, and the
woman you were supposed to be with today couldn’t be here. I’m step-
ping in because there was no one else available on such short notice. So,
if you’re serious about what we’re doing today—”

“I am.” He stared her down, challenging her doubts.
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Nicole quickly ran through all the reasons why she shouldn’t be-
lieve him. But then common sense kicked in. Why wouldn’t Mr. Ab-
boud be serious about how his money is going to be used after donating ten-
million dollars? She could only take him at his word. Nicole dropped
her arms to her side. “We will go to a couple of the Children and Family
Service offices as well as visit a few homes where we’ve placed several
children.”

Roman nodded. “Sounds easy enough.”
She snapped. It was an automatic response when dealing with him.

“Let me clue you in on a couple of things. One, this is not easy. And,
two, determining if someone is telling you the truth is often harder.”

He could tell by her clipped tone that she was referring to him. “I’m
not a successful businessman because I am overly trusting, Nicole. May
I call you that? Nicole?” Roman said her name like a soft caress.

What was she supposed to say? Hell no? He had already been calling
her Nicole. Why was he asking now? Technically, he hadn’t done any-
thing wrong. Still, she narrowed her eyes. “Mr. Abboud, what we are
about to embark on is serious business. It is not fun and games. The
quality of these children’s lives just might depend on us. And I . . .” She
stressed the word. “I am not a game and won’t take too kindly to being
played with.”

“Rome. Is that so hard for you to say?”
“You said your friends call you Rome, correct?”
“Yes. So, please—”
“We are not friends. I prefer to keep our relationship professional,

and that means I will call you, Mr. Abboud. Understood?”
He saluted her. “Understood.”
Claire watched the back and forth between them with heightened

amusement. There was a tension there that was undeniable. It was ap-
parent that Nicole was going to have her hands full with Mr. Abboud.
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“Great. Now that you have set the rules and established the bound-
aries . . .” He checked the time on his wrist as Nicole stared through
him. “We should probably get going. I wouldn’t want to make you late.”

He was mocking her from her earlier statements. Nicole brushed
past him towards the elevators. “I wish someone had told you that an
Italian suit might not be the best attire for this field trip.”

NICOLE AND ROMAN SPENT the entire morning at two Chil-
dren and Family Service offices and then made two wellness care visits.
They were riding in her car and hadn’t spoken very much after their last
stop. Each of them was lost in their own thoughts.

Roman was pensive. He stared ahead as he spoke. “I had no idea
this could happen here in America. This country is rich. Some of the
conditions these children live in are deplorable.”

Nicole glanced at him, and her gaze softened. He cared. “Today was
actually a good day—things can be and are often a lot worse. I’m just
happy that the children we placed appear to have been matched with
decent homes. It’s temporary, but, who knows, maybe it will even lead
to adoption.”

Roman finally turned to her. “Is that what you hoped for? To be
adopted?”

She shrugged. “I s’pose. Who wouldn’t want to be a part of a fami-
ly?”

“Me.” Roman let out a hearty laugh. “I have thirteen brothers and
sisters. No one ever had an opportunity to get lonely.”

Nicole stopped at a red light. “Thirteen? I would have loved that.”
She smiled at him.

It was the first genuine smile she had given him all day. Hell, since
he’d met her. It was like a ray of sunshine. He returned it with one of
his own. “Did you like the flowers I sent?”
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Her smile faded. “I thought I told you. They were nice, too expen-
sive, and very inappropriate.”

“I’m rich. How were they inappropriate?”
“I have a husband who didn’t take too kindly that some strange

man that he has never met would send his wife such an expensive gift.”
“I should meet him.”
Two alpha’s circling each other both trying to prove who was man-

lier? She was not up for that. “No. I don’t think that would be a good
idea.”

“Hmm . . . would he be jealous?”
“He has no reason to be jealous.”
That didn’t answer his question exactly. “What did he do with

them?”
“Do? With what?” Nicole pretended not to understand his ques-

tion.
“The flowers. What did he do with them?”
A smile threatened the corners of her lips. “Truth?”
“Nothing but.”
“He had a bonfire with our kids in the backyard.”
Roman laughed out loud. A big hearty laugh. “I probably would

have done the exact same damn thing.” When his laughter died down,
he noticed Nicole’s guard had come down with it. Now was a good time
to make his move. “I’m hungry. Do we have time to grab a quick bite to
eat before our next visit?”

Nicole stuttered. “L-lunch? Um . . . I’m not sure . . .” They weren’t
supposed to be sharing personal space, and it threw her off. So much so,
that she didn’t notice the traffic light had changed.

“It’s just food. You said we’re not friends. Maybe we should work
on that. Again, it’s just lunch.” Roman pointed. “The light . . . it’s green.”

She tore her eyes away from him. “Right.” Nicole pulled off. Ro-
man made her nervous. Her palms were damp as she held on to the
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steering wheel. “Alright. How about we stop by a drive-thru and pick
something up?”

Roman was enjoying the fact that Nicole was off balance–that was
a good sign. “As in fast food? Surely, you can do better than that. I’ve
been more than respectful. I would say, I’ve been on my best behavior.
You’ve made it perfectly clear that you are happily married. I’ll respect
that.” He wouldn’t, but she didn’t know that. “Haven’t I earned a de-
cent American meal?”

Nicole was being silly. Roman had been nothing but a gentleman.
“You have been on your best behavior, and we do have a couple of hours
to spare before our next visit.” Instead of going back to her office, she
decided to have lunch. Roman was just a harmless flirt, but he had
shown her today, by the way he treated those kids, that he wasn’t an ar-
rogant, self-absorbed jerk.

Roman leaned back in his chair. “Yes, I have, and yes, we do. Come
on. I’m starving.”

Reluctantly, Nicole gave in. “Fine. What do you have a taste for?”
You. I have a taste for you, Nicole Chatham, and, with a little more

time, I plan to have you. “You choose. I’m going to put myself in your
hands.” Roman’s demeanor was innocent, but his intentions were any-
thing but.
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Chapter 12
DAVIS WAS ATTENDING his weekly staff meeting when his ad-
ministrative assistant interrupted. “Mr. Chatham? You have a very im-
portant phone call.”

He looked up irritated. “Is it Nicole?”
“No. But it’s a call you need to take.” Davis’s expression turned from

irritation to curious. He stood. “Let’s finish this meeting at another
time. If there are any pressing matters, schedule a one-on-one with me
through Sara.” Davis left the meeting, walking side by side with Sara to
his office. “Who’s on the phone?”

“Your lawyer, Mrs. Hinsdale-Manchetti.”
A feeling of dread crept over him. He rolled his head around his

shoulders. When they arrived at his door, Davis thanked Sara and
closed it behind him. He walked over to the phone and picked it up.
“Davis.”

“Davis, its Braylee. I received a call from the Attorney General’s of-
fice today.”

He was matter-of-fact. “Good or bad news?”
“Your business and most of your personal accounts have been

frozen.”
“What!? I thought you said because they couldn’t draw a direct

connection between the dirty money and me, that they were leaving my
accounts alone.”

“There was a caveat. I said . . . for now. However, they didn’t touch
the Chatham Family Trust.”

“Does that mean the AG believes he’s found the link he’s been
looking for?”
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“It means nothing, other than they are trying to play hardball. They
want information, and they think you may have it. If you don’t, I don’t
think it will matter to them. Either way, it seems they plan to use you
as an example of their efforts to destroy terrorist’s networks.”

He slammed his fist down on his desk. “Shit, Braylee! God-
dammit!”

“Believe me; I understand your frustrations and my team is work-
ing on getting this decision reversed. You’ll need to exhibit patience un-
like you’ve ever had to before and when that’s been used up . . . trust me.
We are handling this. It may seem glacial, but we are going to make all
of this go away. That brings me to the other reason for my call. This in-
formation is going to hit the media today. I’ve had several reporters call
me about it.”

He yelled into the phone. “I trust you to keep me out of prison, but
Braylee this could ruin my business!”

“Believe me when I say, we are way ahead of you on this. We knew
there was a possibility that your assets could be frozen, and we have a
plan to deal with the press. I had hoped we wouldn’t need to execute it,
but that’s what contingencies are for.”

Frustrated, Davis ran his hand down his face. “What the hell is the
plan? How much longer before all this nonsense is over? There’s only
enough money in that family trust to keep everything going for a few
months at best. I have payroll and family obligations.”

“We’re going to resolve this as soon as possible. And I won’t let this
situation take you down. It’s good you decided to hire Masterson and
Holloway. I’ve been in touch with them. The entire team needs to hud-
dle up today. If possible, in the next couple of hours. Can we meet at
your home?”

He was despondent. “Yeah.”
“Good. In the meantime, talk with your IT department. Disable

outbound e-mails, company cell phones, and all outbound telephone
calls except for emergency numbers for the next few hours.”

70 LaShawn Vasser



“Can we do that?”
“IT can do anything. If yours doesn’t have the expertise, call me

back. I can get some people over there within the hour to make it hap-
pen. Also, make sure they track everything. We can’t control personal
devices, but we don’t want anyone from inside your company leaking
information, so say as little as possible.”

“I’ve got to get a hold of Nicole and talk to her. I think she had to
go to work today. She has no idea what’s going on.”

“You haven’t done that yet?”
Davis threw his head back and closed his eyes. “No, not yet.”
There was an uncomfortable silence before Braylee spoke again.

“Davis . . . I’m sorry to say, but you’ve run out of borrowed time to have
that discussion.”

NICOLE WAS SURPRISED when she walked through her front
doors to find Davis home to greet her. He was holding a laughing DJ
on his shoulders. “What are you doing here?” She double checked her
watch to make sure it wasn’t later than she thought.

“I live here.”
“Do you, Mr. Chatham?” She said it jokingly, but she wasn’t kid-

ding. “Sometimes I forget this is where you reside.”
“No matter where I am, my heart is always with you.” The love in

his eyes was undeniable.
“Aww . . . that’s so sweet.” She kissed him softly on the lips and a

smiling DJ on the cheek. Nicole made a mental note. If Davis keeps
this up, pull out the sexy two-piece underwear and get a little freaky. Lord
knows we could use some relief.

“Nicole, there are a couple—”
“I’m sorry, before I forget, something weird happened to me a cou-

ple of days ago and again today.”

FRAGMENTS OF US 71



Davis was immediately on guard. “What?”
“I tried to use a couple of my credit cards, but they were declined.

That’s never happened. The first time, I figured it was an accounting er-
ror. But it happened again today. I was on my way home and stopped
off at the pharmacy to pick up my prescription. When I tried to use my
debit card, it didn’t work. I ended up using cash both times.”

Irritated, Davis tightened his jaw. He rubbed the bottom of his
chin.

Her concern rose when she noticed the crease. The one between his
eyes that only made an appearance when Davis was extremely stressed.
It was deep and more than a little visible. Something was wrong. She
decided it probably wasn’t a good time to tell him about her lunch with
Rome. “Why are you home so early? Is everything okay?”

Teena appeared out of nowhere and stood behind them. “Mr.
Chatham? Did you still want me to take DJ outside to play for a
while?”

He turned slightly. “Yes. Now would be a perfect time.” Davis
sighed and handed DJ over to her. “Have fun buddy.” He ruffled his
son’s curly hair as his little arms continued to stretch out for him. Davis
tried to swallow the fear and stress down. “I’ll see you in a little while . .
. I promise.” DJ didn’t want to leave or take his eyes off Davis, but Teena
was able to coax him into going outside to play.

Once they were gone, Davis reached his hand out to Nicole. For a
moment, she stared at it before placing her hand in his. “Davis, what’s
going on?”

“We need to talk.”
“You’ve said that already. You are starting to scare me.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t mean too.” They walked hand in hand from

the foyer into the living room. When Davis sat on the sofa, he pulled
Nicole down with him onto his lap. He placed his forehead against
hers, and blew out a long breath. They sat like that for a while neither of
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them saying anything. Nicole’s heart was beating fast, but she was do-
ing her damnedest to be patient.

Finally, Davis spoke. “I don’t know how to tell you this.”
Nicole breathed in deeply. Her voice was soft. “Just say it.”
He nodded. “When you tried to use your credit cards, they didn’t

work because our assets have been frozen.”
Nicole’s eyes widened, and she leaned back to stare into Davis’s face

to see if he was joking. He wasn’t. “Why?”
“The US Attorney General’s office thinks that my company and I

are involved in illegal arms dealing and trading.”
“Why in God’s name would they think that? You don’t’ sell

weapons . . . do you?”
“No. But I sell intellectual technology that can be used in weapon-

ry. This dates all the way back to five years ago when my personal assis-
tant was working with the Liberation of Shebet.”

“We helped the government with that situation. I thought it was all
over. After everything that happened why would they think we would
be helping them?”

“Money. I’ve been working with the government—”
“Wait.” Davis’s words triggered something else. “I thought this was

done and over with five years ago. You said you’ve been working with
them. As in recently? For how long?”

Davis could no longer make eye contact with her. “As far as I knew,
everything was resolved . . . until I got a call about seven months ago.
Apparently, dirty money has still been moving in and out of offshore
accounts that I didn’t even know I had. That’s why they froze our assets.
I’ve been cooperating with the AG’s office all this time, but something
has happened to make them either believe I’m involved, or my attorney
thinks I might be being used as a pawn in an election year. The current
administration wants to prove he’s keeping America safe. I can be hung
out as an example of them taking down a terrorist’s network.”
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Nicole pushed herself off Davis’s lap. “I can’t believe what I’m hear-
ing. You’ve been dealing with this for the past seven months, and you
never thought to mention it to me!?”

“I didn’t want to worry you and then there was the accident.”
“My accident was only six weeks ago!” She exploded. “You don’t

get to decide what you should and shouldn’t tell me. You’ve known
about this for almost a year!” She didn’t even try to suppress her anger
although some of it was fueled by fear. “I’m your wife! I should have
known about this. Maybe I could have helped in some way.”

“And do what Nicole? What were you going to do?”
She threw her hands up into the air. “You. Don’t. Get. It. Davis . . .

I am not a pet! I don’t need to be taken care of. I am your wife! That
should mean I get a say. You have to share everything with me. I’m your
partner.”

He roared back. “I know who you are to me. You don’t have to keep
spelling it out. I’m doing everything I can to keep you and the kids safe,
and it’s never enough for you. Since we are spelling out what our roles
mean, it’s my job as a husband to make sure you never want for any-
thing, and you’re bitchin’ at me for it?”

“No. Don’t go there Davis. Don’t pretend like everything you’ve
done is for me. I couldn’t give a damn if we lived in an economy studio
eating tuna fish and pork and beans for dinner every night. I don’t care
about the money or the material things. I never have. Your expectations
of our roles are asinine. You keeping me in the dark has nothing to do
with protecting me and everything to do with your need to control the
things around you.”

“That’s not true!”
“Yes, it is. I let you get away with it because I understand where

your overprotective instincts are coming from.” She took a breath, and
another thought occurred to her. “Why are you telling me now?”

Davis walked over to the bar. He poured himself a drink. Her eyes
followed his every move. He felt her angry gaze burn into his body.
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Davis turned his glass up and downed it before answering. He needed
the fiery liquid to calm him. His sigh could be heard from across the
room. “This entire clusterfuck will probably hit the media in the next
few hours. My attorney and the PR company I hired will be here any
minute to discuss our strategy.”

Disappointed, Nicole shook her head. “So, you still didn’t tell me
because you value me as your partner. You’re telling me because I need
to be informed on how to play my part as the dutiful Stepford house-
wife.”

“Nicole! That’s not true, and you know it!”
She placed her hands on her hips. “Do I? How would I know that?

What major decisions have you included me in since we’ve been to-
gether?”

“Are we really doing this right now? Do you understand I don’t
know who is behind all of this? You and the kids could be in danger if
someone wants revenge for me bringing down that cell five years ago. I
could go to prison and lose everything that I’ve worked my ass off for
the past thirteen years!”

Nicole turned away. She didn’t want Davis to see her cry. How was
she supposed to argue with the laundry list of things he had just said?
He was right. But he was also so wrong for not valuing her. This was
a big problem and not one she was sure their marriage could survive,
but how was she ever going to make him see that? The pain in her chest
ached so badly it was as if she’d been physically assaulted. For now, she
needed to put her own emotions to the side. This was a crisis and Davis
didn’t need her piling on. She whispered, “Excuse me. I’ve got to go
to the bathroom.” Nicole stormed out and went into the nearest bath-
room down the hall. She ignored his calls as she went inside and closed
the door.

Nicole’s heart was racing. She stood in front of the sink looking at
her reflection, then turned on the cool water. She splashed some over
her hot face and yanked a towel from off the wall to dry it.
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She rolled her shoulders hoping to relieve some of the tension.
How the hell am I supposed to help Davis get through this if he doesn’t val-
ue me or my opinions? What else is he keeping from me? Nicole’s nerves
were shot. She needed to calm down. Then she remembered—the pills.
They were not only good for pain, but they numbed a lot of shit. Just
one or two would take the edge off. She had been holding on to her
purse ever since she walked through the front door. Without a second
thought, Nicole pulled them out, opened the bottle, and shook out two
of them. Her hands were shaky, but she put them in her mouth and
washed them down with a handful of water from the sink. Again, she
stared at her reflection, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. When
she opened them, Nicole felt as if she could face whatever else was com-
ing.
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Chapter 13
SHE HEARD VOICES. As Nicole walked down the hallway and was
about to walk into a living room full of strangers, Davis spotted her
coming. He met her before she stepped into the lion’s den. The tension
was written all over her face. However, Nicole’s primary concern was
for her children. She was doing her best to constrain her warring emo-
tions. “Where’s Rayna?”

At least on this front, Davis could set her mind at ease. “She's home.
I sent her outside to play with Teena and DJ. Nicole, are we okay?”

“If you are asking me will I behave for this meeting, yes. I will de-
serve an Oscar for the performance I’m about to put on.”

He was frustrated too. “Don’t do this.”
Nicole remained silent.
He sighed. They would have to continue this argument later. Davis

looked over his shoulder. “It’s an all hands on deck kind of meeting.”
“Seems like it. Do you really need all of those people?”
He attempted a smile something of a peace offering.
Her face remained set like stone.
Davis raked his hands through his hair. “According to them, I do.

They are supposed to be the best of the best. Let’s go inside, and I’ll in-
troduce you to everyone.”

