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Nikki Johnson was the perfect wife to millionaire real estate tycoon Duncan Johnson until discovering his mistress and love child. Stressed out by her husband’s infidelity, her teenage son’s carelessness, and her son’s pregnant girlfriend moving in, Nikki has had enough. When Duncan cannot get in touch with his upset wife, he uncovers evidence that makes him suspicious of a secret affair going on between Nikki and her ex-husband, Chance Brown, and wonders if she is the culprit behind a death threat he receives.


Chance, a successful attorney, is just as skeptical when his once spiteful ex-wife comes back into the picture, remarried, claiming to still be in love with him. During a private getaway to Las Vegas, Nikki’s bitter side re-emerges as they reminisce on their past relationship, how he has neglected their son since the divorce, and why he cheated on her with a close family friend. His suspicions are confirmed when Nikki lures him into a death trap, but why?


With a dangerous love triangle and a mother out for revenge, Darling Nikki is a cunningly crafted thriller sure to keep readers guessing until the very end.


 


E.V. Adams is a Journalism major and freelance writer, currently residing in Jackson, MS. She can be found on Facebook or reached via email: evadams777@yahoo.com.
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Dear Reader:


Darling Nikki, the same title as the popular Prince hit from Purple Rain, includes the color purple interspersed throughout this tale about a female vixen involved in a love triangle. We follow Nikki Johnson as she deals with the drama of an ex-husband; a son whose girlfriend becomes pregnant; and a mother who reappears after a twenty-year absence. Mix in murder and the unfolding of dark secrets revealed, and you have a haunting thriller that keeps you surprised until the end.


I am pleased to introduce E.V. Adams and her debut novel, which is sure to create a buzz.


As always, thanks for the support shown to the Strebor Books family. We appreciate the love. For more information on our titles, please visit www.zanestore.com and you can find me on my personal website: www.eroticanoir.com. You can also join my online social network at www.planetzane.org.
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Thank you for purchasing this Strebor Books eBook.
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Prologue


November 12, 2007


Nikki Johnson pressed the Corvette’s pedal to the metal, hoping to outrun the police who might be on her tail. She barely managed to keep her slippery palms on the steering wheel as she whipped up the shoulder of Interstate 10. The sports car topped one hundred miles per hour. Traffic wasn’t heavy, but this was no racetrack, either. She needed to put as much space between her and Beverly Hills as possible and then come up with a plan.


“Oh my God!” she wailed as a blue car swerved into her path. Death flashed before her eyes; her heart slammed against her chest. Nikki jerked the wheel to avoid a front-to-back-end collision. Shifting into the next lane, she ignored the honks and protests of angry drivers as tires screeched and the smell of burnt rubber filled the smoggy air.


What am I going to do?


Everything passed by in a blur—as if frozen in time and she was the only one allowed to move. She squirmed in the driver’s seat, the back of her sweaty thighs sticking to the leather. The reality of her fate continued to sink in, deeper and deeper. To say everything had caught up with her would be putting it mildly; karma had captured and executed her without giving ample warning.


I can’t believe this is happening!


She pressed a palm against her forehead and wiped away the perspiration before it fell into her eyes. Ideas swarmed through her mind like bees around a hive, but only one made sense. Run!


But how was she going to get to Rayshad?


Forget him. You need to be worried about yourself.


How could she let that thought cross her mind? She couldn’t abandon her son or let them take him away.


Worry pierced her stomach like a double-edged sword. California was a big place, but she would be a fool to think she could hide in the same state where she lived. Mexico seemed like a good idea. South of the border was only a few hours away.


Then it came to her out of nowhere. Her mother.


While concentrating on the road, she swept her long hair out of her face, then dove into her Louis Vuitton bag. Dialing her mother while steering a car treading over one hundred terrified her with each press of a button, but she couldn’t slow down now.


“Hello?”


Nikki blinked back tears. “Ma? Ma, it’s me!”


“Nikki, are you okay?”


Sobs tore out of Nikki’s throat before she could rein them in. “Ma, Duncan is dead!”


“Wait a minute...”


