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The Empty Chair




The first thing I heard was a soft beep.

Then another.

Then another.

It sounded far away at first, like a truck backing up on another street. Then it came closer. The sound grew teeth. It bit into my head again and again until I wanted to lift my hand and slap it away.

I tried to move.

Pain answered first.

It rose from the middle of my body and spread through me like fire under my skin. My throat burned. My lips felt dry and cracked. Something pulled at my arm. Something cold sat under my nose. I opened my eyes, but the room split into white shapes and silver light.

I blinked.

Once.

Twice.

The ceiling above me was too clean. Too bright. Too still.

Hospital.

The word moved through my mind slowly.

Hospital.

I tried to swallow, but my throat scraped like paper. A small sound came out of me. It was not a word. It was not even a cry. It was the weak sound of a woman who had been cut open and put back together badly.

A face came over me.

A nurse.

She had brown hair pulled tight at the back of her head and tired eyes that were trying too hard to be kind.

“Mrs. Donovan?” she said softly. “Claire? Can you hear me?”

I wanted to answer.

My tongue felt too big for my mouth.

The nurse leaned closer. “You are in Saint Aurelia Medical Center. You came through surgery. You are safe.”

The doctors had repaired the internal bleed that nearly took me from my own life. It was not heart surgery, but Saint Aurelia still carried the name of my foundation through its women’s recovery program. That made waking up here feel personal before I even knew how personal it would become.

Safe.

People always said that in hospitals. They said it while machines watched your heart. They said it while strangers touched your body. They said it while pain sat inside you like a second person.

I was safe.

Then why did I feel like something terrible had already happened?

I turned my head a little. It was a small move, but it stole my breath.

A chair sat beside my bed.

Empty.

Not pulled close. Not warm from a body. Not holding Nathan’s coat. Not holding his phone. Not holding the black leather folder he carried everywhere like it was a part of his hand.

Just empty.

My heart gave one hard beat.

Nathan.

I tried to speak again. My voice came out broken.

“Where…”

The nurse touched my wrist. “Do you need water?”

I shook my head, and pain flashed white behind my eyes. I squeezed them shut until it passed.

“Where is my husband?” I whispered.

The nurse looked away.

It was not a big thing. Just a small turn of her eyes toward the door. A tiny pause. A breath she took too late.

But I had been married to Nathan Donovan for thirty years.

I knew silence.

I knew the kind that meant a man was thinking. I knew the kind that meant a room was lying. I knew the kind that came before bad news.

The nurse’s silence had blood on it.

“Where is Nathan?” I asked again.

She smoothed the blanket near my hip though it did not need smoothing. “Your family has been notified that you are awake.”

“That is not what I asked.”

My voice was still weak, but the words had edges now.

The nurse’s mouth tightened. Her name tag said Erin Walsh.

“Mrs. Donovan, your sister is here. She stepped out to speak with the doctor. I will get her.”

“My husband,” I said.

Nurse Erin looked at me then. Her eyes were soft, but soft eyes could hide sharp things.

“I will get your sister.”

She left before I could stop her.

The door shut with a quiet click.

I lay there and stared at the empty chair.

Nathan hated hospital chairs. He said they were made by people who wanted families to suffer twice. Once from fear and once from bad furniture. The first time Jack broke his arm falling out of a tree, Nathan sat beside his bed all night and complained about the chair until our son laughed through tears.

When Hannah had her tonsils out, Nathan slept with his head on her blanket and woke with red marks across his cheek.

When Luke was born too early, Nathan stood beside the little glass box and put one finger on the plastic wall as if he could hold our baby through it.

Nathan stayed.

That was what he did.

He could be cold in boardrooms. He could cut men down with a sentence. He could make mayors wait and bankers sweat. But when illness came near his family, he stayed.

So why was the chair empty?

I turned my head again, slower this time.

Near the wide window, a large white flower arrangement sat on a table. White roses. White lilies. Too many. Too perfect. The card stood in front of the vase.

With deepest care,

Donovan Holdings

Not Nathan.

Donovan Holdings.

His company had sent me flowers before my husband did.

A dry laugh moved in my chest, but it hurt too much to come out. It turned into a cough. The cough tore through my body. I gasped, and the machine beside me started beeping faster.

The door opened.

Beth came in like a storm trying to act like weather.

My sister’s hair was in a messy knot. Her coat was buttoned wrong. Her eyes were red, and her mouth was pressed flat. She carried a paper cup of coffee like she wanted to throw it at someone.

“Claire,” she said.

That was all.

Just my name.