It’s well past time that you did that, she thought. And, as angry as
she was with Davis, she loved the man. Nicole did her best to shelve her
anger for now. She nodded. “Let’s meet your dream team.”

Davis spent a few moments introducing her. She plastered on a
tight smile and shook too many hands to count. It wasn’t as if Nicole
hadn’t done this very thing at dinner parties and fundraisers for
Chatham Industries, but this was something different. This wasn’t a
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joyous occasion. There weren’t women in beautiful ball gowns or men
in tuxedos. No, these were men and women in smart business suits with
serious taking care of business masks on their faces.

Nicole hoped the picture Davis painted earlier wasn’t as dire as he
made it. She supposed that over the next few hours she would find out.

As the conversations began in earnest, everything became surreal.
Was all of this really happening? Suddenly, the room became a mad-
house. Cellphones beeped, chirped, rang, and buzzed. One of the
lawyers said aloud, “Apparently, the news has finally gone public.” Davis
got up from his chair and turned on the television. Locally, it was
breaking news. An entire spot had been devoted to “Home Grown Ter-
rorists Cell has Big Moneyed American Investors”—Chatham Indus-
tries along with a few other companies had been named. The fiasco of
five years ago had been rehashed and twisted so far from the truth that
it sounded like someone else’s story. That made Nicole angrier than
Davis keeping her in the dark all this time. They needed to fight back!
Could they sue the media? Libel? Defamation? She had so many ques-
tions. However, just when she was about to ask, Nicole began to feel
hot. Heat coursed throughout her body. It became difficult to hear the
many conversations going on around her. Mouths were moving, but
it was as if they were talking like they were underwater. Not only was
Nicole having a difficult time hearing and understanding what was be-
ing said, her movements were a step or two behind her thoughts.

Davis had been focused on her the entire time and noticed the sec-
ond her face went ashen. He moved quickly to be by her side, took her
hand in his, and squeezed, then leaned into her body and whispered in-
to her ear. “Are you okay?”

Her mouth was dry, but she managed to move her lips. It came out
a whisper. “Yes, I’m fine.” She did her best to focus, but it was hard.

“Are you sure.”
She blinked a few times then answered. “Yes.”
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Someone in the room asked Davis a question, and after making sure
Nicole was alright, he turned away to respond.

Time ticked by, but Nicole missed most of the conversation. It was
taking all her energy just to keep her eyes open. She hoped that when
someone spoke to her that she nodded in all the right places.

“Mrs. Chatham? Mrs. Chatham?”
She didn’t answer.
Davis heard them calling out to her and turned to see why she

didn’t answer. He could see that Nicole was overwhelmed. Her shoul-
ders had gone slack. He was so caught up with his lawyers that he
hadn’t noticed that while physically present, Nicole was no longer in
the room. It wasn’t until someone tried to get her attention, and when
she ignored them, that he noticed. He rubbed Nicole on her knee.
“Sweetheart, Ms. Cooke asked you a question. Are you alright?” Her
head was slow to turn in his direction, but when they did, and his eyes
connected with hers, they had a faraway look in them. “Nicole?”

“I-I’m sorry.” She slurred her words. Nicole couldn’t think and felt
as if she were floating. Her mouth felt heavy. It was difficult to speak
let alone answer in any coherent way. Something with her body was off,
and Nicole needed to get away to catch her breath and clear her mind.
“I-I’m sorry, but I’m not feeling very well.”

His stomach clenched, and Davis’s guilt weighed on him. It was
probably his fault that Nicole was in a state of shock. He’d just sprung
all of this onto her and expected her to deal with it. He turned to Ms.
Cooke. “I’m sorry, Nicole’s not feeling very well. Please, excuse us. I’ll
be back momentarily.” Davis stood and helped her up.

She whispered into his ear. Her words were even more slurred. “I
don’t think I can stand on my own.”

Davis was worried but kept his composure. He wrapped his arm
around her waist and helped walk Nicole out of the room.

She wasn’t sure how he did it, but Davis managed to make it appear
as though she was walking by herself. But, the truth was, had it not
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been for him, her legs wouldn’t have been able to carry her anywhere.
Nicole’s head began to roll to the left, then the right. It moved to the
front and then the back.

Davis was feeling more than just concerned. “I’m calling the doc-
tor.”

“No. I’m fiiiine . . . just need to sleep—to rest.”
“Nicole, something is not right.” Her legs buckled, and he tight-

ened his hold to keep her from falling. Davis swept her up into his arms
and carried her to their room. Her eyes were closed as her head lay on
his chest. “Nicole?”

Her voice was low. “Hmm . . .”
“Can you hear me?”
Her eyes fluttered open and then closed. “Yeesh.”
As tenderly as possible, Davis placed her into the center of their

bed then covered her with the blankets. By the time he had her settled,
Nicole had fallen back to sleep. If she wasn’t better when she woke up,
Davis was calling the doctor whether she wanted him to or not.

He kissed her gently on the lips. “I’m sorry, baby.” Davis felt like the
world’s biggest failure as he stared down at her beautiful face. He had to
fix this. He had to make things right. If not for himself, then for Nicole
and his family. With a heavy heart, Davis left the room closing the door
behind him.
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Chapter 14
BY THE TIME NICOLE cracked open her eyes, the clock on her
bedside was blinking 9:03 . . . a.m. She’d slept through the evening,
night, and morning. Dammit! I can’t believe I did this again. Rayna’s bus
was long gone. The way the Chatham’s luck was going, it was more like-
ly the Department of Children and Family Services would end up at
their front door. And Davis? What happened at the meeting?

Nicole was groggy, thirsty, and thankful that someone had left a
bottled water next to her bed. She downed it. For several moments, she
sat perfectly still, afraid to move. Her head was pounding, her body
ached, and her stomach was nauseous. She closed her eyes–inhaling as
much air as her lungs would accept, then expelled it in long exaggerat-
ed breaths. She had to repeat that several times over before Nicole felt
like she might be able to function. Once she figured it was safe to stand
on her own two feet, she moved as fast as she could to get out of bed,
which was at a snail’s pace. She berated herself. Dammit, Nicole. You’ve
got to get your shit together. Thoughts of the previous evening came rush-
ing back. She had missed a critical meeting, the entire night with her
kids, and now Rayna’s bus this morning. Nicole hadn’t seen DJ since
Teena had taken him outside to play yesterday afternoon. It seemed
ever since her accident, things in her life had been moving in a down-
ward spiral.

Nicole owed the biggest apology to Davis. He had probably left for
work hours ago so it would have to wait. No matter what was going
on in their marriage, he deserved her support, and she had missed the
opportunity to find out what all the lawyers and PR people suggested
that she be doing. Nicole had never felt more inept as a wife than she
did right now. For all her ranting and raving about Davis keeping her in

81



the dark, she had left him alone to deal with this problem. She mentally
made a promise to him and herself. That will never happen again.

Nicole put on her robe and brushed her teeth to get the horrible
taste out of her mouth. She would call Davis and begin to try to make
things right, but her first priority of the morning was to find DJ.

It didn’t take long. Her son was sitting in his booster chair in
the kitchen having breakfast with Teena. He saw her and immediately
smiled, clapping his hands together. “Mom!” She walked up to him and
kissed the top of his head. “Hey there, honey.” Nicole eased down into
a chair beside him. Her head was still killing her, and, if there were any-
thing in her stomach, it probably wouldn’t be there for long. In a word,
Nicole felt awful.

Teena turned concerned eyes to her. “Mrs. Chatham, can I get
something for you?”

“My stomach is a little upset. I hate to ask but maybe a seltzer water
and ibuprofen.” Nicole didn’t want to admit it, not even to herself, but
the Oxycodone had done a number on her. Maybe Dana was right. She
had been taking them too long, and it was starting to affect her body
differently. It was probably past time to leave them alone and figure out
another way to manage her pain . . . all her pain.

Teena smiled. “Sure thing.”
Nicole attempted to engage her son, but she was just in too uncom-

fortable. Tears sprang to her eyes as she propped her elbows up on the
table and rested her face into the palms of her hands. That was the exact
moment Davis walked into the kitchen.

His throat closed up as he saw his wife in obvious distress. He’d
caused it. All this madness was his fault. No matter what happened,
Davis was making preparations to ensure his family would be fine . . .
with or without him.

He cleared his throat. Slowly, Nicole looked up. Davis took a seat
opposite her. “Are you feeling better?”
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Her head was pounding. It hurt to talk. “Why are you home and
not at work?” Her words came out harsher than she’d intended. Teena
placed the medicine and a glass of seltzer water in front of her.

“You had a rough night. I wanted to be here when you woke up,
and I figured I could work from home.” He watched her as she took
medicine.

“Oh.” Her voice softened. “You didn’t have to do that, but thank
you.” Nicole sighed. “I still have an upset stomach, a headache, along
with the usual aches and pains.”

“Are you sure it’s not . . .” Davis paused. “Nicole, I hate that this sit-
uation is making you sick.”

She hissed. “I’m not some shrinking violet, Davis. I can handle
whatever comes our way. IF you would only let me. You can’t protect
me from life! Yesterday, I was already feeling off. I’m sick. That’s it. I just
don’t feel well.”

“It’s not my goal to upset you. Maybe you should make an appoint-
ment with the physician?”

“Stop babying me. I’m not your dead sister, Rayna! Every time
someone gets sick doesn’t mean they are going to die, or needs a doc-
tor’s appointment!” She couldn’t believe the words that came out of her
mouth.

Davis paled, then his face hardened.
“Davis . . . I . . . ” Nicole placed her hand on top of his, and he

snatched it away. His face hardened.
“I would think my wife would be happy that I actually give a shit

about how she’s feeling!” His chair scraped the kitchen floor then fell
over backward as he stood and stalked out of the room.

Shocked, Teena stood back in silence. Fortunately, DJ couldn’t un-
derstand all the words, but he understood enough, and he looked be-
wildered.

Nicole pressed her lips together. Then spoke softly. “I’m sorry you
had to witness that, Teena. I apologize to you and should go and apol-
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ogize to Davis.” Nicole stood to get up and the room tilted. She was
going to vomit. She ran into the bathroom and made it just in time,
emptying her stomach of all the liquids she consumed. When there was
nothing left to purge, and the dry heaving stopped, Nicole sat on the
floor basically hugging the bowl. Her apology to Davis would have to
wait.

THE REST OF THE DAY didn’t get any better. Nicole spent it in
bed tossing and turning. The ibuprofen wasn’t helping. She hoped a
hot shower might. She was so uncomfortable that the water on her face
wasn’t just from the shower but from her own tears as she cried like a
baby.

She finished her shower and put on her terrycloth robe. It had
helped her feel a little better but not much. As she walked out of her
bathroom, Nicole had had enough and couldn’t take it anymore. It was
as if she were having an outer body experience as she glanced around
her room. Her eyes darted from her bed to her purse that was sitting on
the dresser. Sleep this off, Nicole. Like a zombie, she started walking. She
ended up standing in front of her dresser, reaching inside her purse for
the bottle. I’ll just take one more to get over the hump. This will be the last
one. Nicole popped it into her mouth and stared at her reflection in the
mirror. She hated what she saw. Her thick curls were wet and plastered
to her head, but her eyes were those of a stranger. Notwithstanding the
dark circles, they looked tired and haunted. Nicole closed them, so she
didn’t have to see her reflection, then turned away from the mirror. She
walked over to the bed and picked up the water bottle swallowing the
pills. Nicole got in bed and pulled the covers over her head in an at-
tempt to hide from herself and her shame. The day ended just like it
started—shitty.
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Hours later, she woke when the clock clicked to 1:03 a.m. How-
ever, Nicole wasn’t in bed alone—DJ was curled into the crook of her
arms, and Rayna occupied the space on the other side of him. They had
snuggled as close as they could get. She had no idea how or when they
got in bed with her. One person missing was Davis. His side of the bed
was cold and empty. Her behavior had driven him not even to want to
be in the same room with her. Nicole was turning her biggest fear into
a self-fulfilling prophecy.

She finally admitted that she was struggling. Even now, she wanted
to take more pills. Somehow, she had to fix her problem without caus-
ing too much of a distraction. Davis was already dealing with enough
and having a drug addict as a wife splashed across the papers, and social
media wasn’t fair to him. What am I going to do? How did I let things get
this far? There weren’t any immediate answers to her questions, and she
wasn’t going to get them at this hour of the night. So, she did the only
thing she could to cleanse her soul, Nicole shut her eyes and cried.
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Chapter 15
DAVIS WAS IN HIS HOME office working on his second drink. Too
bad he couldn’t get totally and completely trashed. Nicole was upstairs
in bed sick for the third day, and one of them needed to be around for
their kids. Her words had hurt him deeply. It took everything not to
lash out. His own guilt wouldn’t let him. Davis wasn’t sure how much
more he could take. If it hadn’t have been for his daughter and the in-
nocence in his son’s eyes, he probably would have packed a bag and left.

His cell phone roused him from his thoughts. Davis started to let it
go to voicemail when he realized it was Dana. He answered it. “Hello?”

“Davis?”
“Yeah. It’s me.” Her voice had that sympathetic thing in it. She had

heard the news. He hated it. He didn’t want pity, Davis wanted his
name cleared.

“Nicole and I were supposed to have dinner tonight, but I’ve been
calling her phone, and she’s not answering. I heard the news and fig-
ured she probably wouldn’t want to go out. Are you both alright?”

He threw his head back and pinched the bridge of his nose and
laughed sarcastically. “Nope. Can’t say we are. Things are pretty messed
up right now.”

“It will all work out. I feel it. However, I will say that the press can
be some evil bastards. They are hounding me. It is a swarm of them just
outside your gates. Think you can let me inside?”

“They’re still out there?”
“Yes.”
“Shit. I’ll need to do something about that before Rayna gets home

from school. I’ll buzz you through the gates. Security should let you
through, and I’ll meet you at the door.”
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It wasn’t long before Dana was walking into the house and giving
Davis a big old bear hug. “How are you, my friend?”

“I have seen better days.” Davis hadn’t slept much over the past cou-
ple of nights, and it showed on his face. His after-five shadow was dark-
ening into a full-on beard, and his eyes were bloodshot.

Dana saw the emotional fatigue all over him and smelled the alco-
hol on his breath. “It may not mean much, but I know you are innocent
of all of that nonsense they are spewing on the news. And another thing
I’m sure of, you and Nicole will weather this storm too.”

His smile was a defeated one. “I hope you’re right, but I’m not so
sure on either count. Come on in.” Dana followed him into the living
room. Davis walked over to the bar and poured himself another drink.
“Care to join me?”

“Umm . . . maybe later.” She raised an eyebrow as if she were chastis-
ing one of her students. “Are you sure you need another one of those?”

“I’m absolutely positive that I don’t. But I could surely use it. As a
matter of fact, I think I deserve it.” Davis allowed the bottle to hover
over his glass but didn’t pour it. Instead, he capped the bottle and put it
back. He picked up a water bottle instead. “How about one of these?”

Dana smiled. “That would be great.”
He ambled over to where she took a seat and handed it to her. “I

hate to disappoint you, but Nicole still isn’t feeling very well. That is
why she’s not picking up her phone. She’s been in bed the past few
days.”

Dana frowned. “Really?”
Davis sighed. “Yeah. She won’t admit it, but this situation is stress-

ing her out.”
“I can only imagine.”
“I can’t seem to say or do a damn thing right when it comes to her.”
“Do you want my professional opinion or that of a good friend?”
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Davis laughed. “That’s right. Before you went all save the children,
you were a psychiatrist. I’m not really sure if I want to be psychoana-
lyzed. But I’m desperate. Give me both opinions.”

“First, I’ll say that Nicole loves you more than she loves herself.”
“Great. You’re already setting this up, and it sounds like your assess-

ment is going to be a boatload of fun.”
“I’m just going to be honest. You can be a bit cavemanish.” Davis

started to protest, but Dana put her hands up to stop him. “No, no .
. . that wasn’t an opinion that was a statement of fact. So, don’t argue.
With that being said, I understand and so does Nicole the motivation
behind it. You’ve worked hard to get to where you are at unbelievable
personal sacrifice, and some of your success stems directly from great
personal pain. Nicole knows this, but she also feels as if your need to
protect her is from those very same scars from your past. She thinks it
keeps her from being a full partner in this relationship.”

Davis yelled, “What the hell am I supposed to do? How many
times do I have to say this? I love my wife. It’s my job to protect her!”

“Let me ask you a question. How long have you known about this
situation and when did you tell Nicole?”

The anger in his blood left his body. “Seven months.”
“And when did you tell Nicole?”
Seconds ticked by before he answered. “Three days ago.” Frustrated,

he ran his hands through already mussed his hair. “I just didn’t want her
to worry.”

“But what about you? Just like I’m sure you want to help and
support her, Nicole wants to do the same for you. Imagine how you
would feel if the tables were turned. And, knowing Nicole the way I do,
she probably hates that you have carried this burden all alone.” Dana
was sure this situation probably had contributed to all the late nights,
missed dinners, and Davis being preoccupied.

“I hadn’t really thought about that.”
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“Don’t you think the weight would have been a little less heavy if
you didn’t have to shoulder it alone?”

“Let’s say you’re right, and I’m not, but what if you are? I’ve been
this way for so long. Nicole knows that I had to take care of my parents
before they died and what happened to my sister. It’s all I know how
to do. I take care of people. And, lately, if I ask Nicole anything, even
something as simple as if she would like a glass of water, she’ll take my
head off. Her mood swings are insane. I understand she is stressed, but
I’m the one facing prison time.” The guilt kicked in again. “Look, I
know I’m the reason she’s sick, that’s why I’m working so hard to fix
this.”

Dana frowned slightly. “Sick? You mentioned that. What’s wrong
with her?”

“Yeah, yesterday was bad but not as bad as the day before. She could
barely keep her eyes open when the lawyers were here. I’m at my wit's
end. She’s stubborn as hell and won’t let me call a doctor. I have no
fuckin’ idea what to do!”

“Hmm . . . you two seem to have that in common.” Dana’s eyebrows
knitted together. “Did you say she’s having mood swings and was nod-
ding off during your meeting?”

“I wouldn’t say nodding off, but she was out of it.”
“God, things are worse than I thought.”
His eyes focused in on her like a laser. “What do you mean worse

than you thought?”
Dana wrung her hands together. “Look, I wanted to talk to you but

didn’t want to betray Nicole’s trust. I saw something while we were out
for lunch the other day that gave me pause, and now you’re telling me
that she wasn’t really coherent the other day. I have to say, I’m worried.”