“And they’re coming for me, right now, Ma. I know it!”


“Hold on, slow down. Who’s coming for you?”


“The police, Ma. I know I’m going down for this one. That’s why I need you.”


“Me?” Gina shrieked. “Why would you need me?”


Nikki wiped her eyes, clearing her vision. “I need you to tell them that I was somewhere else when everything happened.”


When her mother didn’t respond, Nikki bit her lip to keep from spilling out the truth and unburdening her soul. Instead, she got straight to the point. “I need you to be my alibi.”





Chapter One


A Few Days Prior
November 9, 2007


Duncan Johnson unlatched the kitchen window and shoved it open. The cool breeze brought physical comfort, but did nothing to ease his mind. Seconds earlier, he had opened a small white envelope and discovered his fate.


YOU WILL DIE AND YOU KNOW WHY.


The message appeared to have been assembled with clippings from magazines and newspapers. Each letter had a different font, color, style, and background, neatly glued to the page.


His nose twitched at the spicy scent that radiated from the note. It was a perfume that was familiar, but hard to recollect. The page slipped from his sweaty fingers and fell onto the pile of mail beneath him on the marble counter.


Who was this mystery lady and why would she want him dead?


Closing his eyes, he recalled a collection of perfume on his wife’s vanity. Nikki changed scents as often as she changed attire, which was several times a day.


She was no killer, though, and his wife was the last person he wanted to suspect. But after what had happened during the previous month, he began to wonder if this could be her way of paying him back for the pain he had caused.


 


“Is Duncan here?”


Duncan heard the woman’s voice echoing from the living room in his office two rooms over. He stood up from the desk, abandoning his computer to see who was at the front door.


“And who are you?” Nikki asked the lady.


“Are you Nikki?”


Marie! How did she find out where he lived?


Duncan rushed down the hallway with hopes that he would be able to explain everything to Nikki, but it was too late. Marie was already filling Nikki’s ears with what he should have told her about three years earlier.


His seventeen-year-old stepson, Rayshad, lay across the couch with his legs crossed, ignoring the magazine in his lap, listening to their conversation.


“I know Duncan probably didn’t tell you about me,” she went on, “but my name is Marie, his baby’s mother.”


Nikki looked back and forth between the lady and small child. “Excuse me?”


Duncan stood quietly behind Nikki in the doorway frame of the hallway.


“That can’t be possible,” Nikki said. “Duncan doesn’t have any children.”


“Maybe not to your knowledge.”


“How old is she?”


Marie adjusted the toddler on her hip and smiled down into the baby’s face. “Demetria just turned three.”


“What are you doing here?” Duncan slowly stepped out of the shadows.


Marie looked at Duncan with a twisted lip. “What am I doing here? I shouldn’t have to play detective to get you to see your daughter.” She stepped forward and shoved the little girl into Duncan’s arms. “Her name is Demetria, in case you forgot.”


Duncan looked at Nikki and tried to push the child back at Marie. “I—”


Nikki avoided eye contact with him. As the pain in her eyes grew, he felt compelled to make up some kind of excuse for the situation. Something that made sense.


Marie turned her back to them with a set of car keys jingling in her hand. “I expect that you’ll be taking her shopping, since you haven’t tried to do anything for her before.”


Duncan bit his lip to keep from saying something he would regret. He wanted to follow Marie outside, yank her shoulders, and tell her to stay away from his home and his family, but it was his wife he needed to console.


Nikki grabbed the golden door handle. “Nice meeting you, Marie. Duncan will be calling you later on.”


Marie parted her thin lips, but Nikki slammed the door in her face.


“Ma!” Demetria screamed.


Nikki stormed away as the baby wailed in his ear.


Duncan looked at his stepson helplessly. “Take her for me,” he begged.


Rayshad rose from the couch and took the crying child from Duncan’s grasp.


“Nikki...” He sprinted upstairs to catch up with her, but she pressed forward toward their bedroom.


“Don’t even!” she warned.