Then her face broke.

She came to the bed and took my hand. Her fingers were cold. She gripped me too hard, then loosened her hold as if she remembered I could break.

“Oh, honey,” she whispered. “You scared ten years off my life.”

I tried to smile. “You only had five good ones left.”

Beth made a sound that was almost a laugh and almost a sob.

“That is rude,” she said. “Accurate, but rude.”

I closed my eyes for one second. Her voice helped. Beth had always helped. She was the person who told the truth even when the truth came into the room wearing muddy shoes.

When I opened my eyes, she was staring at the empty chair too.

There it was again.

Silence.

“Where is Nathan?” I asked.

Beth’s jaw moved. She looked down at our joined hands.

I knew my sister.

Beth had lied to me only three times in our lives.

Once when she was sixteen and stole my blue sweater.

Once when she told me she liked my first wedding dress.

And once when our father was dying and she said he was not in pain.

This face was the same face.

“Beth,” I said.

She rubbed her thumb over my knuckles. “You just woke up from major surgery.”

“I know where I am.”

“You need rest.”

“I need my husband.”

She flinched.

That hurt more than the stitches.

I looked at the door. Then the chair. Then my sister.

My chest became too small.

“Is he dead?” I asked.

Beth’s head snapped up.

“No.”

I waited.

Her eyes filled again.

“No,” she said, and her voice turned rough. “That would have been kinder.”

The room went still.

Even the machines sounded farther away.

I stared at her because my mind refused to touch the words.

That would have been kinder.

Not dead.

Worse than dead.

My hand shook in hers. “Tell me.”

Beth shook her head. “Not yet.”

“Tell me.”

“Claire, please.”

I pulled my hand away from her. It cost me. Pain ran down my side, and I sucked in air through my teeth.

Beth reached for me again. “Don’t move like that.”

“Then stop treating me like glass.”

“You just had emergency surgery.”

“And my husband is not here.”

Her face changed.

Anger came through the grief. It rose hot and bright. Beth looked toward the door like Nathan might walk in and give her something to hit.

“No,” she said. “He is not.”

My throat closed.

I waited for her to explain that he had gone home to shower. That he had stepped into a meeting. That he was signing papers. That he had been called away for some reason that mattered to rich men and would not matter to me.

Beth reached into her coat pocket.

“Before I show you this,” she said, “you need to know I tried to stop it. I tried to keep the phone away. I tried to make them take the television out. I told the doctor you did not need stress.”

I stared at her hand.

She held her phone.

“What happened?” I whispered.

Beth swallowed. Her fingers shook as she unlocked the screen.

“Claire, it is a photo. It came out while you were still in surgery.”

My heart began to beat harder. The machine told on me.

Beep.

Beep.

Beep.

Beth turned the phone toward me.

At first, I did not understand what I was seeing.

A hotel entrance.

Night rain on the sidewalk.

A black car.

A man in a dark coat.

Nathan.

My Nathan.

Tall. Silver at the sides of his dark hair. One hand held near his pocket. His face turned away from the camera, but I knew the shape of him. I knew the line of his shoulders. I knew how he stood when he was angry and trying to look calm.

A woman walked beside him.

Younger.

Blonde.

Beautiful in a sharp way. Like a knife in silk.

Her hand was on his arm.

Not by mistake.

Not for balance.

For claim.

I read the headline below the photo.

BILLIONAIRE HUSBAND FINDS COMFORT WHILE WIFE FIGHTS FOR LIFE.

For a long moment, I heard nothing.

No machines.

No hallway.

No Beth breathing beside me.

Only those words.

Finds comfort.

While wife fights for life.

I looked at the woman again.

“Who is she?”

Beth looked away.

“Beth.”

“Vanessa Pike.”

The name touched something in my memory. A dinner. Nathan’s phone lighting up too late. A woman from a zoning appeal. A young consultant with bright teeth and a voice like warm honey.

I had seen her once across Nathan’s office lobby.

She had looked at me for one second too long.

At the time, I had told myself not to become one of those wives. The suspicious kind. The bitter kind. The kind who smelled perfume on a jacket and built a whole war from it.

I had smiled at her.

God help me.

I had smiled.

I looked back at the photo. Nathan’s hand was not touching her waist. He was not kissing her. But he was leaving a hotel with her while I was under anesthesia.

My body had been open on a table.

My husband had been outside a hotel with another woman.

My lungs forgot what to do.

Beth took the phone back. “I’m sorry.”

I did not cry.

I wanted to.

Something inside me searched for tears and found only stone.