Davis was more than a little impatient. “Worried? What? What
happened?”

“Did you know Nicole was still taking OxyContin?”
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He hadn’t known. “I knew they were prescribed to her right after
her accident.”

“Well, yes. She’s still taking them. While it’s not Oxycodone, both
of them are highly addictive. The Oxycodone shouldn’t be consumed
longer than a week or so. But, her sister drug, OxyContin shouldn’t be
taken for six weeks either. Anyway, Nicole was more anxious and ener-
getic than I’ve ever seen her. However, over the long term, the effects
change. The bottom line is I’m concerned.”

Davis looked at her skeptically. “Nicole would never get hooked on
drugs, Dana. She’s too smart for that. If she’s still taking them, it’s be-
cause a doctor prescribed them for her.”

“I’m not saying that Nicole has a problem, but keep a look out for
the symptoms. Mood swings going from super energetic to barely being
lucid, anxiety, and nausea, just to name a few.”

He had seen all those things in Nicole. Impossible. She was stressed
out nothing more. “I’ll keep that in mind, but I’m sure you’re wrong.”

Dana wasn’t going to push it. If her suspicions were right, everyone
would know soon enough. “Of course. I hope that I am very wrong.
But, Davis, you should know being smart, your financial situation or
social status has never dictated someone becoming addicted to drugs.
It’s a disease, and a challenge that people from all walks of life can face.”

Davis heard Dana, but there was no way Nicole had a problem with
drugs.

Dana was done being the Angel of Doom. Davis and Nicole had
enough to deal with. So, she tried to lighten the atmosphere and
smiled. “I didn’t come all of this way not to visit with my god-children.
Where’s that handsome little boy?”

Davis was caught up in all that Dana had said. There was a lot to
unpack. For now, he’d let it go. He returned her smile with one that
never reached his tired green eyes. “He’s upstairs taking a nap, thank
God. Our nanny had an emergency and had to take off. Rayna should
be home in about an hour.”
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Her smile turned into a devilish grin. “Then I’d better get on my
god-mommy duties and go wake him up! Send Rayna to me when she
gets home. You, go get some rest. I have the entire day free and plan to
spend it with the kids.”

To say he was grateful was an understatement. “Thanks. I think I
will do just that.” Davis left initially thinking he would crawl into bed
with Nicole, but he was still feeling raw at her from their fight. Instead,
of going into their room, he decided the guest room was probably best.
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Chapter 16
RAYNA HAD DAVIS WRAPPED around her fingers just like her
mother. She had convinced him to let her sit with Nicole while she
slept last night until bedtime. Only Rayna had fallen asleep with her
arms wound tightly around Nicole’s neck, and he didn’t have the heart
to move her. When DJ saw the two of them in bed, he pitched a fit until
he was snuggled between them too. Davis ran a tired hand down his
face. That was his family. The people he loved the most in this world,
yet, he and Nicole couldn’t be further apart emotionally.

Davis hated sleeping alone the past couple of nights. Not that all
the tossing and turning he’d done could really be considered sleeping.
Still, in the early morning, he lay on his back staring up at the ceil-
ing, wondering what the hell had happened to his life. How did things
get so out of control? How had he allowed the most important rela-
tionship in the world to get that way too? Maybe Dana was right. He
rubbed his eyes and forehead as if it could lighten the heaviness on his
mind and heart. Have I really been a workaholic and part-time husband
and father because I am afraid that what happened to my parents and sis-
ter might happen to them? He answered himself. “My fear is going to
cost me my family and marriage. I can’t lose them.”

Davis heard the door to their bedroom open. She was up. He
swung his legs over the side of the bed and got up too. He quickly made
it out of his room before Nicole had gotten too far down the hall. His
voice was gruff. “You’re awake.”

Nicole turned. She was hesitant. “Yes.” Davis was standing in the
hallway shirtless wearing only a pair of pajama bottoms. Even in her
current state, it was difficult to ignore how much she had missed
him–emotionally and physically.
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His arms were folded. There wasn’t an ounce of fat anywhere on his
body. The man was ripped, and when he focused that hooded look at
her, it always made her insides turn to molten lava. She forgot about
everything else. It had been six long weeks since the last time they made
love, and she not only missed him but needed him. Nicole missed run-
ning her hands all over his muscled body. But it wasn’t all physical. She
missed their emotional closeness. Davis grounded her and gave her a
sense of peace–a sense of belonging–normalcy.

She realized she was staring and looked down at the floor. Then
back up. It was time to put her big girl panties on. Nicole hugged herself
as she walked in his direction. “I owe you a huge apology.” When she
was only inches away, Nicole took a deep breath. “There was no excuse
for my insensitivity about your sister. You do not need me adding more
stress to an already stressful situation. I-I love you and– . . .”

Nicole didn’t get to finish what she was about to say. Davis pulled
her into his arms and kissed her hard. It was filled with every emotion
running through him. “I don’t want to talk. For a little while let’s just
pretend nothing else exists except for us.”

She nodded and returned his kiss with her own brand of despera-
tion. Nicole ran her hands all over his chest. She had missed the feel of
him. Davis continued to kiss her as he walked her backward toward the
guest room.

She tore her lips away from his. “Here?”
“If I don’t get inside you soon, it’ll be right here in this hallway. I’m

not ready to give a sex education class to Rayna, but I will if I have too.”
“That won’t be necessary.” Nicole took Davis by the hand and led

him into the room closing the door behind them.
Once they were inside, as much as they wanted to rush, they also

wanted to embrace the moment. It had been so long since the last time
they had made love.

Davis kissed Nicole until her knees went weak, and backed her up
toward the bed taking her robe off as they went. She was completely
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naked underneath. Her beautiful body spurred him on, and Davis
made quick work of removing his pajama bottoms. They ended up
somewhere in the room.

When the back of Nicole’s legs came into contact with the mat-
tress, she fell backward pulling him down on top of her. She spread her
thighs and raised her knees cradling his body in between them. The
skin on skin contact sent them both into sexual overdrive. Everything
became more intense. Her slick heat met his silken steel, and Davis felt
like a teenage boy. It had been too long. Davis wasn’t sure how long he
could prolong sliding inside her needy body and blowing his load since
he was already on edge. Her touch, the smell of her arousal, her moans,
all of it was enough to do him in.

“You’re so wet for me.” Davis ran his hands up and down the sides
of Nicole’s body, never releasing her lips while they kissed.

“Yes, oh god, yes.”
His hands reached around her back and slid down until he found

her ass. He grabbed handfuls of it lifting her body up to meet his.
Nicole was trapped inside the sensations of her body, and it had a

mind of its own. She ground her sex into Davis wanting him to hurry
up and get in there. She thrust up into him hoping to hurry the process
along.

He hissed.
She responded. “You are making me lose my mind.” Nicole was

soaking. She writhed around underneath him, needing him to put
them both out of their misery.

Using one hand to hover over her, Davis grabbed himself with the
other. Nicole thought this was the moment she had been feenin’ for.
But no. He stroked himself, and she had to watch. “Davis . . . I can’t take
much more.”

Finally, he lowered that powerful muscle just outside of Nicole’s
entrance but didn’t push inside. Instead, he dragged his cock between
her swollen folds, lifting himself up and down over and over again. His
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strokes were excruciatingly slow and deliberate. Each time, parting her
flesh and mixing her milky crème with the sweet cum that leaked out
from the bulbous head of his shaft.

Nicole thought that Davis was trying to kill her with pleasure, or at
the very least, intentionally torture her with every stroke, but to torture
her was to torture himself. She could see the strain and control he tried
to exhibit all over his face. With each movement, Davis increased the
pressure, coming closer and closer to her sweet spot without plunging
inside.

Her throbbing had turned into an oh-so unsatisfying ache. She
reached out to take matters into her own hands. First, Nicole reached
for him, but he made sure to stay just out of the way. Then she attempt-
ed to use her own fingers to give herself the relief she sought. But Davis
wouldn’t let her. He swatted her hands out of the way. Nicole needed to
hold on to something as she felt the walls of her core start to contract,
so she clutched the sheets. She was close . . . so close . . . but not there
yet.

Davis dragged himself up and down the valley of her sex once
more—then up again—only this time over her clit. Nicole detonated.
Her back arched off the bed; she squeezed her eyes shut and screamed
out his name as one of the most powerful orgasms barreled through her
body.

That was the moment Davis had been waiting for. He rode the wave
of her orgasm and thrust deep. Nicole’s body clamped down, hugging
him like a glove. Hot . . . wet . . . tight. It was more than he could stand.
He started to move. Davis thrust in and out of her with long, hard
strokes. He pulled back almost to the point of pulling out only to slam
back inside. The sound of their bodies coming together only increased
their frenzied pace. Needing more with each thrust, Davis drove into
her like a madman, lifting her hips slightly, and penetrating deeper until
he was balls deep. The headboard of the bed beat against the wall with
the rhythm of their lovemaking.
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Davis stretched Nicole to the point of almost pain. It gave new
meaning to the words–hurt so good. Still, she was needy. Every time
Davis rolled his hips and buried himself inside her body, she rose up to
meet him.

He leaned down and captured her mouth in another kiss. He
fucked her mouth just like he did her body. Adrenaline coursed
through him as he pounded her, and she squeezed his cock every—sin-
gle—time, milking him dry. This was heaven, and Davis knew it. He
felt the tightening, both hers and his. His climax was close, and so was
hers. He strained to hold out for her. He hit just the right spot, and
Nicole’s body began to shake and spasm, and he erupted.

She screamed.
He growled.
Makeup sex was a gift from the Gods. It was the best damn sex in

the world.

SLOWLY, THEIR HEART rates came down, and their breathing re-
turned to normal. Nicole loved to lay in his arms listening to the sound
of his heartbeat.

No words. The silence was golden. Words would cause too many
problems.

Davis laced his fingers with hers. “Nicole?”
She just wanted a little more time in paradise–to bask in the after-

glow of their lovemaking for just a little while longer. But the real world
was about to crash down upon them. She responded. “Hmm . . .”

He was solemn. “We need to talk.”
She spoke quietly. “I know. I just want to hold on to this feeling for

a little while longer.”
Davis felt the same way and hesitated before speaking again. But he

didn’t have a choice. He was running out of time. “I feel the same way.
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But you need to be prepared. I need you to know, whatever happens,
you and the kids will be fine because the next few months are going to
get kind of rocky.”

Nicole sighed. The weightlessness she had felt moments ago was re-
placed with a heavy heart. “Whatever happens I want to face it togeth-
er.”

“I want that too. I might have to step down as the CEO of
Chatham Industries. Our stock is plummeting. Money is going to be
tight. We’ll have to make certain sacrifices.”

Nicole sat up pulling the sheet with her. She wasn’t expecting those
words to ever come out of his mouth. “No. You built that company
from scratch. You can’t leave.”

“If I have any chance of saving it, leaving may be my only option.”
Nicole had never seen Davis look so defeated. She cradled his face

in one hand. “I only care about Chatham Industries because I know
how important it is to you. Personally, it doesn’t matter to me and never
did. If you had nothing, the only place I would want to be is in your
arms. Losing the ability to be with you like this is the only thing that
scares me.”

Davis kissed the inside of her hand. “I could go to prison for a long
time. If that happens, I don’t want you to wait for me.”

“No!” Her protective instincts kicked in. “I won’t let you think that
way. We’ll beat this.”

“Baby, we’ve got to be realistic. I plan to fight as hard as I can, but
just in case, we’ve got to be ready for the worst-case scenario.”

Her eyes began to water. “I honestly don’t know what I would do
without you, and I don’t plan on finding out.” She wiped away a tear.
“What are the extradition laws in Fiji?” Nicole said it only half-joking-
ly. The other part of her was solemn. “If shit looks as if it’s going side-
ways we need to figure something out.”

The edges of Davis’s lips curved up. “I wouldn’t do that to you and
the kids.”
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Nicole laid her head back down on his chest. “What can I do to
make this better for you?”

“This. Just holding you in my arms calms me. I hate fighting with
you. I don’t want to do it anymore.”

“Me too. I’m sorry about everything.”
“Yeah, me too.” Davis kissed the side of her head.
“Seriously, I want to help. Please don’t treat me like a porcelain

doll.”
Dana’s words came back to him. What if the tables were turned?

“The lawyers left some information for you to review when you have
a chance. For now, we are not making any comments to the press.
Our team is making any public statements on our behalf. They’ve been
camped outside the gates ever since the news broke.”

Nicole lifted her head. “What? They’re in front of our house?”
“Not exactly, but close enough. They are hunkered down in front

of our gates.”
“Rayna has to be freaked out.”
“On the first day, she was a little, but the past couple of days, Teena

has been taking her to and from school. However, I was able to get an
order for them to stay one hundred yards back.”

“Thank God.”
The alarm clock went off. Their hour of bliss was interrupted by the

responsibilities of the day. Nicole had missed too many of them, but she
wouldn’t this morning.

Davis groaned. “I don’t want to leave this bed, or you.”
Nicole glanced around the room that she had redecorated years

ago. “This is the first time we’ve made love in here.” She wrapped her
arms around his waist and tightened her hold, pulling his ear into her
mouth. She moaned as she rubbed her sex into his thigh. “Mmm . .
.” Her voice was thick. “After we get the kids settled, I want to come
back.”
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Davis’s smile grew. “You know . . . I may not be able to make any
other promises, but that one I can keep.”
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Chapter 17
THE MORNING STARTED off as if Davis and Nicole didn’t have a
care in the world. Not like everything around them was falling apart.
She managed to keep her internal struggles to herself and make break-
fast like she had done so many times in the past.

Rayna got up from the table, and Nicole felt a tinge of guilt when
she looked into her eyes. They were brighter than Nicole had seen in
a while when Rayna smiled and kissed her goodbye. “See you after
school, Mommy.”

Nicole hugged her tight. Rayna left her arms and turned to her fa-
ther. She threw herself into Davis’s embrace. After a couple of moments,
Teena nudged her along and grabbed her hand. “C’mon, we don’t want
to be late for school.” Rayna couldn’t drag her eyes away from DJ and
her parents as she walked out of the door waving goodbye.

Nicole held her hands to her throat; she was full of emotion. “Ray-
na’s growing up.”

Davis seemed to have the same thought. He only hoped he would
have the chance to see it up close and not behind the bars of a prison
cell. It was if his thoughts conjured up the outside world. His cell rang.
Davis pulled it out of his back pocket, glanced at the screen, then held
it up to Nicole. “The lawyers. I’ll take it in my office.”

He walked out of the room leaving Nicole alone with DJ. His chub-
by cheeks were all smiles. The innocence of children somehow made
life seem easier even as her body’s cravings started to become more in-
tense. Her headache was beginning to get worse, and her mouth was
like a desert. Nicole went over to the refrigerator and grabbed a water.
She downed half the contents in a few gulps, wiped her mouth with
the back of her hand, and took a deep breath. You can do this. Nicole
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turned around and walked over to scoop her son up out of his chair.
“How about we go upstairs and play with your cars for a while?”

AFTER THEIR MORNING of playing together, Nicole gave DJ a
bath and dressed him for the day. He didn’t look as if he were ready to
wind down anytime soon and seemed to be having the time of his life
sitting on the floor playing with his toys. It was perfect timing when
Teena showed up because she had received a very important phone call.

She mouthed to Teena. “I’m going to take this in my room.”
She nodded.
Nicole sat down on the chaise lounge by her bed. “Hi, Aimee. I was

just thinking about you and planned to call to check-in.”
She sounded very faux contrite. “First, let me say how sorry I am

that you and Davis are going through this.”
“Thank you. It’s all lies, and we plan to fight these slanderous

charges.”
“As you should. That brings me to the reason for my call. The board

has some concerns about how all of this might reflect on the Angel
Foundation. They’ve convened an emergency meeting this afternoon to
discuss our plans and position regarding it.”

“Plans? Position? I don’t understand why the foundation wouldn’t
just put out a statement of support.”

“It’s not that simple. We’ve been fielding calls from reporters for the
past couple of days. We plan to release a statement after we meet today.”

Nicole couldn’t believe it. “Not that simple? I would think it
was–Just. That. Simple!”

“It is not my decision alone to make, and that’s the reason for the
emergency meeting this afternoon. I hope you understand and will be
able to attend.”
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“Let me get this straight. You’ve known Davis and me for years.
Not only have we personally contributed millions, but I've also brought
in millions more in donations to the organization. You’re the President
of the Foundation. I would expect the Angel Foundation to stand by
us.”

“Please don’t take this personal.”
Nicole yelled into the phone. “How the hell else am I supposed to

take it?”
“Honestly, I do hope you bring that same fire and passion to the

meeting. You’ll be able to make your case there. It’s at 1 p.m.”
“I will definitely be there.” Nicole hung up without listening to

Aimee’s reply.
Davis was standing in the doorway listening. “What’s going on?”
“It seems the Angel Foundation has some concerns about our sit-

uation, and how it will affect them. If I weren’t afraid I would end up
on The Wendell Williams show or TNZ, I would go up there and give
everyone a piece of my mind.”

Davis responded. “I’m sorry.”
“Sorry? For what?”
“For all of this.”
“You can’t keep taking ownership of things that are not your fault.”

Nicole kissed Davis softly on the lips. “I’ve got to go get ready.” She
hopped off the bed and grabbed her purse off the dresser as she went
into the bathroom. Nicole hated herself, but she wasn’t going to be able
to make it through her meeting without some help. She searched and
searched hoping that maybe one or two pills had fallen to the bottom
of her purse. She stilled. There it was at the very bottom. One last pill.

Nicole left her cell phone on the table next to her bed. It buzzed.
When Davis saw the name Rome pop up on the screen, the hairs on
the back of his neck stood up. He remembered that name. That was the
man who sent the flowers. By the time he snatched up the phone to an-
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swer it, he had missed the call. Davis had never searched Nicole’s phone
before, but he had no problem going through it.

There weren’t any outbound calls to Roman, but there were two in-
bound calls to her and one text message.

Enjoyed today & had a great time at lunch.

It was written several days ago.
Nicole didn’t even have a chance to come out of the bathroom.

When she opened the door, Davis was standing on the other side with
her phone in his hand holding it up to her face. “What the hell is this?”