Duncan tripped over a step and fell; pain shot through his knee. “Let me explain.” He stood back up and heard the bedroom door slam shut. By the time he made it to the room, Nikki had already locked the door. He knocked. “Please let me in and at least hear me out.”


“That baby is only three years old, Duncan,” she cried from the other side of the door.


“Baby, I’m sorry. She’s someone of my past, and I didn’t know how to tell you.”


Silence.


“Baby. Come on. I’ll do anything to make this up to you.”


When Nikki didn’t say anything else, he threw his head back. He dreaded this day and cursed himself for being so careless. How did Marie find out where he stayed in the first place? Their community was gated. Who let her in and why?


“And you will be sleeping somewhere else, tonight!” Nikki added. “One of the guest rooms, on the couch—go sleep with Marie! But you won’t be sleeping in bed with me.”


 


The more Duncan thought about the death threat, the more he realized that Marie had to be the one behind this nonsense. But was it something he really needed to be concerned about?


Duncan tucked the strange note in his back pocket, trashed what mail he didn’t care for, and paced out of the chef’s kitchen. Usually this time of day, when he arrived home from work, the aroma of another delicious meal greeted him followed by a kiss from Nikki. She usually took pride in being a housewife, but Marie’s appearance had sent her into early retirement.


Walking slowly through the living room, he looked up at the high ceilings, plastered walls, and ornate carvings—all inspired by eighteenth-century France. A wonderful wife he had in Nikki as a gourmet chef, interior decorator, housekeeper, mother, and lover, but with each day that passed, he was losing the love of his life more and more.


Mixed emotions swirled through the pit of his stomach as he plopped down on a golden seat. Could Nikki be scorned enough to plot murder? She was neglecting her duties around the house, disappearing at odd times, and not returning his phone calls—all of which he accepted, taking into consideration how hurt she was. He was willing to stay in the doghouse as long as she didn’t take things too far. But after what he’d discovered while analyzing the phone bill last night, her recent change in behavior all made sense. Nikki was fooling around with her ex-husband, Chance Brown.


Had to be. She hadn’t spoken to him since the divorce seven years ago—not that Duncan knew of—but on October 8, 2007, shortly after the Marie situation, she started calling him, again.


Duncan dialed Nikki for the fourth time, rapidly tapping his foot on the plush rug as the cell phone rang. He had a feeling she was purposefully ignoring his calls. Was she with Chance? She definitely wasn’t at her mother’s house, because he’d already checked. That had been her excuse lately since they’d found out Gina had cancer.


The purr of an engine approaching from a distance snapped Duncan out of his thought pattern and he hung up the phone before leaving a voice message. Staring at the headlights coming closer through the fog, he swallowed with anticipation. But when the neighbor’s black Bentley came into clear view, he slumped back on the couch.


He gazed into the cloudy sky, coming up with his own scenarios about where his wife could be at that moment. In Chance’s arms. In his bed. He quickly shook away his thoughts and climbed to his feet. He refused to think Nikki was behind the death threat and didn’t want to believe she was cheating on him with her ex-husband, either. After all, Chance was the father of her only son, so maybe their discussions were about Rayshad. Especially since the young man had been stressing Nikki over the past year. But why hadn’t she told Duncan anything about their reunion?


A flash of lightning spread across the darkening sky and thunder erupted, echoing throughout the house. The news predicted bad weather, so he hoped Nikki was on her way home soon. But since he couldn’t get in touch with her for the answers he wanted now, Duncan planned to ask Rayshad as soon as he got home from school.





Chapter Two


One Month Prior
October 8, 2007


Chance reclined in the brown leather seat with his back turned to his desk and his eyes focused on a vibrant rainbow stretching across the cloud-filled sky. A black spider clung to an elaborate web that was slowly being decimated by the raindrops dripping at a steady pace.


His office was located on the fifteenth floor of one of the tallest buildings in the heart of downtown Los Angeles. There was nothing glamorous about the view—a bunch of old dirty buildings, busy streets, and countless numbers of homeless people wandering about. But it reminded him of the freedom he would have as soon as he completed his latest case. Being cooped up in the office all day and night, leaving only to eat and sleep, did not have its finer points. Neither was being a reputable attorney with too many clients to handle. Sometimes Chance wished he could go back to a time when one case was barely enough. That was before he had hit it big with the Clarkson trial fifteen years ago.