“Was he with her?” I asked.

Beth’s mouth opened. Closed.

“That is what they are saying.”

“That is not what I asked.”

Beth shut her eyes. “I don’t know.”

But she did know.

Women always knew before facts arrived.

We knew from a pause. From a coat hung wrong. From a name said too quickly. From a husband who started sleeping with his phone face down.

I stared at the empty chair again.

“How long?”

Beth whispered my name.

“How long?” I asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Does everyone know?”

Beth did not answer.

I laughed then.

It came out small and ugly. It hurt so badly that tears jumped to my eyes, but they were from pain, not grief.

“So Boston knows before I do.”

Beth’s lips trembled. “The story is everywhere.”

“Jack?”

“He knows.”

“Hannah?”

“She is on her way. She is furious.”

“Luke?”

“He called me four times. I told him to stay away until you woke up.”

“And Nathan?”

Beth looked at the chair.

“He has not been here since I arrived.”

The words landed softly.

That made them crueler.

I turned my head toward the flowers.

Donovan Holdings.

Not Nathan.

His company had remembered the woman in the bed. The man had not.

“Where is my ring?” I asked.

Beth blinked. “What?”

“My wedding ring.”

“Claire…”

“Where is it?”

Beth turned toward the door. “Nurse?”

Nurse Erin came back in fast, as if she had been standing close. Maybe she had. Maybe everyone outside that door was waiting to see how a betrayed wife woke up.

“My wedding ring,” I said. “Where is it?”

Nurse Erin’s face softened in that way people did when they were about to say something small that would feel large.

“It was removed before surgery,” she said. “For safety. It is in your personal effects tray. I can get it.”

“Now.”

Beth touched my shoulder. “You don’t have to—”

“Now,” I said again.

Nurse Erin nodded and went to the cabinet near the wall. She opened a drawer and took out a clear plastic bag with a white label. My name was printed across it.

Claire Donovan.

Inside was my watch. My pearl earrings. A folded blood-stained blouse. And my ring.

Nurse Erin opened the bag and placed the ring in a small tray. She brought it to me with both hands, like it was a holy thing.

It was not.

It was a yellow diamond set between two smaller white stones. Nathan had chosen it after our tenth anniversary because he said my first ring was too small for the life we had built.

I had laughed when he said that.

“You mean the life you built,” I had told him.

He had taken my hand and kissed my palm.

“No, Claire. I mean the life I would have lost without you.”

Liar.

I stared at the ring in the tray.

It looked strange without my finger inside it.

Cold.

Round.

Empty.

Like the chair.

I did not reach for it at first. I just looked.

Thirty years sat inside that little circle.

Three children.

Seven houses.

Two miscarriages.

One empire.

A thousand dinners where I smiled at men who looked past me to reach Nathan.

Nights when he came home angry and I learned the shape of his silence.

Mornings when I fixed his tie before interviews.

Hospital rooms where we had stood together.

Beds where we had slept back to back and still believed that meant peace.

All of it sat there.

Small enough to fit in a tray.

Beth wiped her cheek with the back of her hand. “You don’t have to wear it.”

“I know.”

But my hand moved anyway.

I picked up the ring.

It was heavier than I remembered.

Or maybe I was weaker.

My fingers shook so badly that the diamond flashed under the light. For one second, I thought of pushing it back onto my finger. Not because I forgave him. Not because I wanted him.

Because I did not know who I was without it.

That was the worst part.

Not the photo.

Not the woman.

Not the headline.

The worst part was that my finger felt naked, and I hated myself for noticing.

Beth leaned close. “Claire, listen to me. You are still you.”

I looked at her.

She had read my mind. Sisters could do that. The good ones. The dangerous ones.

“Am I?” I whispered.

“Yes.”

I closed my hand around the ring. The diamond bit my palm.

Good.

Pain was honest.

The phone in Beth’s hand buzzed.

She looked down. Her face changed so fast that fear moved through me again.

“What now?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

“Beth.”

“It is nothing you need right now.”

I almost smiled. “You are very bad at this.”

She looked at the screen again. Her mouth went white around the edges.

“Someone sent me a voicemail,” she said.

“Who?”

“Unknown number.”

“Play it.”

“No.”

“Beth.”

“No, Claire. Not after the photo. Not while you are lying here with tubes in your arm.”

“Play it.”

She shook her head hard. “I said no.”

I lifted my hand. The IV line pulled. The ring stayed trapped in my fist.

“I am not a child.”

“You are my sister.”

“I am his wife.”

Beth’s eyes burned. “Are you sure he remembers that?”