She read it. “You went through my phone?”
Davis towered over her. His nostrils flared out in barely controlled

anger. “He called. I saw his name on the screen, so hell yeah, I went
through your phone. You had lunch with him?”

Nicole was wrapped in a towel. She walked past him. “You are over-
reacting. It’s not what you think.”

He followed her. “I’m overreacting? He’s sending you flowers with
coded messages in them. Now, the two of you are having lunch that you
didn’t tell me about, and I’m overreacting.”

“Yes. You are.” She sighed. “I had to go into KidCare to visit a cou-
ple of the Children and Family Services offices and to perform several
wellness checks. He had contacted the organization to do a ride along.
I didn’t know he was coming, and he didn’t know I would be showing
him around.”

“So, when did you start doing wellness checks because you usually
don’t?”

Irritated that Davis didn’t trust her, Nicole placed her hands on
her hips. “It’s rare, but I have done them in the past. Let me get this
straight; you’ve lied to me for almost a year, and yet, you have the nerve
to call me a liar?”

His eyes bore into hers. “Are you sleeping with him?”
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“What?” Nicole was livid. She placed her hands flat on his chest
and pushed. “Get out of my way.” Davis didn’t move.

His jaws clenched. His voice was just an octave under yelling. “Are
you sleeping with him?”

“I can’t believe you’re asking me this.” Her eyes reflected shock,
hurt, and anger. He wouldn’t move, so Nicole stepped around him and
walked away. She refused to dignify his question with an answer and
went into her walk-in closet. “I’ve got to get dressed.”

Davis left like a hurricane. He slammed the door behind him so
hard that pictures that had been sitting on her dresser crashed to the
floor. When she came out to see what had broken, Nicole kneeled and
picked up her favorite picture frame. It was the one with their wedding
photo in it.

NICOLE WAS ENTIRELY out of sorts. Her fight with Davis had left
her an emotional wreck. How could he think she would ever cheat on
him? Roman was handsome, but she loved Davis with her whole heart.
Now, she had to go into this meeting with the Angel Foundation carry-
ing the weight of that fight.

She had been invited for a one o’clock meeting, but the board had
been in session when she arrived at twelve thirty. Her nerves were shot.

Nicole decided to wait it out at the restaurant in the lower level of
the building. She was antsy and couldn’t be still. Her head was pound-
ing, and her muscles ached. Nicole dropped her head in her hands. You
can do this. You don’t need any more help. Maybe I can’t. Feeling defeat-
ed, Nicole called up her doctor. “Hi. This is Nicole Chatham. I’m call-
ing because I accidentally dropped my last prescription in the toilet.
Can Dr. MacEntyre phone in another prescription?”

“Let me get the doctor on the phone. Wait, your last one was just
filled a few days ago.”
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“Right. But I told you, I dropped them in the toilet.”
A waiter came to take her order, and Nicole waved him away as she

spoke on the phone.
“I’ll make sure to inform Dr. MacEntyre. Please hold.”
Nicole tapped her fingers on the table as she waited. Moments lat-

er, her physician picked up. “Mrs. Chatham?”
“Yes. This is she.”
“I’ve just reviewed your chart. Unfortunately, due to the opioid epi-

demic, I’m unable to provide you with a replacement prescription for
another twenty-six days.”

Her waiter returned.
Nicole put up one finger for him to wait. “Twenty-six days? There

has to be something else you can do. What am I supposed to do for pain
in the meantime? I can’t wait that long.”

“I’m sorry. Maybe you can try an alternative method. I can recom-
mend an acupuncturist or massage therapist.”

“That won’t help me or my pain!” Nicole closed her eyes and mas-
saged her temples as she spoke. “I’m sorry. Thank you, Dr. MacEntyre.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be more helpful.”
She disconnected the call.
“May I take your drink order?” Nicole had almost forgotten the

man was standing there.
“Yes. Please. I’ll have a seltzer water with lemon.”
He nodded and left. Once he was gone, Nicole went through her

address book and made several more calls to doctors. None of them
would write a prescription without scheduling an appointment.

Nicole downed the last of her water just as her waiter was bringing
her the check. “Thank you.”

He whispered, “I might be able to help you with your problem.”
“Excuse me?”
“I couldn’t help but overhear your phone call.”
Nicole hesitated. “Help me like how?”
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“I’m due for a break. If you meet me outside the restaurant, in the
hallway going to the public bathrooms, there’s a private room that I
have a key for. We can talk there.”

Everything in Nicole said no, don’t do it. However, she couldn’t
form the words. “Okay.”

A few minutes later, Nicole was about to buy drugs from a
stranger—a stranger named Sam. “They are just as good as Oxycodone.
Fentanyl is even better. You’ll feel the effects much faster.”

Nicole was hesitant. “Are they safe?”
“Are you seriously asking me that question? If you don’t want them,

then I’ve got to get back to work.” He made an attempt to leave.
“Wait.” Nicole placed her hand on his arm to stop him. “How

much are they?”
“Fifty bucks a pill.”
She couldn’t believe she was negotiating a price for fentanyl. “Fifty

dollars a pill! That’s highway robbery.”
“Lady . . . do you want them or not?” Gone was the pleasant person

from the restaurant.
Nicole opened her wallet. She had five hundred dollars cash. “I on-

ly have a few hundred dollars.”
“I’ll give you a break. How about ten pills for three hundred and

my number? When you get more money, you can call me, and I’ll get
your more of these.” He held up the little baggie full of pills and shook
them.

Nicole bit her bottom lip.
“I don’t have all day. My break is almost over. Do you want them or

not?”
She didn’t have a choice. “Fine.” She pulled the money out of her

wallet, and he gave her the drugs.
He tucked it into his pocket, gave her a small bag and smiled. “Nice

doing business with you. Hope to hear from you soon.” He used two
fingers to salute her then walked out.
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Nicole waited a few minutes before she left as well. She only had
five minutes to spare and decided to make her way to the Angel Foun-
dation meeting. She was tempted to pop one of the pills into her mouth
but decided against it. The man, Sam, said they would work pretty fast.
Nicole hoped her body could survive that meeting.

“MRS. CHATHAM, PLEASE understand the position that we are
in.”

She slammed her hand down on the table. “No, I will not! When
I was installed as a board member, the seven of you sitting around this
table, who are now judging both my husband and me, were in a damn
storefront at a strip mall. Had it not been for Davis and me, and our
friends who have donated millions to this foundation, you wouldn’t
even have a reputation to protect!”

“Please calm down, Mrs. Chatham.” Aimee still lacked any empathy
for her situation. Her words and her expressions didn’t match up.
“Again, we are sorry you feel this way.”

“I bet you are.” Nicole stood. “You don’t have to worry about re-
moving me from the board. You’ll have my resignation by the end of the
day.”

When she left the meeting, her blood pressure was boiling. She im-
mediately rummaged through her purse and found the pills. She put
one of them in her mouth and walked to the nearest water fountain.

Nicole went down the escalator and decided to stop off at her office
before heading home. Someone called out to her. It was her boss.

“Julie.”
“Hi, Nicole.”
“I’m sorry I haven’t checked in. Things have been a little crazy.”
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“Yeah. I heard. I just want you to know I’m so sorry. I’m sure every-
thing will get straightened out.” She paused. “I hate to have to even
bring this up.”

Nicole closed her eyes. “You too?”
Julie splayed her hands out in an offer of surrender and had a gen-

uine look of remorse. “Look. If it were left up to me, I would say fuck
em’. But it’s not. And we’re not firing you. We’re going to call it a tem-
porary leave until the investigation is over. I was able to negotiate a
statement of support.”

“This has really been a shitty day, Julie.”
“I can only imagine. But please know, I’m fighting for you.”
Nicole’s smile was shaky. “Thanks.”
Julie reached out and squeezed her arm. “Take care and please call

me if you need anything.”
Everything Nicole had worked so hard for over the past few years

had been stripped away in a matter of hours. She needed a break from
everything and everyone for just a little while. She didn’t want to think
or feel anything, and she knew just the thing that would help her do it.

Nicole went into her office to gather her things. When she was
alone, she took another pill and swallowed. This time not bothering to
wash it down with water. It took her all of twenty minutes to finish col-
lecting her belongings. She was starting to feel woozy and wondered
how the hell was she going to get home? Nicole didn’t think she was
in any condition to drive. Maybe I can hide out in the restaurant down-
stairs for a few hours.

She made her way to the elevator on shaky legs and pressed the but-
ton. When the doors opened, Roman stood on the other side.
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Chapter 18
DAVIS HELD THE PHONE up to his ear. “I don’t know where the
hell she is! We had a fight. But even if she was mad at me, it’s not like
Nicole to be gone for hours and not call. She would at least check in
with the kids.” Davis paced back and forth in his living room surround-
ed by his sister, Jane, her husband, Russell, and Dana. “Harlan, what
happened to the man you had on her?” He stopped walking in the mid-
dle of the floor then yelled into the phone. “I called the fuckin’ po-
lice! They won’t do a damned thing until she’s been missing twenty-
four hours. Yeah . . . make sure you do.” After they disconnected, Davis
threw it into the sofa.

Jane asked the obvious question. “What did he say?”
“His guy followed Nicole into the Clarks Tower Building where

she had her meeting. He lost track of her when she got onto the eleva-
tor.”

His phone rang. Davis almost did a hurdle to get over to it. “Yeah!
Okay. I’m on my way.”

“Did they find her?” Dana’s eyes were full of worry.
“No.” His voice was strangled. “But they found her car. It is still in

the parking garage.”
Jane’s hand went up to cover her mouth. Then it slowly lowered.

“We’re coming with you.”
Davis was adamant. “No. You are not. If someone calls here with

information or demands, I need you to take the call.”
Russell spoke up. “We’re not letting you go alone in this state. I’ll

go with you. Just let me get my gun out of my car.”
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NICOLE OPENED HER EYES but couldn’t see. Everything was a
blur, but she knew she was lying in a bed. She still felt as if she were
floating on air. A better description was as if she were trapped in one of
her dreams from when she was a child. She couldn’t lift her head or her
arms. She couldn’t move. Nicole whispered into the darkness, “Davis.”
Only to fall back into a coma-like sleep. However, before she dozed, she
could have sworn she had heard a male voice say to her, “Davis is not
here.”

BAM . . . BAM . . . BAM! Was there an explosion? What was
going on? Nicole couldn’t make heads or tells of anything. Was she still
dreaming? She didn’t know. She could only slip back into the darkness.

Davis and a group of guys from Harlan’s security detail burst into
the penthouse apartment of Roman Abboud. They almost broke the
doors down. Roman had been in the shower when they kicked the
doors open. Davis’s heart stopped when he saw Nicole’s purse on a
nearby table—and shoes. He didn’t know what he had hoped for. Davis
knew he wanted Nicole to be found alive but not here. Not with the
man who sent her the flowers. It was evident that she was having an af-
fair.

Roman came rushing out of his bathroom. “What in the hell is go-
ing on?”

Davis didn’t give him a chance to say another word before he
rammed his fist into his face, knocking the man clean on his ass. All he
saw was white rage. Davis followed him down and continued to pound
his face, bursting his lip and most likely breaking his nose. Roman tried
to fight back, but Davis was much too angry and too strong for him to
stand a chance. He spoke through clenched teeth. “Where is my wife?”

Roman spat the blood from Davis’s punches into his face, and he
ground out. “You should be thankful I found her when I did.”
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That garnered him two more punches. “I swear to God. I’ll kill you
if you’ve touched her in any way.”

“I didn’t touch her. She’s too fucked up for that. But I’ve got video,
and I’m sure you would be willing to do anything to keep it from the
public.”

Russell had gone ahead searching the apartment, allowing Davis to
beat the crap out of Roman, while he and Harlan continued to look for
her. Harlan yelled out. “She’s in here!”

Davis punched him one last time and tossed him away as if he were
a rag doll, then high-tailed it into the room where Russell had found
her. Harlan went back to stand guard over Roman and instructed the
two men that entered the apartment with them to search every nook
and cranny for anything else that might prove useful.

When Davis found Nicole, she was in bed and naked. Her clothes
were sprawled out all around the room. His heart began to pound.
“Nicole!?”

She didn’t answer.
He shook her. “Nicole!?!”
Still, there was no movement.
Davis pressed his fingers against her neck checking for a pulse. It

was there and beating fast. He bent low, making sure the sheet covered
her and picked her up.

“Davis?” Nicole’s head lolled around and finally landed on his
shoulder. Her eyes were barely open, but he could tell they were dilated.
Her makeup, the black mascara, had been smeared all over her face. She
looked like a raccoon by the eyes.

“It’s me, and I’m here.” He carried her out of the bedroom back to
the living room. Roman was still half naked but wrapped in a towel
and sitting on the sofa being grilled by Harlan and his team. His eyes,
what could be seen of them, glittered with rage and hatred. They were
starting to swell up, and his face was bloodied and bruised. Davis didn’t
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get any satisfaction in knowing he’d broken his nose. If he didn’t have
Nicole in his arms, he would still be beating the shit out of him.

Russell grabbed Nicole’s things and followed behind Davis. When
they made it to the front door, Harlan spoke. “We’ll do a clean sweep
to make sure no trace of Nicole was left here. There’s a van downstairs
waiting to take you two home. We’ll drive both your car and Nicole’s
back to your house just in case the media is somewhere lurking around.”

Davis was too angry to do anything but nod.
Harlan stepped closer so that only Davis could hear. “We’ve found

some interesting things in this apartment. We’ll talk more about it to-
morrow. In the meantime, get your wife out of here and take her home.”
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Chapter 19
DAVIS CALLED TO INFORM Jane and Dana that they had located
Nicole–alive. He asked if they would contact Nicole’s physician so that
he could meet them at their house for an examination. After the call,
Davis sat back on the bench seat of the van and held Nicole in his
arms. Fear of what could have happened wouldn’t allow him to let her
go. Fear of what might have occurred gripped his heart. He rested his
cheek on the top of her head then closed his eyes breathing in her scent.
Davis had a million questions running through his mind but couldn’t
focus on any one of them. As bad as things were, he tightened his hold
when he considered what could have happened.

Nicole was still naked underneath the sheet, but Davis swaddled
her just like he had both Rayna and DJ when they were infants. It
wasn’t until he had tasted the saltiness on his lips that he realized they
were his tears that flowed down his face.

For most of the drive home, Davis remained still. His own hands
started to ache and swell. He hadn’t had a chance to wash them off, and
they were still bloody from earlier. His jaw tightened as he had second
thoughts about not killing Roman when he had the opportunity.

By the time the van pulled into their garage, his tears had dried, and
Nicole was starting to wake up. Her voice was small. “Davis?”

“I’m here. I’m here.”
“I’m sick.”
“We’re home. Let’s get you inside.” He quickly carried her to the

nearest bathroom and left Russell behind to fill Jane and Dana in on
the details. It wasn’t a moment too soon, Nicole emptied what little she
had on her stomach the moment she entered the bathroom. Davis held
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her hair back until she started to dry heave. Once she was finished, he
gave her a warm towel.

Nicole whispered. “I want to wash this sick and dirty feeling off
me.”

Davis sat on the floor next to her. “Okay. But we have to wait until
Dr. MacEntyre can give us the okay.”

“Dr. MacEntyre? Why?”
His voice was strangled. “Do you not remember what happened

tonight?”
“I-I went for my meeting.” Her chest hurt from how she was treat-

ed. “I was hurt and angry when I left, and I wasn’t ready to come home
. . .” Her voice trailed off. “I saw Roman on the elevator. Everything else
is blank after that.”

Nicole looked down at herself and realized she was wrapped in a
sheet. Her eyes widened as she looked at Davis like really looked at him.
His hands were swollen. The skin was torn, and they were bloody. “My
God. What happened to you?” Tears were caught in her throat. “What
happened to me?”

Davis ran his hand down her back in an attempt to soothe her.
“Nicole.”

She was starting to get hysterical. “What happened to me!? Did he?
Did I? Oh. My. God!” Her beautiful eyes glittered with unshed tears.

“Whatever happened we’ll deal with it.”
Nicole let out a gut-wrenching wail. Davis felt it clear through to

his soul. He pulled her into his arms and rocked back and forth as
Nicole cried out with raw emotion.

Dr. MacEntyre knocked on the door. “Davis? Nicole? It’s me. May
I come in?”

Nicole shook her head no. “I can’t. I don’t . . .”
“Sweetheart. She just wants to make sure you don’t need medical

attention.”
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Nicole sniffed. “But I do.” Her tears tumbled down her face like
a waterfall. He could barely understand the words coming out of her
mouth through them. “Davis, I’m sick.”

He gently moved her hair from out of her face and behind her ear.
“Okay, Dr. MacEntyre can help with that. Just let her look at you for a
few minutes. Okay?”

Nicole shook her head no at the same time, Dr. MacEntyre called
out to them again. “Davis? Nicole?”

He pleaded with her. “Please, Nicole.”
It was the brokenness in his voice that made her give up and agree.
He called out. “Come in.”
Evelyn MacEntyre poked her head through the door. “I’d like to

come in and examine you if that’s okay, Nicole.”
Shame kept Nicole’s eyes focused on the floor. “Okay.”
Evelyn stepped into the bathroom. “Davis, I’ll need to examine her

alone.”
He was adamant. “I’m not leaving her.”
“In my experience, this will go a lot smoother if we can be alone and

Nicole is free to answer my questions.”
Davis was still hesitant.
“I promise you; I’ll take good care of her.”
Nicole didn’t want him anywhere near the room if it turns out she

had slept with Roman. Her voice was thick with emotion. “Please. I just
want to get this over with.”

He anxiously rubbed the back of his neck as he struggled to let her
go.

“Please.” It was the desperation in Nicole’s voice that made the de-
cision for him.

“I’ll be right outside.” His feet felt like they had cement blocks on
them as he dragged himself away and closed the door.
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DAVIS CAME DOWN INTO the living room where everyone else
had been waiting for an update as to how Nicole was doing.

Jane’s eyes went wide when she saw him. “Davis. Your hands. Did
you have Dr. MacEntyre look at them?”

“I’m fine. I just want her to focus on Nicole.”
Dana asked, “How is she?”
“In shock.”
“What happened?”
“All she can remember is going to the Clarks Tower Building for a

meeting, and, when leaving, she ran into a man she’d met through the
foundation on the elevators. She doesn’t remember anything else from
that point on until she woke up in the back of the van.”