After meeting up with his co-counsel, he planned to stop by a crime scene and check out a few things. Then he needed to speak with the defendant, a woman who allegedly murdered her husband and his mistress. And since his new intern didn’t look like she was going to show up any time soon, he would have his secretary adjust his schedule for a shorter lunch break.


The squeaky-clean windows were shiny enough for him to see a reflection of the entire office behind him. Portraits of African-American political figures in thick black frames hung over the entryway. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, Thurgood Marshall, and the late Johnnie Cochran all reminded him of their perseverance, which became a reflection of his own. He wondered if a year from now Barack Obama would actually be the first black President.


The intercom startled Chance out of a daze.


“Mr. Brown, you have a phone call on line three,” Sylvia said softly through the intercom.


“One moment.”


He swiveled his chair around to answer the phone and grimaced at the mess scattered across his desk. There was no way he would finish today. And another phone call was the last thing he needed. It was probably Olivia worrying him about their wedding plans, again. He glimpsed at a picture of her beautiful brown face, honey blonde hair, and chestnut eyes. It was halfway hidden behind a stack of files he had been sorting through earlier. Maybe he needed to cancel the lunch date with his fiancée altogether.


The intercom chimed in again.


“Mr. Brown?”


Chance leaned forward with his finger poised to click the blinking line. “Thanks, Sylvia.”


“My pleasure, Mr. Brown,” she replied, her tone both smooth and sultry.


Chance became instantly aroused—and not by his own will. The new secretary had been flirting with him all week. She was a cute Latina who wore tight outfits, but he tried his best to ignore her. He was engaged to one of the most powerful women in Los Angeles, the district attorney—not to mention, mayor’s daughter. He couldn’t afford one distraction at his office and had seen it too many times: men falling prey to workplace affairs only to be served up with million-dollar lawsuits so the “victims” could have some currency to wipe their fake tears on.


“Brown speaking.”


“Hello, Chance.”


His stomach tumbled. He knew that voice.


Glancing at his desk planner, he quickly calculated that it had been seven years. He picked up the receiver. “Nikki?”


“Hi.”


“Hey.” He loosened his tie, wondering how the cool air suddenly had become warm.


The last time they had talked, Nikki’s voice dripped with such contempt that Chance kept his distance and words short. Seven years after the divorce, it was as if their eleven-year marriage never existed. She now had a new man, a new life, and Chance did not weigh in—not even for Rayshad.


“What’s going on, Nikki?”


“Nothing much. How are you?”


“Fine. Fine.”


He honed in, listening to see if any background noise could clue him in to the reason for the call. Silence on the other end sparked his curiosity. “Is everything all right?”


“I just...”


There was a long pause and Chance swallowed hard, trying to make the lump in his throat disappear. Had she heard about his engagement to Olivia?


“I was calling to see how you’ve been doing these past few years,” she continued.


He switched the phone to his other ear and swiveled the chair so he had an outside view again. “I’m surprised that you’re even concerned.”


“Why do you say that?”


Chance chuckled, but didn’t answer her question. “No. I’m really glad you called.” Glancing over his shoulder at the computer, he realized that he was already behind schedule, but didn’t care.


“Are you really?” Nikki asked dryly.


“Yeah,” he said calmly, but inside, the adrenaline rush he felt was as powerful—if not more—than the way he’d felt when first meeting her in college. Simply seeing her could make his heart stop then. He wondered what she looked like now.


The spider outside of his window was barely hanging onto the last strands of the web, prompting him to pull the vertical blinds shut against its inevitable demise. “So how’s life been for you? How’s Rayshad?”


“Rayshad’s doing good. He’s an honor student,” she gushed. “Got a new car for his sixteenth birthday. Had a little girlfriend for a while, but they broke up not too long ago.”


“Girlfriend, huh?” His son was old enough for a car and a girlfriend. He had missed so much.