The words hit us both.

She covered her mouth as soon as she said them.

I looked away first.

“Play it,” I said.

Beth stood frozen for a few seconds. Then she moved closer to the bed. Her finger tapped the screen.

The room filled with soft static.

Then Nathan’s voice came through.

Low.

Controlled.

Too calm.

“If she makes it,” he said, “we need to discuss separation before she gets stronger.”

The voicemail ended.

No one moved.

No one breathed.

If she makes it.

Not when.

If.

We need to discuss separation.

Before she gets stronger.

My hand closed harder around the ring. The diamond cut into my skin. A sharp little pain opened in my palm, and for some reason, that was the thing that made me calm.

Nathan had once told me my strength was beautiful.

He had said it when I gave birth to Jack after twenty hours of labor.

He had said it when I stood beside him at his father’s funeral.

He had said it when the first bank tried to pull funding from his company and I found the private lender who saved him.

My strength had been beautiful when it served him.

Now he wanted to move before it returned.

The machine beside me beeped faster.

Nurse Erin stepped close. “Mrs. Donovan, try to breathe slowly.”

I turned my head toward the empty chair.

I looked at it until it blurred.

That chair should have held my husband.

His coat.

His tired body.

His guilty face.

His hand reaching for mine when I opened my eyes.

Instead, it held the truth.

Beth was crying now. Quietly. Angrily.

“I am so sorry,” she whispered. “I am so sorry.”

I opened my fist and looked at the ring.

A small red mark sat in my palm where the diamond had pressed too hard.

Good.

Let it leave a mark.

I did not put the ring on.

I closed my hand around it again.

Then I looked at my sister.

My voice was still weak. My body was still broken. My throat still burned. I could not sit up without help. I could not walk. I could not even drink water without a nurse watching me.

But something inside me had opened its eyes.

“Then,” I said, “I should get stronger fast.”
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Before She Gets Stronger


Nathan Donovan did not sit beside his wife.

He stood in a private conference room three doors away from the surgical recovery wing, with his hands on the back of a leather chair and his eyes fixed on the glass wall.

Outside that glass wall, Saint Aurelia Medical Center moved like nothing had happened.

Doctors walked by with tablets.

Nurses pushed carts.

Families whispered in corners.

Somewhere on this same floor, Claire was sleeping after a surgeon had opened her body and fought to keep her alive.

His wife was behind one of those doors.

His wife of thirty years.

And Nathan was in a room with lawyers.

That fact sat on his chest like a stone.

He hated himself for it.

He hated everyone else in the room more.

“This is not the time,” he said.

His voice was low. Calm. Flat.

That was the voice people feared. Not because it was loud. Because it was not. Nathan had learned years ago that shouting was for men who had already lost control. He did not shout.

He cut.

His mother sat at the head of the table as if the room belonged to her. Margaret Donovan wore a cream suit, pearls, and a face that had never looked soft, not even when Nathan was a child with a fever.

Peter sat beside her, one leg crossed over the other, phone in hand. Older than Nathan by two years. Cleaner in public. Dirtier in private.

Trevor Mills, the CFO of Donovan Holdings, stood near the coffee station and pretended to read a file. His hands were shaking too much for the act to work.

Two lawyers sat with open laptops. David Rusk, family counsel, had the tired face of a man paid too much to sleep well. Maren Shaw, foundation counsel, kept her eyes on the papers in front of her.

Nathan looked at all of them.

Then he looked at the door.

He should be behind another door.

Claire’s door.

“We are done here,” he said.

“No,” Margaret said.

One word. Clean and cold.

Nathan turned his head slowly.

Margaret did not blink. “We are not done. Your wife’s surgery has created a governance issue.”

For one second, the room had no air.

Nathan’s fingers tightened on the chair.

“My wife almost died,” he said. “She did not create anything.”

Margaret’s mouth moved in a small line that was not a smile. “Do not be dramatic. The doctors said she is stable.”

“Stable is not alive and well.”

“It is alive enough to become a legal concern.”

Peter gave a soft laugh.

Nathan looked at him. “Careful.”

Peter lifted both hands. “I am not the enemy here.”

“No. You would need courage for that.”

Peter’s eyes hardened, but Margaret lifted one hand.

“Enough,” she said. “We are not here to trade insults like boys. Claire holds voting authority in the Donovan Women’s Health Foundation. That foundation is tied to the waterfront hospital district project. If she wakes confused, angry, or badly advised, she can freeze the transfer schedule.”

Nathan stared at his mother.