Jane and Dana had both been standing but sat down on the sofa.
The unspoken current in the room was the hope Nicole hadn’t been vi-
olated.

Jane nudged Dana in the ribs and whispered, “Tell him.”
His eyes narrowed. “Tell me what?”
It was as if Dana was in pain, but she knew Davis needed to know.

“I found these in Nicole’s purse.” She held up a clear baggie of pills.
“What are those?”
“Fentanyl.”
His mouth gaped open. “What? Why the hell would she have

those?”
“Davis . . .”
He wasn’t ready to hear the words that he knew were about to come

out of her mouth. “Dana, you’re walking on thin ice. I’m not going to
let you stand in my house after everything that has happened tonight
and call my wife a drug addict!”

“I love Nicole too! This isn’t easy for me either. Why else would she
have these? Where did she get them from? Why are they in a plastic
baggie and not a prescription bottle with her name on it? Why can’t
she remember anything?”
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Davis was about to erupt, but Jane stopped him with her words.
“Dana’s right. We can’t help Nicole if we’re denying what might be go-
ing on.”

“I’m not deny anything. I just refuse to listen to this bullshit!
Nicole is too smart to get caught up on drugs.”

Dr. MacEntyre walked into the room. “Anyone can fall prey to
drug abuse, Davis. It’s the one thing that crosses all socio-economic
backgrounds. May I have a word with you privately?” Davis nodded,
and they walked into his office.

“I’m done with my cursory exam. I can’t say with one hundred per-
cent certainty, but it doesn’t appear as though she was physically violat-
ed. Still, to be safe, I used the medical rape kit on her and administered
the morning after pill. I should have the results back tomorrow.”

Davis was overwhelmed. He nodded. “I understand. Her eyes were
dilated. What about drugs? I’m sure that bastard did something to her.”

Her voice softened. “What I’m about to tell you isn’t easy. Nicole
did list you on her HIPPA Privacy Authorization Form, and because
I’m deeming this a medical emergency, and you are Nicole’s husband, I
think I’m on good legal ground to tell you this.”

Dread crept over him, but Davis listened intently.
“Nicole called me earlier asking for a refill on her prescription. I

told her I couldn’t do it. I’d only refilled the last one a few days ago.
Now, I won’t know for sure what the results will be for all the tests I’m
running, but I am not so sure someone else gave her anything.”

The breath left his body. Davis wasn’t sure his legs would support
him. “What am I supposed to do? How can I fix this?”

“First, know that you can’t. If the problem is what I think, Nicole is
the only person who can resolve it. All you can do is support her.” Dr.
MacEntyre walked over and placed a supportive hand on his shoulder.
“I took her to your bedroom. She asked for you.”
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Davis nodded. His chest was tight, and he was barely able to
breathe. Still, he turned on his heel and walked out of the room with
only one goal in mind. “I need to see my wife.”

IT WAS DARK WHEN HE entered, but the lights from the bath-
room cast a soft glow onto the walls of their bedroom. The shower was
running. He walked slowly inside. Davis heard her before he saw her
through the glass shower doors. Nicole was kneeling on the floor with
her face in her hands crying.

“Nicole?”
Her body was wracked with tears. She hadn’t heard him. Slowly, he

opened the door and got into the shower fully clothed. Then he went
down on his knees.

Her sobs were heartening. Nicole stiffened once she realized he was
there. “I’m sorry, Davis. I’m so so sorry.”

He pulled her into his arms. The water pelted his skin, but he didn’t
care. “It’s okay.”

“No. No, it’s not okay. I tried to tell you earlier. I’m sick. I-I . . .”
“We can talk about this tomorrow.”
“No, we can’t. I will not do this to you and the kids anymore. By to-

morrow, I need to be in a hospital–” Nicole could barely get the words
out. “One that treats drug addicts.”
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Chapter 20
DR. CARMEN WATCHED Nicole intently. “You’ve made a lot of
progress since you’ve been here at Serenity. So much, that I think it
might be a good idea for Davis to sit in on your next session.” She await-
ed her response.

Nervously, Nicole twisted her fingers together. It had only been a
couple of weeks since she and Davis had been allowed to speak by tele-
phone. They had just talked a few times, and their conversations were
strained and brief. Nicole’s thoughts were all over the place, but the one
that stood out the most was what will he think of me? She was not only
nervous but ashamed.

Dr. Carmen continued to probe her. “Why the hesitation? What
are you thinking?”

Nicole took a deep breath still focused on her fingers. “He should
probably hate me.”

The therapist scribbled something down on her notepad. Then
looked back up at Nicole. “I can’t see why your husband would be upset
that you needed help and decided to do something about it.”

Her voice was barely a whisper. “No. That’s not it.” Nicole finally
lifted her eyes to meet hers. “I abandoned him when he needed me the
most.”

“Ahh . . . I see. Let me ask you another question. When you first
board a commercial airplane and the instructor gives you the safety
spiel when they get to the part about the life preserver jacket, who do
they say you should help first? Your neighbor to your left, or right?”

Nicole smiled slightly. “You do realize my husband, and I survived
a plane crash and was stranded on a deserted island?”
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She nodded. “I absolutely do which is why I felt like this question
would resonate. So, who would you save first?”

“Well, according to the instructions, I should put it on myself first.”
“And why is that?”
“Because I cannot help someone else if I can’t save myself.”
“Exactly.” Dr. Carmen sat on the edge of her seat. “Nicole, if we

keep with this analogy you’ve been drowning for a long time. Well be-
fore you met Davis. However, the world of perfect you tried to create
as an adult and with your own family was unrealistic. Never mind that
perfection is unachievable, but each time you bounced around from
foster home to foster home as a child, it deepened the wounds of aban-
donment. Todd’s betrayal continued to solidify your feelings of unwor-
thiness. You processed Davis’s absence as abandonment too.”

Nicole tilted her head slightly. “I still think the investment of time
is imperative for a family to thrive.”

“That’s true. But your anger at his absence seemed to stem from
that hurt place of your childhood that was never resolved. And, now
that you’ve been exposed for being human and vulnerable, is that why
you are afraid to see him?”

“I hurt him. I can hear it in his voice. In my stupor, I have no idea if
I slept with Roman.”

“All the more reason to hash out your feelings in a safe place like
this.”

“What if he wants a divorce? Or worse, what if he goes to prison?”
“Either way, you will pick up the pieces and move forward, not only

for your children but for your soul. So, let me ask you this question
again. Are you going to call Davis to see if he can make our next ses-
sion?”

The clock buzzed. Their session was over. Quickly, Nicole stood
ready to get the hell out of the hot seat. She was thankful it was some-
one else’s turn.

“Nicole?”
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“Thank you for your time today, Dr. Carmen. You have given me a
lot to think about.” She turned and walked out of the room.

DAVIS SAT IN HIS HOME office staring off into space. He hated
this time of the day. Rayna and DJ were in bed asleep, and it was just
him alone with his thoughts. There were moments he missed Nicole so
bad it hurt, and then there were times, he was so angry that Davis want-
ed her to feel as badly as he had.

His phone rang. It was a welcomed reprieve from the loneliness.
His voice was rough. “Davis.”

“Um . . . Davis? It’s me. Nicole.”
Speaking of the Devil. His heart rate accelerated. He had talked her

up. “Nicole. It’s . . . uh . . . good . . . to hear from you. Is everything al-
right?”

He sounds like he’s talking to a stranger. Her spirits dropped a little.
She chewed her bottom lip as she spoke into the phone. “I am trying to
get better and stronger. H-how are you . . . and the kids?”

What was he supposed to say? He couldn’t tell her that over the
past couple of months, there had been no movement on the case and
that financially he was almost bankrupt. Should he tell her about what
happened that night with Roman?” The rage bubbled up inside of him.
Davis took a few deep breaths to calm down. He didn’t know how frag-
ile her recovery was and decided to keep everything to himself. “The
kids miss you.”

Just the kids? She thought. “It’s hard being away. Please hug and
kiss them for me. Tell them how much I love and miss them too.” Her
throat was thick, but she pushed on with her reason for calling. Nicole
raked her fingers through her hair as she sat at the desk being moni-
tored by the Serenity personnel. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but next week
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. . . Dr. Carmen thinks it’s a good idea if you could make it to one of my
therapy sessions.”

There was dead silence that lasted for seconds but felt as if it went
on forever. Nicole’s heart was beating so fast waiting for his answer. Her
stomach dropped when she heard him exhale into the phone. “If she
thinks it would be helpful, I can be there.”

“Davis, I know this is hard.” Nicole pulled the phone away from her
ear. She needed a moment to collect herself and wasn’t sure she could
hide the tears in her voice. She cleared her throat. “Thank you for com-
ing. My next session is Monday at 6 p.m.” Nicole’s time limit for the
phone was up. “I’m getting the signal. I have to go. Please tell the kids
that I love them and . . . I love you.” She held her breath—waiting for his
response.

He was a mess of so many emotions. Surprisingly, the words I love
you too wouldn’t pass between his lips. “I will make sure that I tell
them.”

DAVIS WENT TO CHATHAM Industries for an Executive meet-
ing. He had some time to kill before it started. His eyes were tired be-
cause he hadn’t slept much the night before. If he were honest, Davis
hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since Nicole went to Serenity.

Jane burst through his office doors like she owned the place with
coffee in hand. “Good morning!” She sang like she was Florence
Nightingale.

He didn’t share or return her sunny disposition. “Morning.”
“I brought this for you.” She handed him the steaming cup of hot

coffee. “I figured you could use it.”
“I could use something a lot stronger than this but if it’s all you

have.”
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Jane sat in one of the chairs in front of his desk while he stood tow-
ering over her. “You look a little more stressed than usual. I know you’re
upset about the meeting, but I need you to know that everything is go-
ing to be okay.”

“If I have to step aside, I am thankful that you are willing to take on
the role of CEO. I know I can trust you and more than that, you’ll do a
great job.”

“That’s interim CEO.”
“Not if I go to prison. It might be a permanent gig. I’m just happy

that, for now, I still own the majority of shares. Appointing you might
be the last official thing I’ll get to do for Chatham Industries.”

“That’s not going to happen. And you and I both know that I don’t
know anything about your business. We need you and look forward to
your return.”

“Paul has been briefed. While not happy about my decision, he will
help you with the day to day operations. The value of his own stock de-
pends on your success. Therefore, let’s just say he is very motivated.” His
eyes said it all. Davis was losing hope. His smile was weak. “In the event
that things don’t go my way; I have a contingency plan in place. My
shares will be turned over to you until Rayna and DJ are twenty-five.
Even then, you and Nicole will have control over when to release them
to the kids. Hopefully, they’ll be worth a damn considering they aren’t
doing so well right now. Everything else will be left to Nicole. Look af-
ter her for me.”

“Stop it. Stop this negative talk. None of that is going to be nec-
essary because you’re going to be around a good long time. This is just
temporary. In the meantime, I’ll do anything for you including making
sure I keep an eye on things while you focus on your kids and clearing
your name. I know you would do the same for me.” She took a sip of
her coffee and good long look into his eyes. “Did something else hap-
pen with your case that I don’t know about?”

“No.”
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“Then what is it? I know you, and something is off even more than
usual.”

Davis turned to stare out of the window. “Nicole called last night.
She asked if I could attend her therapy session next week.”

Jane frowned. “And that’s a problem?”
His head slowly lifted up and down. “I haven’t seen her in two

months. I don’t know what is in store for our reunion.”
“My hope–a happy reunion.”
Davis rubbed the bottom of his chin. “A reunion, sure. A happy

one, I’m not so sure. Initially, when Nicole went into rehab, I was fran-
tic with worry. The night everything went down, I was just glad she was
alive. I hadn’t had a chance to digest the shit storm that went on around
us. I’m pissed. No, if I’m really honest, I’m beyond mad as hell.”

“At her?” Jane got up and walked over to stand shoulder to shoul-
der with him. “She didn’t get this way on purpose, Davis.”

“I know that, and that’s my conundrum. My feelings can’t be good
for her recovery. The kids need her to get better.”

“You need her to get better too.”
“Riiiiiight. It’s not as if my life hasn’t already fallen apart. I’ve lost

my business and everything I’ve worked my entire life for. I might even
lose my freedom. Where was Nicole in all of this? She always talked
about us being partners, but she’s nowhere to be found. So, yeah . . . I’m
mad as hell about that.”

“I understand you’re angry and in a lot of ways, rightfully so. How-
ever, you didn’t even tell Nicole about your problems until they were
five minutes from a breaking news story. So, that’s pretty unfair to her.”

Davis turned to face her. “You’re taking her side? I need your sup-
port!”

“You’ll always have my support, but I’ll also tell you when you’re
wrong. I’m not saying your emotions are not valid, but please don’t mix
up your frustration with this situation and Nicole. She’s not responsi-
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ble for any of this. Maybe it would be good for you to talk to a profes-
sional about this after all. Therapy might be a good idea.”

Davis didn’t respond. He just returned to staring out of the win-
dow.

Jane’s voice quieted. “Do you still love her?”
Davis clenched his jaw and didn’t answer right away. “She’s the

mother of my children.”
“That is not what I asked you.”
“I know what you asked me.” He snapped then glanced at his

watch. “I’m sorry.” Davis closed and rubbed his tired eyes. “Look, can
we discuss the clusterfuck that is my life, later? Right now, I need to
introduce the executive team to their new CEO while I still have the
power to do it.”
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Chapter 21
IT WAS MONDAY. IT was 6:00 p.m. Everything was all set and
ready to begin. Only Davis hadn’t arrived. Nicole paced back and forth
wringing her hands. “He’s not coming.”

“From all that you’ve told me, Davis doesn’t sound like a man
whose word can’t be trusted.” Dr. Carmen glanced at her cell phone to
check the time. “He’s only a few minutes late. Let’s give him a few more
minutes.”

Nicole was just about to sit down when the doors opened, and an
assistant ushered Davis into the tiny little room. Nicole froze. Her eyes
became glassy as she drank in the sight of him, and he couldn’t seem to
take his eyes off her either.

Davis seemed to have the same expression in his own eyes.
Dr. Carmen looked from one to the other. “Please come inside and

have a seat.”
He moved to take off his suit jacket. “Sorry, I’m late. I was stuck in

traffic.” Davis didn’t know what the proper protocol was. Was he sup-
posed to kiss her? Could he touch her? He didn’t do either, but his eyes
never left hers. “Hello, Nicole.”

Her breath had been snatched out of her body, and all she wanted
was to be wrapped in the strength of his arms. However, Nicole re-
mained calm. “Hi.”

“Okay, please. Both of you, have a seat and we can begin.” Davis
and Nicole followed Dr. Carmen’s instructions. “Mr. Chatham, I am
not sure how much you are aware of Nicole’s recovery process, but a
big part of it is intensive therapy. At Serenity, we like to help our clients
find the root cause of their pain. If we can do that, then we can teach
them healthy alternative coping mechanisms.”
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He nodded. “Serenity came highly recommended, so that is good
to hear.”

“Great. Then let’s get started.” Dr. Carmen turned to Nicole. “Last
week, in one of our sessions, you mentioned a few things that we be-
lieve might be triggers. Why don’t you tell Davis about that conversa-
tion?”

Nicole felt awkward as she thought. . . Really, Dr. Carmen? No
warm up? We’re just going to dive right on in after months of being sepa-
rated? “Well . . . Davis . . . um . . . I guess I should begin by saying that
I’m sorry. The words feel inadequate, but I mean that sincerely.” Nicole
took her time as she struggled to find the right thing to say. “When Dr.
Carmen and I talked last week, I realized that I wrongly equated your
absence during our marriage as abandonment.”

“Abandonment? Seriously? Is that what you call a man working
hard to provide his family with the best life possible all while trying to
prevent a personal and financial disaster? You live in a mansion with
every possible luxury; you have cars and money. There was nothing I
wouldn’t have given you.”

“No! That’s not what I meant. It was never about material things,
Davis! What I was trying to say was . . .”

Davis cut her off. “I might have worked long hours, but I was never
absent. I brought my ass home every night. I never betrayed you or my
family.” The unvarnished anger he had been trying to hide was petering
on the edge of release.

Her own anger threatened to surface. “Yes, you came home, but late
almost every night! That doesn’t negate the fact that I was alone in this
marriage most of the time. I felt like a single parent managing our fam-
ily.”

“You managed because you wanted to manage. You could have eas-
ily have hired help.”

“Why should I have hired help when Rayna and DJ have a father?
Just throw money at the problem. Is that your answer to everything?”
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“If that were the case, we wouldn’t be here. So, don’t blame your
drug habit on me, or on me not being available for you.”

Nicole’s face turned ashen. “My . . . addiction is no one’s fault but
my own. I accept full responsibility for it.”

Davis didn’t mean for the words to come out of his mouth, but they
had.

Dr. Carmen watched the exchange between them before she in-
tervened. “I think what Nicole was initially trying to say was that be-
fore your marriage, she had wounds of abandonment that hadn’t fully
healed. In an effort to soothe the ache, it was important for her to cre-
ate the family she never had–with you. When it didn’t materialize the
way she envisioned . . . the pain it caused her wasn’t solely from your ab-
sence but due in part to being shuttled between foster home after foster
home. Davis, let me ask you a question. Running Chatham Industries
must be extremely demanding. However, from what I’ve read about the
company, why didn’t you delegate more to your executive team so that
you could spend more time with your family? Why was it so important
that you physically be there?”

Davis squeezed the armrest until his knuckles were white. “I’ve al-
ways believed no one should work harder than the owner of his or her
own business.”

“True. But at what cost? Wasn’t that the reason your first marriage
ended?”

His lips tightened. “My first marriage had more problems than just
me working long hours.”

Dr. Carmen nodded then scribbled more notes down on her pad.
“Understood. Let’s move on a little bit. We’ll revisit that later. Tell me
about your sister, Rayna. The one who you named your daughter after.”

Davis was more than uncomfortable with her line of questioning.
“I thought this session was about Nicole?”

“It is.”
“Then why are all the questions directed at me?”
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“I apologize if it feels that way, but we are really just getting started.
I’ve already heard a lot from the perspective of Nicole. It will help me
better identify how to help her if I can understand her family dynamic
but from your perspective. With that being said, I know this topic might
be a little sensitive to you, but can you tell me about her?”