“Yeah. She was nice, and really pretty, too. Smart—but I guess things didn’t work out for them.”


Chance stole a glance at Olivia’s photo. “And what about you? How’s your love life been?”


“I’ve been hanging in there. Been married for almost seven years now.”


“Seven? When...” Chance tried to keep his cool. He felt slightly betrayed that she had remarried so quickly after their divorce. He was in no position to point fingers, because it didn’t take long for him to move on. But not to anything serious. Chance had enjoyed being single for those few years before meeting Olivia.


“I hope he’s treating you right,” he said with sincerity.


There was nothing but silence on the other end.


“Is he?”


Nikki still didn’t reply for several moments, and when she did, it was only: “I can tell you this...”


“What?” He swallowed hard, hoping that this man—her husband—had better not have harmed her or his son.


“I’m not happy, Chance.”


A rush went through Chance’s body and the love he felt for Nikki made him want to rescue her. But, common sense told him that Nikki had somehow heard about his engagement, which put him on alert. What other reason could there be for a call this late in the game? If she was unhappy this week, then she had been unhappy months before. Why not call then?


He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could get a word out, Nikki said, “I heard you’re getting married.”


“Oh really?” He rubbed his forehead, wondering how she’d found out—not that it mattered. “Is that why you called?”


“No. Wanted to talk to you, that’s all. Haven’t heard from you since the divorce.”


“Talk?” he said, trying to keep the bitterness from his voice. “What about?”


“To see if you were okay. Wanted to take you out to lunch actually...if that’s okay with you.”


Chance was taken aback. He thought all of this time Nikki would resent him for not making an effort to see or support their son. Why was she so interested in him again?


“When? Today?”


“Yeah. Right now. Our old spot. Mia Bella.”


Chance looked at his watch and revisited his schedule. Olivia would kill him if he canceled their lunch date to go cake tasting. But something in him couldn’t resist. “I’ll see you there.”


He disconnected the call and took a deep breath. His heart was still beating fast as though he had run a full marathon during their short conversation. The sensation in his pants told him that he missed Nikki in more than one way. Then his mind went into overdrive: Would she look differently? Had she gained weight? Did she have another child? Was she in love with that man?


He grabbed his keys and ignored Sylvia as he breezed toward the lobby.


“Mr. Brown? Where are you going? Don’t forget you have a meeting with Fred in an hour.”


To hell with his appointments! He wasn’t focused enough to do anything else. Hearing Nikki’s voice brought back memories. Of course he hadn’t forgotten about her. The degrees and licenses matted and framed on the walls of his office represented not only his hard work, but the fact that Nikki had been his backbone and main supporter on his journey from college basketball star to successful attorney. She might have had flaws in other areas, but she’d held down the homefront like his mother had growing up. And her cooking! He couldn’t pay a woman to take pleasure in cooking for her man like Nikki did. A lot more than he could say about Olivia. His fiancée had taken the liberty of hiring a chef and a maid—on his dime!


Where did everything start going wrong with their relationship? he thought as he hopped into his BMW. Especially since he’d met her during one of the best times of his life.


 


Three sips past drunk, Chance staggered into the sophomore dormitory on the UCLA campus and dragged himself upstairs to his room. Music from the ’87 New Year’s frat party still rang in his ears as he slid a key into the door. Or was that his roommate listening to the radio?


He tried to push the door open, but a damp towel blocking the way made it difficult. A Prince ballad played softly from the boombox in the corner. Smoke from burning incense and the pungent scent of marijuana hovered in the air.


Flipping the switch, he found that one of his posters had fallen from the wall. A big picture of Public Enemy, which normally hung next to those of Slick Rick, N.W.A, and MC Lyte, was face down on the ground—right next to a purple bra with cups that would barely hold a drink of water.


His roommate hadn’t even heard him come in. He was too busy sucking the face of a topless girl in his bed.


“My fault, man,” Chance said as he inched backward, almost tripping over a pile of dirty clothes.