Davis turned glacial. His face hardened. “I do not see how that is
relevant.”

“Possible motivations for our behavior is always relevant, Mr.
Chatham. Please, I know this might be difficult, and it’s not a subject
you discuss often, but can you talk about her?”

The tension in the air was so thick, Nicole needed more than a
knife to cut it. She needed a machete. She also didn’t think Davis was
going to answer. However, he did.

“My parents didn’t have money or insurance. We lived in a shitty
apartment, and she died because of it. It’s not a long story.”

“Do you think you might equate being poor with having control
over your life and those you love?”

He used his thumb to scratch above his eyebrow. “It could be pos-
sible. Unfortunately, I don’t have the luxury to really analyze it. If you
are not aware, I have more important matters to deal with.”

“Like what?”
“For one, praying that my children can get their mother

back—healthy—keeping my ass out of jail, and saving my business. My
plate is kind of full.”

“What about your marriage?”
“What about it?”
“You didn’t mention it. Is it not on your list of priorities?”
Nicole held her breath.
Davis wouldn’t look at her. “My marriage is more than I can deal

with right now.”
“Hmm . . . that’s interesting.” Dr. Carmen made another note.
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Nicole wanted to shove that pen up her butt until she asked the one
question, she both wanted to know and didn’t want to know the an-
swer to.

“Do you still love her?”
Could she be even less impersonal in asking the question that could de-

stroy my life? Nicole wondered as she held her breath and awaited his
answer.

Davis rolled his head around his shoulders. He expelled a long-ex-
aggerated breath. His words were strained. “I’ve thought about that
question a lot lately.” Davis dropped his head, and his chin rested on his
chest. He spoke quietly. “Yes. I do still love her. Nicole is . . . the love of
my life.”

“Why don’t you tell her that?”
“Because I can’t. Not right now.” Davis just didn’t have the capacity

to do any more than he already had.
“Then if you can’t tell her that you love her, tell her what you are

feeling.”
Slowly, Davis raised his eyes and looked in her direction. “There is

nothing that I wouldn’t do for you . . . even when I thought you might
be having an affair with Roman.”

“Davis, I’m so sorry. I-I . . .”
He cleared his throat. “The bottom line, Nicole, is that I am still

dealing with that night and trying to process it all. I know the blame
doesn’t rest completely on your shoulders. I honestly don’t blame you
for coping the best way you knew how. But I’m still angry. I’m still dev-
astated, and I need time.”

She held her body rigid to keep from falling apart. She responded
in a barely there whisper, “Thank you for telling me that. If it helps, I
haven’t forgiven myself for that night either.”

Dr. Carmen felt if they continued down this path, there might be
hope. She broke the silence in the room. “Today was a good start. Hon-
esty can be painful but is always good. Time can heal a multitude of
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issues, but not without a lot of communication. Davis, thank you for
coming and making yourself emotionally available to help Nicole.”

Was that it? The session was over? Her eyes darted to his. He basi-
cally just told her that he loved her but didn’t have time to and didn’t
want to deal with their marriage right now. Was Dr. Carmen going to
introduce a plan to help them? “What do we do now?”

Davis sounded tired, exhausted. “Right. What’s next?”
“Well, Nicole has a little more than a month before she can be re-

leased, but we’re making progress. I would like to sit down with you
both again next week.”

Davis groaned.
Dr. Carmen continued. “The good news is that I’m approving lim-

ited visits with you and if that goes well, maybe we can approve time
with the kids. I think it might be helpful. As a matter of fact . . .”
She stood. “Since we’re done here for today.” She looked at Davis and
Nicole. “Would you like a few minutes to be alone?”

Nicole was hopeful. “If it’s okay with Davis, I would like that very
much.”

Davis was feeling ripped open and apart. He stood too making
more of an effort than necessary to put on his jacket. Anything not to
look at Nicole. “I’ve got to get home to DJ and Rayna. Maybe another
time.”

FRAGMENTS OF US 131



Chapter 22
DAVIS HAD BEEN HOME for a couple of hours. His visit with
Nicole had drained every ounce of energy he had. What he wouldn’t
give for a drink. If he hadn’t had the entire house drug and alcohol
proofed, he would have thrown a couple back. Instead, Davis fell face
first into his bed not bothering to take off his clothes. He closed his
burning eyes and just laid there until his phone rang. Davis debated
whether to answer it or not, but it was after 11 p.m. The call could be
important. He rolled over and reached up to the nightstand to grab it.
He answered. “Davis.”

“I am sorry to have to call you this late.”
Davis pinched the bridge of his nose at the sound of his lawyer,

Braylee Hinsdale-Manchetti’s, voice. “What? Is the FBI headed to my
house to arrest me?”

“Nothing that dramatic but very disappointing. Tonight, I was
tipped off that the press has found out Nicole is at Serenity. That news
is going to hit the press tomorrow morning.”

“My family can’t catch a fuckin’ break. She doesn’t need that.”
“No, she doesn’t. You might want to think about alternative

arrangements.”
“Alternative arrangements? Like, move her? She’s literally weeks

away from finishing the program. I doubt Serenity will agree that that’s
a good idea.”

“Can they handle a high-profile case? Those bastards in the media
have been trying to get an interview with Nicole ever since the news
broke. Security will need to be tight.”
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“I can tell you that a couple of Senator’s wives and a pop singer have
stayed there before. But I don’t know if their stays were ever discov-
ered.”

“Hopefully, they can, but you and I know, tomorrow is going to be
a zoo. If I were you, I would have a plan A and a plan B.”

“Thanks, Braylee.”
“You’re welcome. And, Davis . . . we’re making progress. I know it

doesn’t seem like it, but if what we’re working on is successful, we’ll get
your life back.”

“Right.” He was disillusioned. “At this point, it’s the waiting. What-
ever is going to happen, I can only hope, it waits until Nicole is finished
with her treatment. Anyway, thanks again for the call.” As soon as Davis
hung up, he began to do what he had always done, try to fix the prob-
lem.

DAVIS HAD BARELY GOTTEN out of the shower the next morn-
ing when someone from the staff of Serenity called. “Davis.”

“Mr. Chatham, this is Rebecca Winn, the owner of Serenity.”
“Good morning. I was just about to contact you. My lawyer called

last night to give me a heads-up about the press. I wanted to make sure
we had a plan in place to ensure Nicole’s privacy and safety.”

“Serenity prides itself on giving our patients the best of care and
providing a safe and private environment. Our job has been made more
difficult because our gates have been inundated with several dozen jour-
nalists and photographers. We don’t have the workforce to handle this.”

“They are vultures. What do you suggest? What do you want me to
do?”

“Mr. Chatham, I hate to have to do this, but Nicole will need to be
relocated. The frenzy that is being caused by her being here is unfair to
our other patients.”
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“I figured you might suggest this. Where is your other facility?
Where do you want to take her?”

“We don’t have another facility. Unfortunately, her treatment with
Serenity will need to be cut short. You will have to find alternative ac-
commodations.”

“She is two-thirds of the way finished! You are just going to kick
her out?”

“An inpatient facility within the state might be difficult to find
considering privacy is probably the most important factor in choosing
where a patient goes to recover.”

“I’ve paid Serenity thousands of dollars. You can’t just kick Nicole
out on her ass!”

“We understand your frustration, and are willing to provide you
with a partial refund.”

“No. You’re going to have to do better than that or I will make sure
everyone knows how shabbily Serenity has treated my wife.”

“Look, I’m sure we can come to some kind of resolution.”
“Nicole has about a month left of treatment, correct?”
“Yes.”
“Can you send whatever team of people that she interacts with dai-

ly to a private residence to finish her treatment?”
“That is highly unusual.”
“I don’t give a damn.”
“Is that what it’ll take to make all of this go away?”
“Yes.”
“Then we’ll make it happen.”
“I’ll be there to pick Nicole up within the hour.”

TRUE TO HIS WORD, DAVIS arrived at Serenity within the hour.
Mrs. Winn had not been lying. It was a zoo at the gate.
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He waited for them to bring Nicole out. He heard her voice.
“Davis?”

He turned to see her face. She was worried. “Are the kids okay? Is
everything alright? They just told me I needed to pack all of my things.”

“The kids are fine. But there has been a security breach, and we
need to get you moved.”

She nodded.
Davis reached for her hand. It was soft and delicate. An electricity

passed between them that hadn’t been felt in a while. He didn’t know
what to do with the feeling, so he ignored it. “We should go.”

The drive was made mostly in silence until Nicole broke it. “Where
are we going?”

“I need to get you someplace private and safe.”
A small private airstrip came into to view. “We’re here.” When limo

stopped, Davis got out of the car and came around to open her door.
She got out with her arms wrapped around her body.

“How far away am I going to be?”
“Several thousand miles.”
“What? Where are you taking me?”
“To the island. Only . . . I’m not going.”

NICOLE WAS NUMB. SHE sat in her seat for hours as the luxury
private jet flew her and a wellness team from Serenity to their island.
This time, she was alone.

Her heart ached, but Dr. Carmen was right, whatever was going
to happen with their marriage, Nicole would have to deal with it. She
would pick up the pieces and move on. No longer did Nicole want to
be defined by the past. No longer could she let who she was attached
to define her as a person. She had a lot of work to do to get to where
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she wanted to be, but for her sake, and for the sake of her children, she
would do it.
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Chapter 23
Present Day . . . One Week to Go . . .

NICOLE LOVED THIS PLACE and always would. She hugged her-
self as she stood barefoot on the very spot where she and Davis had
washed ashore over five years ago.

The sky still held the early morning orange glow, and the warm
breeze caressed her skin. It blew through her hair and stroked her face.
The sun still hadn’t fully come up but soon would. Here, time stood
still. Here, she could catch her breath and breathe.

Nicole stared out at the sea as the waves gently rolled up and kissed
the beach. Crazy how much things have changed over the past few weeks.
Being on their private island had done more for her spirit than any-
thing. It helped to cleanse her soul and change her perspective. Simply
put, she was able to focus and see life more clearly. Although, somewhat
nervous that in a week, she would be headed home and back to the
real world. Her treatment would be finished. She would no longer have
the solitude of the island as a safe haven. Still, she was ready. Visiting
with her kids through the screen of her telephone or computer moni-
tor wasn’t enough. Nicole hadn’t physically seen them in almost three
months and missed them like crazy. She spoke softly into the wind.
“One more week.”

“And then what?” A deep voice joined hers.
Nicole snapped her head around in surprise. “Davis?” She was so

lost in thought that she hadn’t heard him come up. “When did you . . .
how . . . what are you doing here?” To say that she was shocked would
be an understatement.

Barefoot, Davis dug his toes into the sand. He stood next to her
wearing soft linen-cotton pants, rolled up at the ankles, and a white t-
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shirt. “My plane got in late last night. You were already asleep, and I
didn’t want to disturb you.” He gazed out over the water with his hands
stuffed deep into his pockets thinking about the first time he had seen
Nicole on this very beach. She was soaked. Her hair clung to her face,
and her clothes molded to her generous curves. She had never been
more beautiful. He slowly looked in her direction. Today, Nicole didn’t
look like his water nymph. But she was by no means less beautiful wear-
ing a tank and cut-off shorts. It was simple and relaxed. Her unruly dark
curls blew wildly around her face, and while she was clearly surprised
to see him, her eyes held a calmness Davis hadn’t ever seen. While his
anger had simmered, what bothered him most was that seeing Nicole
in person hadn’t erased his warring emotions.

Nicole held her hair out of her face with her hands. “But why are
you here? I’ve still got a week left of treatment.”

He looked back out over the sea and spoke quietly. “I know. I tried
to stay away, but I couldn’t.”

“Is that a bad thing?”
Davis spoke as if he were talking to himself. He didn’t answer her

question. “Everything for us started right on this island.”
It didn’t go unnoticed that he hadn’t responded, but Nicole let it

go—for now. “Actually, it started with you being an asshole to me at
that airport.”

“I wasn’t an asshole per se.” A slight smile tickled the edge of his
lips. “I was preoccupied and having a bad day.”

“Davis, you were horrible to me.”
“Okay, maybe I wasn’t as charming as I am now, but I did make it

up to you.” He widened his arms and turned in a half circle. “I saved
your life on this very island. I should get credit for that.”

“I don’t exactly remember it that way.”
Davis raised an eyebrow. “How do you remember it?”
“We saved each other.”
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Her words drew her to him, and when Davis turned their eyes met.
His hands were feather light when he touched her cheek. Their back
and forth banter vanished. “So, how did we get here?”

Nicole sighed. “Is there any wonder why two broken people would
be drawn to each other?”

“Broken, huh?”
Nicole twisted her lips to the side and laughed a little. “We’re

standing on a beach where I’m finishing treatment for a drug addiction.
I would definitely say yes.”

“I’m glad you can joke about it.”
She shrugged. “What else can I do? I’m no longer ashamed, and

I’m trying hard to get better every day. Not only do I want to be better
. . .” She paused. “I want us to be better too. Is that why you’re here?”

Davis tried to choose his words carefully. “I want to do what’s best
for all of us.” He threw his head back and closed his eyes. “I don’t know
what that is. I came here because I want to find out.”

Nicole felt like she’d been punched in the gut. She looked down.
“Oh.”

After a moment, with a gentle touch, Davis placed his hand on her
shoulder. His words and his brain weren’t connecting as he thought,
God, she feels good. He knew that common sense had to prevail. “Nicole,
I love you, but sometimes love just isn’t enough. Sometimes, two people
just are not good for each other.” Even as he said the words, all he want-
ed to do was pull her into his arms.

“I agree. Love on its own isn’t enough. But, if you do—still—want
me. Then we can make our marriage better than it ever was before. But
we have to want our marriage to work, and then we have to fight for it.
I think we’re worth it.”

She sounded so confident. Still, regardless of what Nicole said,
Davis never wanted to see her in a position like this again. He couldn’t
help but feel partly responsible.

“Mrs. Chatham?” Someone called out to her.
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Nicole turned back toward the house. Her therapist, Carmen, was
standing on the wrap around porch, trying to get Nicole’s attention.
Nicole yelled back, “I’ll be right there.” She turned to Davis. “I’m sorry,
but I’ve got to go. We like to do early morning sessions. Can we talk
later?”

He nodded. “Of course.” Davis watched Nicole walk away. He
wasn’t sure if he had the strength to let her go. In the end, he had to do
what was best for her—and everyone.
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Chapter 24
OTHER THAN THE MORNING of Davis’s arrival, he and Nicole
hadn’t spent very much time alone. Davis consciously made that de-
cision. He didn’t want to interfere with her routine, and, if he were
honest, he wasn’t ready to finish the conversation they started almost
a week ago. But he couldn’t stand being away from her. Just knowing
that Nicole was near, soothed him. However, he couldn’t use the excuse
of not wanting to interfere with her recovery much longer. Nicole only
had one more day left of treatment, which meant that he only had that
amount a time to make some big decisions.

Davis was still conflicted about what to do about their relationship.
He spent his days on the island taking long walks and thinking to the
point of exhaustion. His mind was like a faucet and wouldn’t shut off. It
was probably the first time since the plane crash that he had been away
from everything and completely unplugged from the world. Jane was
still running the business. When they did talk, it wasn’t about work; it
was about DJ and Rayna since they were staying with her while he and
Nicole were away. Teena had been a godsend and continued to take care
of the kids at Jane’s home. Davis made sure to check-in at least once a
day.

He hiked a path that led to the lagoon where he and Nicole had
made love too many times to count. Davis had had it cleared but left
some foliage for privacy. It held a special place in his heart. He stopped
short when he spotted a half-naked Nicole sitting on the bank with her
shapely legs swaying in the water. Warning bells were going off in his
head. This is a bad idea, he thought, but couldn’t help himself from ap-
proaching her. He looked heavenward. How do You expect me to be ra-
tional when you’ve given me my water nymph back?
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Nicole was lost in her own world.
Davis moved silently toward her. It was too bad the little red string-

bikini she was wearing wasn’t silent. It spoke to his body loud and clear.
The color complemented caramel skin that glowed from being in the
South Pacific sun for the last month. Flashes of kissing every inch of
her ran through his mind like a movie. Davis felt his cock jump at the
thought of being inside her. It had been too long, but until they came
to some decisions about their relationship, he had to keep his hands to
himself. That was going to be one tall order. He adjusted himself inside
his shorts, hoping she wouldn’t notice his excitement before announc-
ing himself.

Davis cleared his throat. “Hey. I didn’t know you were out here.”
Her hair clung to her face and droplets of water rested on her long

lashes. Her pouty, full lips gave way to a smile. “It’s one of my favorite
places on the entire island. I’m sure you can imagine why.”

He couldn’t stop smiling like a fool. “Yeah. Mine too.” Davis
moaned inwardly as he took a seat next to her. Her full breasts looked
as if they were going to burst out of her bikini top. He would give his
left kidney to taste one of those tightly pebbled buds. The blood in
his body was all flowing to one place. He needed to get a handle on it
quick, especially since he vowed to himself not to touch her.

She returned his smile with one of her own. “What’s that look for?”
“I didn’t expect to see an angel sitting in our lagoon.”
Nicole pulled her bottom lip into her mouth. “Angel, huh? She

hopped down into the water and waded over, sliding in-between his
thighs. “Maybe I don’t want to be an angel. Maybe I want to be a little
devilish.” Her hands started to slide up and down his legs getting closer
to where Davis was now sporting a full hard-on. He captured her wrists
before they made it to their destination. His voice was strained. “This
is probably not a good idea.”

Her big round eyes looked up into his. He knew that look. The
one where they were more green than brown. The one that said I need
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you and made him go batshit crazy. She was going to make this difficult.
“C’mon, Nicole. I’m trying to do the right thing.”

“The right thing would be for you to get down in this water with
me and let me wrap my legs around your waist. And then for you to
pound me so hard that by the time we’re finished neither of us will have
the strength to move.”

Davis was having a hard time regulating his breathing. He rested
his forehead on hers, then brought her hands up to his lips and kissed
her knuckles. “You have no idea how much I want that too.”

“Then fuck me.”
“No.” He sucked in a breath, shocked by his self-control.
Nicole managed to break free of his grip and cupped his face in her

hands. Her eyes were heated by lust and determination. “I’ve allowed
you to hide from me all week. You’re my husband, and I’ve decided to
fight for you. I know I messed up, but I won’t let you walk away from
me. What we have is special.” Nicole moved in closer, pressing her body
flush against Davis’s rock-hard chest. She stepped up onto her tip toes
and slowly, ever so slowly, touched her lips to his. The kiss was mixed
with hunger and desperation. She wouldn’t let up the pressure until
Davis gave in.

He lost it. Davis gripped her waist and took over the kiss. All the
months of dreaming about touching her came crashing down on him,
breaking his resolve.

Nicole ran her hands all over his body. She kissed him back with
everything she had inside.

Davis tore his lips away from hers.
It took a moment for Nicole’s brain to register what was happen-

ing. Their breathing was labored and uneven.
Davis could barely form words and was holding on to his restraint

by a thread. “You make me want . . .” He was still trying to gain control
of his mind and body. “Not like this. Not when so much is unresolved.”
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Nicole placed her hands flat against his chest. She was terrified.
Not because Davis was physically withholding himself, but because she
couldn’t reach him emotionally—and she might never be able to. She
was desperate. “You’re mine, Davis Chatham, and I’m yours. If that is
the case, we have the rest of our lives to get it right. We don’t have to
wait to make love. We can be together AND fix us.”

“You’re in recovery.”
“Ugggggghhh . . . You can’t keep using that excuse. I will be in re-

covery for the rest of my life.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I’m done with treatment. I had my last session this morning, and

everyone is packing up to head home. So, that excuse is no longer valid.
We have problems, Davis. I know that . . . big ones.” Nicole pressed her
sex into his hardness. “Let’s start over at a place that we both can agree
is fantastic between us.”

“You won’t quit, will you?”
“No. I won’t. Like I said, we have our problems, but sex has never

been one. Let’s start where we can agree because I believe we have the
rest of our lives to resolve our differences. And guess what? When we
fix those, there will be a hundred more to pop up.”

Davis released his hold and stepped away from her. “Nicole, you
and I both know that I’m no good for you. I drove you to this place. We
should head back.”

Nicole stared at him in disbelief. “Davis. That’s not true.”
He wouldn’t look at her. His voice was firm. “You and I both know

it is. Look, I’m going back to the house. Are you coming?” He held his
hand out to hers.

She didn’t take it. “I’m not going to let you do this.”
He dropped his arms. “I guess that would be a no. I’ll see you back

at the house.”
Nicole watched him walk away—no—he was running away. He

was doing a lot of that lately, and she planned to put a stop to it.
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Chapter 25
THIS IS MY LAST NIGHT here on this island. I’m determined to con-
vince my husband we have a chance.

There was a soft knock on her door. Nicole walked over and opened
it just a crack. It was the housekeeper, Akela, who was also the cook that
Davis hired for their stay. “Yes?”

She smiled. “Everything you asked for is all set.”
Nicole’s own smile spread across her face. “Great. So, the Serenity

team made it to the airstrip okay?”
“Yes. They were thrilled to be able to leave a little early so that they

could get home to their friends and family.”
“I know that feeling. I can’t wait to see my own kids when we leave

in a couple of days. Were you able to take care of my other request?”
“Yes. It is all set as well, and we’ll prepare the rest once you’re fin-

ished with dinner.”
There was a twinkle in Nicole’s eyes. “And Davis is none the wiser?”
“No, ma’am. He’s been holed up in his room all day. I don’t think

he’s come out even once since he came back earlier.”
That stubborn man has been hiding from me, but this time it’s to my

advantage. Nicole kept her thoughts to herself. “Great. Thanks again,
Akela, for all of your help.”

“It’s my pleasure. Are you sure you don’t need anything else?”
Nicole shook her head no. “For the most part, I think I’m all set.

But, if I do, I’ll let you know.” Akela nodded and walked back down the
hall.

Nicole closed the door. She had just a couple of things left to do to
get ready for her evening. Tonight was going to be one of the most im-
portant nights of her life. There would be no more running and hiding.
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They would lay all their cards on the table. Things could go left really
quickly, but Nicole was determined not to allow it and to convince her
stubborn husband not to give up on them.

It was time to put her plan in motion.

NICOLE STOOD OUTSIDE of Davis’s bedroom door. She was
more nervous than she thought she would be but just as determined.
She patted her hair to make sure it was in place, then smoothed down
the strapless, all-white cotton dress that came down to her mid-calf.
Davis loved her legs, and Nicole thought the dress showed off how
shapely and toned they were quite nicely. All the yoga she had been do-
ing since she had been on the island had paid off. Nicole felt sexy, and
it had been quite some time since she had felt that way. The day Davis
had arrived Nicole had ordered her dress, the string bikini, and a cou-
ple of other items. They delivered with the rest of their weekly supplies.
She had been lucky to have found the clothes on the mainland. Other-
wise, Davis would have seen her in nothing but cut-off jean shorts and
t-shirts for the entire week.

She had stalled long enough. Nicole raised her hand to the door
and knocked. He didn’t answer right away, but she could hear him
moving around on the other side of the door. She knocked again only
harder.

After a few moments, Davis opened it, wearing a pair of board
shorts and holding a t-shirt in his hands. His dirty blonde hair was wet
making it look darker than its normal color. He had probably just got-
ten out of the shower.

Nicole’s mouth watered, and she swallowed. His muscles were on
full display. Those washboard abs almost always made her weak in the
knees.
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The week had been good to him too. The South Pacific sun had
bronzed his skin. Davis pulled his shirt over his head, covering up the
masterpiece that was his body. She tsked. “Such a shame to cover all
that up.”

“Behave.” Davis was telling Nicole to do something that he wasn’t
sure he had the strength to do himself.

She couldn’t hide her smirk. “I will—for now. Anyway, I would like
to invite you to dinner.”

Davis knew Nicole was pulling out all the stops. She was drop dead
gorgeous in that dress and all he wondered was how fast he could take
it off. His thoughts changed, and Davis could only hope that he would
have the right to take her clothes off again.

Nicole saw it. The moment the heat in his eyes cooled. It was dis-
appointing, but she was determined to reach him. He was pulling away
because of that crazy need to protect her. She wouldn’t have it. She
didn’t need protecting. She needed him. PERIOD. “Since we missed
lunch, I wanted to invite you to dinner.”

“Dinner?”
“You don’t have any excuses not to dine with me tonight, Mr.

Chatham.” She wagged her finger. “No hiding for you.”
Davis was tired of hearing her say that. He scoffed at the idea. “I’m

a grown ass man. I don’t hide. I’m just trying to protect you.”
“Then dinner with me, tonight, alone should be no problem.”
“We’re never really alone here.” That was actually a good thing.
“We are tonight. I was able to arrange for the entire Serenity team

to leave a day early. They are already gone. The only people left on the
island are Akela, Raphael, and island security.”

The buffer he’d come to depend on had left, and Nicole was dressed
like a woman on a mission. It was going to be a long night. It was pos-
sible that after they talked that she wouldn’t want to have anything
else to do with him. Given that tonight was the last night they would
be spending on the island, Davis had run out of time. He had to tell
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her everything, including the decisions he had made. “Honestly, dinner
would be great. We have a lot to talk about.”

The seriousness in his tone was a little unnerving. Nicole’s voice
was soft, her confidence slipped just a little, but she forged on. “Okay. I
thought it would be fun to eat on the beach.”

“That sounds good.” She was doing her best to make this a romantic
evening. Davis had to keep her at bay until they discussed their future.

Nicole widened her smile. “Then, if you’re hungry, everything is
ready.”

“NICOLE . . .” DAVIS couldn’t believe it.
The butterflies in her stomach grew more intense, and she couldn’t

contain her excitement. “Does it remind you of anything?”
The tarp had been replaced by a tent, but, otherwise, the beach had

been transformed into an exact replica of when they were stranded, and
the night that they had made love for the very first time. It was the
night their daughter had been conceived.

He swallowed. “You never cease to amaze me.”
Nervously, Nicole nibbled on her bottom lip. “I hope to have a

chance to do that forever.”
Davis ran his hands through his hair. “Nicole—”
There it was again—that tone. She didn’t like it. “Maybe we should

sit down and have dinner before we talk. That’s another thing that’s a
little different than before. Akela made an excellent meal.” The food
was hidden underneath three large silver containers. Nicole dropped to
her knees and stared up into Davis’s eyes. She reached her hand out to
him, and he took it. He sat down on the blanket next to her.

She lifted the covers off the food. Akela had outdone herself. They
marveled over the meal she had prepared and laughed about the things
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they’d eaten to stay alive when they were stranded. They fell into a fa-
miliar comfortableness and kept the conversation easy.

Nicole was wistful. “DJ has changed so much in the last three
months. God, I miss the kids and can’t wait to get home.”

Davis had been enjoying himself, and then her words home instant-
ly soured the taste of the food in his mouth.

She hadn’t noticed his easy demeanor had changed. “The beds here
are great, but I’m looking forward to sleeping in my own.”

The easy smile from moments before vanished. Davis cleared his
throat. “A lot has happened over the past few months.”

“I’m sure. But, whatever happens, we can get through it. I know
you’re terrified of going to prison, and I’m terrified too, but I’m strong
enough to support you.”

“I’m not going to prison. That’s been resolved.”
Her eyes widened. “What!?” Nicole threw her arms around him.

Automatically, Davis wrapped his around her. Nicole’s smile covered
her entire face. “You’ve been here a week and didn’t tell me that! Why?
What happened?”

He blew out a breath. It was as if he didn’t want to say the words,
and Nicole looked confused. Davis had no choice. He had to bring up
the elephant in the room. “Roman. Roman happened.”
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Chapter 26
NICOLE’S FACE FROZE. “Roman? W-why would he have anything
to do with your case?”

“The night we found you, Harlan and his team went through the
entire apartment to remove any trace that you had ever been there—in-
cluding the Clarks Tower video—where you met with someone else.
I’m guessing that’s when you bought the drugs Dana found in your
purse.”

Nicole’s face turned crimson, but she would own up to her mis-
takes. She responded, sadness in her voice. “I was very desperate that
night and in a lot of pain. But, yes. That is where I got them.”

Davis couldn’t help but touch her in an effort to ease her discom-
fort. He placed his hand on her thigh. “It happened. We can’t ignore it,
but I have faith in you and your recovery.”

Nicole placed her hand on top of his. “Thank you.”
After being frozen in place, Davis slowly removed his hand. “Har-

lan also found out that Roman was a member of The Liberation of She-
bet and was sent here to compromise me—through you.”

Nicole was horrified. “I-I don’t understand. I don’t know anything
about your business, and even if I did, I would never have told him any-
thing about it.”

“Roman was going to videotape you and him together. It was to be
used to control me. If by some small miracle their money laundering
scheme didn’t land me in prison, it was supposed to be a way to shut me
up, to keep me from working with the Feds.” His voice was low. “Who
doesn’t know that there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you?”

His words warmed her heart. “But the money? It doesn’t make any
sense. Why would he give the Angel Foundation ten million dollars?”
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“They were trying to tie all of our investments to the Libera-
tion—more insurance for them.”

They were silent. Then Nicole spoke. “Davis, I’ve said this a lot, but
I can’t tell you how sorry I am that I put you in that situation. I wish I
could take it all back.” So far, they had talked about everything, except
for what really weighed on her mind and heart. Her voice trembled.
“You may never forgive me for that night, but I promise I’ll do every-
thing I can to make it up to you.”

“You didn’t sleep with him.”
Nicole looked into his eyes. “What?”
“The video showed that you were passed out from the time he

brought you into his apartment until we arrived. Whatever Roman’s
plans were, he hadn’t executed them yet.”

Relief swept through her. “Thank, God.” Nicole pressed her lips to-
gether and briefly closed her eyes. “I know that wondering, and then
watching that video couldn’t have been easy for you. I have barely been
able to stand it. Again, I am so, so sorry for putting you in this position.
I promise you it will never happen again.”

His own guilt was eating away at him. He had to tell her the truth.
“For a while, I was so angry I couldn’t see straight. But I would have
done it. I would have done anything to keep you and the kids safe. For-
tunately, you give Braylee Hinsdale a few crumbs to work with, and she
can make magic. Her team along with whatever shady characters Har-
lan works with were able to turn that situation around. Harlan found
bank records and a few other things in Roman’s apartment. The money
he donated to the Angel Foundation and the millions that were fun-
neled into those offshore accounts were from the same source. Harlan
and Braylee were able to trace the origin all the way back to the source
of the money.” Davis gazed up at the sky. “The saying “follow the mon-
ey” has never been truer. Anyway, Braylee’s law firm did some kind of
hocus pocus, and the charges were quietly dropped, and my assets have
been unfrozen.”
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“That’s . . . that’s incredible! We have our lives back.”
“Sort of. Chatham Industries stock ain’t worth much these days.

We might have to downsize and put a few properties up for sale. I’m
not as wealthy as I used to be. Not even close.”

“The island?” Nicole looked around. “Now that you’ve made our
private paradise livable. I’m sure it would sell for a small fortune.”

Davis pulled his knees up to his chest and rested his elbows on
them. He spoke quietly. “I could never sell this place.”

“If I had to, I could live with the memories. I never cared about the
money, Davis.” Nicole reached for his hand and laced her fingers with
his. “I only ever cared about the man. So, if I need to get a job to help
put food on the table, I have no problem with that. I just need you to
truly forgive me and give us a chance.”

“It’s not you that I can’t forgive.”
“Then if it’s not me, why are you holding back?”
“It’s me. If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t have gotten hurt or be

in this godforsaken mess!” Davis got up and walked over to the water’s
edge. He looked out over the jet-black sea. If it weren’t for the twin-
kling stars and the moon, it would have been pitch black.

Nicole got up and stalked over to where he was. She stood behind
him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Why do you do that?
Why do you always take responsibility for everyone else’s actions? You
can’t carry the entire world on your shoulders! I won’t let you carry my
burden. I’m here because I couldn’t cope with my life, and I turned to
drugs. That wasn’t on you. That was on me! Stop blaming yourself be-
cause you couldn’t save your parents.” His body stiffened, but Nicole
wouldn’t let him go. She held on. “So, what. You didn’t have a lot of
things that money could buy. But I bet you anything . . . your mom
and dad didn’t care about that. Why? Because they were rich in the
things that mattered—each other. Take it from me; I know the differ-
ence between being rich and poor. You also have to stop blaming your-
self for what happened to Rayna” At the mention of his dead sister’s

152 LaShawn Vasser



name, Davis tried to squirm out of Nicole’s embrace; she continued to
hold on tight. She would not let him go. “You were just a kid your-
self. Release it, Davis. Let it all go. It’s too much for any one person to
carry. And you know something else, it’s a miracle you weren't in bed
next to me at Serenity. If being a workaholic was a treatable disease, you
would have been. That is how you’ve allowed yourself to cope all these
years—by working yourself to death.”

He squeezed his eyes shut. “It’s not that simple. And you wouldn’t
be so forgiving if you knew . . . everything.”

The hairs all over her body stood on end. She closed her eyes and
pressed her cheek into his back, steeling herself for whatever else that
needed to be said. “To move forward, we’ve got to be honest. That
means being completely honest. Tell me.”

Everything was quiet except for the musical sounds from the jungle
and the small waves washing ashore. Nicole waited.

“I came into your life, and so many tragic things have happened.”
Nicole kissed the center of his back. “So many good ones too.”
“You were almost killed in a plane crash.”
She responded. “As were you, but it was the best thing to ever hap-

pen to me.”
“The Liberation of Shebet almost killed you . . . twice . . . because of

me.”
Nicole had no idea where he was going with his confession but re-

laxed a little at his words. “There you go again, trying to take ownership
of something that wasn’t your fault.” She attempted a little humor. “If
we want to be accurate, they were trying to kill you, not me. I was col-
lateral damage.”

“It doesn’t matter. You still ended up in the hospital, and . . .” His
voice trailed off. “It was you that they targeted. You that they pushed
down the escalator.” Davis stilled, waiting for the realization of his
words to hit her.

FRAGMENTS OF US 153



Nicole relaxed her hold on his waist and dropped her arms to her
side. Then she stepped back. “That was just an accident. That was no-
body’s fault.”

Davis shook his head no. “When Harlan interrogated Roman, he
admitted that the original plan was to send me a message through you.
But, after he met you, he changed his mind and convinced the leaders
of that organization that you could be more useful alive than dead. I
was the target. That is why all of this is my fault. In order to make sure
you and the kids stay safe, we can’t be together.”

Nicole stared at him for long moments without saying a word.
Davis hadn’t moved–hadn’t even breathed–waiting for her reaction

anticipating her anger and hatred.
Finally, her words came. “I’m supposed to let you walk away from

the kids and me over that?”
He didn’t get the reaction he thought. It surprised him. “It’s not

safe to be around me.”
“Pieces of me would die a little every day without you.”
“You don’t mean that.”
“I mean every single word. I know that just from being away from

you these past three months.” She stepped up close and placed her
hands flat on his chest while staring deeply into his emerald green eyes.
“I meant it when I said I won’t let you run away from me, or yourself. I
love you Davis Chatham, and I plan to live a long and happy life with
you–forever.”

He searched her eyes for the truth behind her words. Once he
found it, he pulled her into his body and kissed her long and hard.

Nicole tore her lips away from his. Her voice was husky. “I’ve been
dying to be with you.” She snaked her hands down into his shorts and
held him in a firm grip then stroked his cock back and forth. Somehow
his shorts slid down to his feet. Davis was already crazy with desire; her
touch was almost too much. Bits of pre-cum oozed out onto her fingers
and Nicole couldn’t wait to taste it. She dropped to her knees and dart-
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ed her tongue out for a sample, but that wasn’t enough, so she licked
the milky substance clean off before pulling him into her mouth.

Davis’s moans were getting louder as he wrapped her hair around
his fist and pulled. It was taking a superhuman effort not to thrust for-
ward into the back of her throat and make love to her mouth.

When Nichole gazed up into his face, the look of pure pleasure was
worth everything. She opened her mouth wider and slowly pulled him
inch by agonizing inch into her wet mouth. Her head began to move
back and forth as she sucked the bulbous part of him. She swirled her
tongue around the head and sucked at the opening. His legs started to
shake and couldn’t stop himself from thrusting forward. Surprisingly,
Nichole took all of him. To steady herself, she placed her hands on the
sides of his hips as he rotated them.