The lovers pulled away from one another. She wiped her lips with the back of her red manicured hand, then slipped toward the edge of the bed. Boldly looking into Chance’s eyes, she snatched the blouse from the floor.


He couldn’t tear his gaze from those small perky breasts and soon got the vibe that she didn’t care about his gawking. She took her time clipping her bra on.


“Don’t apologize,” she said casually, almost smiling.


Chance nodded, then glanced at Johnny cheesing harder than in his third-grade school photo. If his roommate managed to get someone as gorgeous as this girl in bed, then why hadn’t he asked her to bring a friend?


She smoothed lipstick across her full lips and tossed the tube back into her handbag. Chance followed her movements as she pranced across the room to retrieve the Prince cassette in the boombox. Even though she was fully dressed, he still held the topless vision of her in his mind.


“You said I can have this, right?” she asked Johnny, placing the cassette in her purse.


“Yeah. It’s all yours,” he replied, smoothing a hand over his high-top fade.


Chance didn’t have a moment to protest that it was actually his tape, but he would make sure his roommate bought another.


“All right, well, I’m gone.” Nikki stepped forward. “It was nice meeting you...Chance, right?”


He looked down at his shoulder as she brushed against him. “Yeah. And you are?”


“Nikki.” She smiled and waved her fingers at him flirtatiously. “Bye.”


Chance watched her short skirt sway side to side as she walked out of the door.


“Is she dope, man, or what?” When Chance didn’t respond, Johnny threw a pillow at his head to wake him out of his daze.


“No doubt, man,” Chance replied, shaking it off. All the while his gears were clicking, trying to figure out how to get at Nikki.


After several secret dates to the movies, dinner, and walks in the park, Chance won her over. Johnny was furious when he found out, but Chance wasn’t trying to hear it. Johnny had helped himself to Chance’s food, clothes, and shoes even, and never made much fuss about it. But giving away his Purple Rain soundtrack was going above the line. Prince’s music was solid. Fair exchange was no robbery.


Two years into their relationship, Nikki invited him over her apartment for dinner to give him the most disturbing news of his life at that time.


She seemed a little more quiet than usual, but he thought she was letting him watch the game without much interruption.


“Baby, I have something to tell you.”


Chance stuffed a fried chicken wing in his mouth. “What’s up?” he mumbled, but his eyes were still glued to the NBA Playoffs. “What?!” he screamed at the television. “Aw, nah, man.”


She stroked a hand across his broad chest. “Are you listening to me, Chance?”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he replied quickly. “Did you see that, though?”


“Chance, I’m pregnant.”


He froze. The basketball game, sounds and all, faded to the background. “What?”


“I’m pregnant, baby,” Nikki cried out.


Chance shook his head and slapped a hand across his forehead. Images of a promising basketball career flushed down a giant-sized toilet. After leading his high school team to the ’84 state championship, and now making great advances on the college level, how could he have let this happen? And with graduation in a month? A baby? What was he going to do?


Nikki’s sobbing cut in the background of his thoughts. The last thing he would do was neglect his responsibilities. His father had married his mother a few years before starting their family. What would his parents think if he didn’t live by the values they had instilled in him at a young age? He vowed to be like his parents, but expected the “family” thing to happen long after college and playing ball overseas.


Chance pulled Nikki close, trying to provide some sense of comfort, even though he needed some of his own. He remembered the first time he had slept with her. Initially, he planned to rendezvous once, maybe twice, then move on to the next girl. But Nikki was different from the average one-night stand. The sex was out of this world, her body was banging, and the way she carried herself complemented his basketball star status. More than anything, she always put him first.


His roommate had a child on the way by a girl he claimed was lying, but that was the last thing that crossed Chance’s mind with Nikki. He had no choice but to take responsibility for what had happened, because he hated condoms and had assumed she was still on the pill. As much as they tumbled in the sheets, this would have happened long before now if she hadn’t been on something.


But he knew it was all up to him. His father would raise hell if he didn’t handle the situation like a man.


Lifting Nikki’s chin, he looked her in the eyes, swallowed his doubts, and let his heart lead him in the right decision. “We need to get married, then.”
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