Davis’s body had a mind of its own, and it took over. She felt so
good that he pushed faster and faster. His intensity picked up hitting
the back of her throat. He was going to erupt. His voice was strained.
“I’m going to cum. I need to pull out.”

Nichole tightened her grip and continued to feast upon him. She
was going to finish what she started. When the first bursts of liquid
sprayed onto her tongue, Nichole took a deep breath through her nose
and flattened her tongue. Moments later, Davis threw his head back
and yelled out into the darkness. “Ahhhhhh . . .” He emptied himself
completely, and Nichole swallowed every single drop.

Davis dropped to his knees. He was almost level with Nicole when
he pulled her dress over her head and discovered she was completely
naked underneath. Her beautiful body took his breath away. Gazing at
her, Davis couldn’t get his shirt off fast enough.

Once they were completely undressed, Davis pushed Nicole onto
her back. While what they had just experienced was incredible, it was
nothing like the feeling of moving inside of her. He didn’t need any
time more to recover. He was hard, thick, and ready to do some dam-
age. Davis kissed her with a fierce urgency.
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Nicole wrapped her arms around his neck and held on tight. She
spread her legs wide as he positioned himself at her opening. She was
desperate for him. “We’ve waited long enough.”

He hadn’t made love to his wife in months. It was impossible for
him to get any harder. Nichole was laid out before him like a tasty treat.

“I want you so much.” He whispered into her ear.
Nichole had dreamed of this for so long that she grabbed his hip to

urge him on. She ground into him, and this time there were no barriers.
Nichole was breathless and could barely speak. “I can’t wait any

longer, Davis. Please make love to me.” He thrust deeply into Nichole.
The pleasure for both of them was insane. Davis knew he wouldn’t be
able to take his time especially when her body held on to him like a
glove.

Once he was inside . . . their bodies took over. He pumped and
thrust and thrust and pumped into her channel. Their lovemaking was
so powerful that every time Davis plunged into her, her body lifted off
the sand. Nichole screamed out his name over and over.

Davis felt his orgasm building, but he was praying he could hold
out until she came. The sweat from their bodies was dripping all over.

Nichole tried her best to hold on. Moments later, her body explod-
ed, and her muscles spasmed and clenched around him.

“Davis . . . I . . . oh . . . my . . . god. I’m coming!” Davis felt tighten
around him, and, seconds later, he experienced the best release of his
life.

Nicole was breathless as she laid in the crook of Davis’s arm.
He stroked her hair as he tried to catch his breath.
She sighed contentedly. “You know I was thinking.”
Davis remained nestled between her thighs. He hadn’t felt this

carefree in years. “What about? Another amazing round with me?” His
bit down lightly on the slope of her neck.

Nicole raised her knees up to his hips and moaned as she pressed
her slick heat onto his hardness. “Definitely that, but I was thinking . .
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. I’m all for recreating our time on the island when we were stranded,
but some things I can do without.”

He kissed her on the lips. “Like what?”
She mussed. “Like . . . I really don’t like sand in my ass. Can we go

in the house and make love in the bed like civilized people?”
Davis threw his head back and roared with laughter. “I’ll make love

to you whenever and wherever you want.”
Nicole pushed gently on his shoulder, and Davis moved getting up

from off the ground. He was completely naked and unashamed to let it
all hang out. He helped Nicole to her feet. She was completely naked
too. Davis looked at her with a renewed hunger in his eyes.

There was a sparkle in her eyes and something else that hadn’t been
present in a while–joy. “If we don’t hurry and get inside, we’re going to
end up giving Akela and Raphael a freak show.”

Feeling lighter than he’d felt his entire life, Davis grinned. “Then
you better run because I’m not sure if I can wait until we get to a bed.”

Nicole could see that he was serious and took off running across the
beach in all her naked glory with Davis right on her heels.
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Epilogue
NICOLE SAT ON THE PASSENGER side of the drop-top convert-
ible. The wind was whipping through her hair, and she was going to
chew her bottom lip off. Davis was driving and could see how nervous
she was. He reached out and caressed her bottom lip with his thumb. “I
love your lips. But, if you keep doing what you’re doing to them, I won’t
have anything to nibble on.”

Nicole realized what she was doing and immediately stopped. “I’m
so nervous. I haven’t seen my babies in three months.”

“No need to be nervous. They are just as excited to see you as you
are them.”

“I just pray that my time away doesn’t leave lasting scars.”
“You being away has made you a better woman. I can’t see how that

doesn’t translate into motherhood. I know it’s had a great effect on me.”
“Thank you for that and for extending our stay here for another

couple of weeks. I want DJ and Rayna to share in our happiness and the
re-birth of our marriage.”

“I want that too.” Davis’s satellite phone rang. He answered it, and
the voice came through the speakers of the car. “Davis.”

“Oh. My. Gawwd! Have you seen the news? Of course, you haven’t.
Have you been online?”

Davis looked over at Nicole. She blushed. If it required getting out
of bed, they hadn’t done much over the past couple of days. “Can’t say
that I have. Why? What’s up?”

“Did any of your lawyers try to call you?”
“There are a couple of messages on my phone. I ignored them.

Look, Jane, if it’s bad news, it can wait until we’re back stateside. Nicole
and I are on our way to the airstrip to pick up the kids and Teena.”
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Jane was bursting with excitement. “It’s not bad news at all. It’s
freaking fantastic!”

“Okay, then spill it. We’re pulling up to the airfield. I don’t have
much time.”

Jane sounded as if she was going to hyperventilate. “Okay . . . okay.
The latest patent for your artillery technology was approved. It hit the
news today with all kinds of glowing stories that you were working
undercover with the US government to bring down one of the most
heinous terrorist's groups in modern history, The Liberation of Shebet!
Chatham Industry stock is going through the roof !”

“What?” Davis was stunned. So was Nicole. “How is that possi-
ble?”

“I don’t know. I have no idea but before the crisis hit stock for the
company was selling at $124 a share. Then it dropped all the way down
to $12 a share. As of this phone call, it is selling at a whopping $209 a
share!”

“You’re kidding.”
“No, I am not. And, I didn’t tell you this, but when it dropped to

its lowest dollar value, I bought back more shares. I always had faith in
you that one day Chatham would rise again. You are the majority share-
holder of seventy-four percent of your company now!”

“I don’t believe it!”
“Believe it!” Jane fanned herself.
Nicole joined in the conversation. “That’s incredible.”
“Isn’t it? I never thought I was a savvy businesswoman but filling in

for Davis has me rethinking a few things. Wait my other line is ringing.”
“I just told my sister we were pulling up to the airstrip and she put

me on hold.”
“Yep. She did. But, c’mon. This is fabulous news!”
Jane’s voice popped back on the line. “Sorry. That was your attor-

ney. Braylee said to tell you . . . the press was all her. She made a cou-
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ple of calls, and, in lieu of a formal apology from our government, your
patent was approved and that you’re welcome.”

“I’ll call her first thing tomorrow.”
“Okay guys, I’m heading off to a meeting. Enjoy your time

away—you both deserve it.”
Davis hung up. He knew Nicole had left the conversation the mo-

ment the plane came into view. If she could have hopped out of the car
as it rolled to a stop, she would have. However, he was grateful it was
almost at a standstill before she opened the door and ran toward Rayna
and DJ.

They were standing next to the plane when Rayna spotted Nicole.
She took off in a sprint as well towards her mom. DJ probably would
have too if Teena hadn’t been holding him on her hip. He was squirm-
ing and reaching out.

Nicole couldn’t get to her kids fast enough. She ran as fast as her
legs could carry her. It was a short distance but seemed to take forev-
er. Finally, she made contact. Nicole dropped down to Rayna’s level and
hugged her tight. Rayna did the same. She wrapped her arms around
her mother as they both cried in each other’s arms.

Nicole rained kisses all over Rayna’s face and cheeks. “I missed you
so much.”

Through her tears, she responded. “I missed you too mommy. I
missed you so much.”

Nicole shook her head from side to side. “I promise I will never
leave you like that again.”

Teena inched close enough for DJ’s short legs to run over too.
“Mom . . . Ma!”

Nicole pulled back enough to pick DJ up and sit him on her lap
without ever letting Rayna go. He was sandwiched in-between them.
She rained kisses all over him as well. “I love you so much. I missed you
even more.” There were tears . . . more tears . . . hugs and kisses.
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Davis stood back and watched his family. He must have been out
of his mind to contemplate ever leaving them. He watched the reunion
of his kids and wife before joining in. Then Davis wrapped his strong
arms around them. Nicole looked up with watery eyes and smiled. He
returned it. “This, Mrs. Chatham, our family, is the only thing that re-
ally matters. Thank you for teaching me that.”

“I love you.”
“I love you too.”
Eyes wet, Rayna looked at her parents. “I love you both.”
Davis tapped her on the nose. “Really?”
“Yes, daddy.”
Davis rose to his feet. His throat thick. “Remember that promise

I made to you, Rayna?” He helped Nicole to her feet because DJ was
holding on to her for dear life.

Rayna looked confused. “I promised you pancakes.”
Her eyes widened. “You’re going to cook them?”
They walked back arm in arm towards the car. “Yep.”
“What kind?”
“I was thinking strawberry today, blueberry tomorrow, banana the

day after that, and then we’ll have to get really creative.”
Nicole replied. “That’s a lot of pancakes.”
“I promised Rayna pancakes every day for the rest of her life, and

a wise woman once told me not to miss too many moments. I plan to
make up for the ones I missed and enjoy the ones to come. Each and
every one of them.”
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Other Books by LaShawn Vasser
THE ROOM (A SENSUOUS EXPERIENCE)

Robyn Levy was over chasing the superficial. Her days were empty
and downright unsatisfying.

Wake up.
Work hard.
Spend her nights alone.
And start all over again . . . until she entered THE ROOM.
Maxwell Bryant has always known exactly what he wanted and

stopped at nothing to get it.
But one goal continued to remain elusive. Or, was it finally within

reach?
Find out what happens in THE ROOM – A Sensuous Experi-

ence.

A RESERVATION FOR ONE (The Untamed Love Series
Book 1)

Haven Shaw wouldn’t consider her love life a romantic tragedy just
. . . tragic. A disaster. A catastrophe. She wanted off the break-up and
make-up crazy train that left her unable to recognize herself.

Her plan. End the ridiculousness and focus on getting control of
her life.

His plan. Which one?
Love’s plan. Amp up the crazy.
Love and life were about to get much more complicated.
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A RESERVATION FOR TWO (The Untamed Love
Series Book 2)

Haven Shaw learned the hard way that even after messy break-ups,
broken hearts, and the loss of loved ones . . . life goes on.

She was fully prepared to meet the challenges of her future alone.
That was her plan.

Too bad her plan, his plan, and love’s plan were never on the same
page.

Find out how it all unfolds in part 2 of the Untamed Love Series -
A Reservation for Two

FEVERISH UNBROKEN
Imani Jones Hadley thought she’d made the best decision of her life

by marrying Garrett Tristan Hadley. The second she laid eyes on him,
he made her body tingle and her toes curl.

Yes, he came with baggage. Didn’t they all? Only she didn’t know it
was the kind that would have her losing her mind! Less than two years
later, Imani wanted out. She wanted a divorce STAT.

Too bad Garrett had different ideas. Despite their impossible situa-
tion, Imani left him feverish – a kind of feverish unbroken.

He was never going to let her go.

THE ONE THAT SLIPPED AWAY
Harrison Haughton messed up. He made the biggest mistake of his

life and knew it the moment Mia Jamison left him.
Every attempt to win her back has failed except for one. The letter.

His last hope, the one Harrison poured his heart into, but even it even-
tually came back – Returned to Sender. Only then did he accept the
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truth. It was over. A part of him knew this was the kind of loss he’d car-
ry for a lifetime.

It took Mia Jamison years to recover from a broken heart only to
meet the perfect man - a good man, a strong man with ambitions, and
one who checked all the boxes on her list. If only . . .

If only, coming face to face with Harrison Haughton didn’t open
up Pandora’s Box.

No more hiding. It was time deal with a past that had the potential
to destroy more than one future.

A STORM IS COMING (The Storm Series Book 1)
BOOK ONE of TWO
A Storm Is Coming is about a beautiful and tough as nails corpo-

rate attorney, Braylee Hinsdale, who must use every trick in the book
to keep the handsome and powerful Alexandro Manchetti from losing
everything.

Alexandro is powerful, handsome, ridiculously sexy and has just
suffered an unimaginable loss. He needs her skills as a ruthless attorney
to win a case that he's being told is unwinnable. It is unlike anything
Braylee has ever faced and will demand everything from her.

Some have said they can sense when A Storm Is Coming, but nei-
ther was prepared for the storms ahead.

A PERFECT STORM (The Storm Series Book 2)
BOOK TWO of TWO—CAN BE READ AS A STAND-

ALONE.
A death and the potential loss of Manchetti Enterprises brought

powerhouse attorney, Braylee Hinsdale together with Alexandro
Manchetti. She managed the impossible - saved his business and his
sanity. In turn, he was able to pierce through her tough armor and
gently remove an intractable mask concealing deeply hidden wounds.
While their attraction was immediate, each fought to protect their
fragile hearts from hurt and harm; but instead found strength and love.
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Just as Alexandro and Braylee seemed on the path to happily ever
after, they found themselves in the middle of a storm. A powerful
storm. A Perfect Storm. And it had the name Gina Lee Xiou written all
over it. Who was she? A lover from his past? What did she want? More
importantly, could she blow up their lives with just a few words? And
would she dare? Find out in A Perfect Storm.

THE RIGHT SIDE OF MY PILLOW
Cricket Anderson and Cole Thornton were throwaways. The outside world didn’t

have room for them, yet, from the tender age of nine, all they had was each other . . .
until they didn’t. Not only were promises broken but so was Cricket’s heart.

Focused and driven to create a life made of dreams, Cole Thornton succeeded on-
ly to be left feeling empty and alone. Ten years later, a chance encounter brings him
together with the one person he’s ever felt connected to – an angry, disconnected and
broken woman.

They say time heals all wounds. But can two damaged souls discover love and
mend their hollowed hearts? Find out in The Right Side of My Pillow.

CREE
Cree Jacobs has ever only loved one man, and for years she’s worked

two jobs, sometimes three to support his dreams. Her entire world
centered around Cameron Jacobs. What happens when his world no
longer revolves around her?

Distance has kept them apart for so long that they’ve become vir-
tual strangers. Feeling lost and alone Cree realized his goals were her
goals. His dreams were her dreams until tragic events forced a path of
self-discovery.

Sometimes you have to stop, regroup, and find your center. Will
that center lead back to love?

The Stranger Next to Me
Tasha Stevens and Sabrina Links-Horne have been best friends

since high school. Everyone always wondered how their friendship
stood the test of time, especially since they were polar opposites in
every way, except for one thing. They were both in love with Tim
Horne . . . Sabrina’s husband.
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Although they’ve seen each other through the best and worst of
times, one decision will change the course of their lives forever and
leave them both wondering who is The Stranger Next To Me?

OUT OF NOWHERE (Out of Nowhere Series)
BOOK ONE OF THREE
He is the CEO of CkR International, Inc., a billion-dollar compa-

ny. She is a struggling single mother working for his company in cus-
tomer service. What happens during a chance meeting in his company’s
elevator will change their lives forever. Take the journey with Vicky and
Jason as they fall in love. Will they overcome past hurts, society’s de-
mands, and family expectations?

NEW BEGINNINGS (Out of Nowhere Series)
BOOK TWO OF THREE
Just when billionaire Jason Kincaid Rutherford was on the cusp of

living happily ever after with the only woman who’s ever lit a fire within
him, tragedy strikes. Will it leave her so broken that her heart doesn't
have room for him? Not if Jason can help it. Continue on with the jour-
ney of Jason and Vicky as they face their biggest challenge yet.

LOVE, LIFE, AND VOWS (Out of Nowhere Series)
BOOK THREE OF THREE
Jason and Vicky have fought hard for their relationship. They've

overcome differences in culture, race, and social status. They've with-
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stood an almost unimaginable tragedy and come out on the other side
stronger than ever. Or, so they thought.

Follow along as Jason and Vicky's love is pushed to the breaking
point after life takes a devastating turn. Will they ever find their happily
ever after.

THE BATTLE WITHIN
SPINOFF TO OUT OF NOWHERE SERIES
Sandra Catchings never had good luck when it came to relation-

ships. Somehow, she always managed to find the most careless, egocen-
tric and inconsiderate men! Until the day she met Franklin Roth. He
was dark, brooding, spectacularly handsome, and exactly the kind of
man she should clearly keep at a distance. But as karma would have
it, circumstances forced them together. And, of course, she would fall
madly and deeply in love. Then BAM! Out of Nowhere, it ended.
Sandy was left hurt, confused, and over it. Over men like Franklin
Roth.

Life had thrown everything at Franklin Roth and left him barely
standing. No one understood his choices or the raging Battle Within
but he was determined to live with the decisions he'd made.

However, when an intricate web of lies and deceit start to unravel,
will it be too late for Franklin and Sandy to have their very own happily
ever after?

FAITH – HER LOVE STORY
After an explosive confrontation filled with secrets, lies, and deceit,

Faith Jones was ready for a fresh start. The years of insanity that en-
gulfed her life was finally over; she refused to be humiliated or shamed
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into submission. She was battered but not broken and made ONE
promise to herself; she would never repeat the mistakes of the past . . .
NEVER.

Terrance Jackson Jr., was handsome, successful, and living a life of
destiny. The moment he meets Faith he knew she could be the one and
his life would never be the same. The only obstacle standing in their
way was her PROMISE.

Although some promises were meant to be broken, his fight for her
heart was going to be an epic battle. Terrance was convinced he’d be vic-
torious because FAITH was all he needed to wage war and win.

PIECES OF ME
Davis Chatham is a ruthless billionaire who spends every waking

moment building Chatham Industries. That is until he meets and mar-
ries the woman of his dreams, Anne Mathews. However, his worka-
holic lifestyle destroys their marriage. After trying and failing to win
her back, Davis was left divorced, broken, and bitter. Nothing he tried
could soothe his restless soul until he met Nicole DonLeavy on that
fateful night of the plane crash.

Get to know Davis Chatham and Nicole DonLeavy as they strug-
gle to survive on an island paradise and follow what unfolds when
Anne comes back into his life after their rescue. Is it possible to be
in love with two women? And faced with a choice which one will he
choose? This is not your typical love story.
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