The words did not make sense at first because his mind refused to place Claire and business in the same sentence right now.

Claire was not a transfer schedule.

Claire was not a signature.

Claire was not a problem sitting on a spreadsheet.

Claire was a woman who wore reading glasses on top of her head and then spent ten minutes looking for them. Claire was the woman who folded his handkerchiefs even after he told her no one used handkerchiefs anymore. Claire was the woman who knew the name of every doorman, every nurse, every waiter, every driver.

Claire was the woman who had held his hand when his father died and said, “You can break later. I’ll stand with you now.”

And he had left her on an operating table.

A sharp pain moved through his chest.

He forced it down.

“She will not freeze anything,” Nathan said.

“You do not know that,” Peter said. “Especially after today.”

Nathan’s gaze moved to him.

Peter looked down at his phone, then back up. “A wife with a reason to hate you is always a problem.”

The room went still.

Trevor stopped moving.

David Rusk cleared his throat.

Nathan walked around the chair. Peter did not move, but his face changed. Good. Fear looked honest on him.

“What did you say?” Nathan asked.

Peter’s jaw tightened. “You heard me.”

“Say it again.”

“Nathan,” Margaret warned.

He ignored her.

Peter leaned back, but his eyes flicked to Margaret once. “All I mean is Claire may not be thinking like a partner when she wakes up.”

“She is my wife.”

“And you made sure she has a reason to remember that with disgust.”

Nathan’s fist moved before his mind agreed to it.

He caught himself with one hand on the table.

The chair beside Peter scraped back hard. Trevor flinched. One of the lawyers whispered Nathan’s name.

Nathan breathed in through his nose.

Not here.

Not now.

Not when Claire was a few doors away, with tubes in her arm and stitches holding her together.

Peter smirked as if he had won.

Nathan hated him for that.

He hated himself because Peter was not wrong.

His phone buzzed on the table.

Nathan looked down.

A message from his head of communications.

Then another.

Then five more.

His screen filled with alerts.

He picked up the phone.

The first image opened before he touched anything.

The Archer Hotel.

Rain on black glass.

His hand near Vanessa Pike’s elbow.

Vanessa beside him in a silver coat, her blonde hair bright under the hotel lights.

A photographer had caught them at the exact wrong second.

No.

Not wrong.

Chosen.

The angle was too clean. Too close. Too ready.

The headline below it made his blood turn cold.

Billionaire husband finds comfort while wife fights for life.

For a moment, Nathan did not move.

He knew what it looked like.

A husband leaving a hotel with his mistress while his wife fought for breath in a hospital bed.

And the worst part was this.

The photo lied.

But not enough.

He had gone to the hotel.

He had met Vanessa.

He had walked out with her.

And he had slept with her before.

Not that night.

But before.

Weeks before.

Months before.

Enough times to stain every defense he could give.

His hand closed around the phone until the edges dug into his palm.

Peter looked down at his own phone and gave a low whistle.

“Well,” Peter said, “that is inconvenient.”

Nathan lifted his eyes.

Peter stopped smiling.

Margaret reached for her phone with slow grace. Her face changed only a little as she read. A small tightening near her mouth. That was all.

Trevor whispered, “Oh God.”

Nathan looked at him. “Did you know?”

Trevor shook his head too fast. “No. No, sir.”

“Do not lie to me today.”

“I did not know about the photo.”

Nathan caught the careful words.

“About the photo,” he repeated.

Trevor’s face went pale.

Margaret placed her phone on the table. “This can be handled.”

Nathan laughed once.

There was no humor in it.

“My wife is in recovery. A photo of me with Vanessa Pike is on every phone in Boston. Tell me what part of this you think can be handled.”

Margaret folded her hands. “Public shame lasts only until the next public shame. Money lasts longer.”

Nathan stared at her.

As a boy, he had thought his mother was strong.

As a man, he had learned she was only cold.

There was a difference.

“You are not to speak of Claire as money,” he said.

Margaret’s eyes sharpened. “Then stop behaving in ways that make her expensive.”

The words hit.

He felt them because they were meant to hit.

Vanessa had called him while Claire was still in surgery.

Unknown number first. Then her own.

He had ignored it twice.

The third time, she sent a photo.

Not of herself.

Of a scanned document.

A donor transfer tied to the Donovan Women’s Health Foundation. Claire’s foundation. Money marked for cardiac recovery rooms. Money that had been moved into “executive patient experience improvements” on the waterfront hospital district.

A clean phrase.

A dirty thing.

Then Vanessa sent one line.

Come to the Archer now, or I send the rest to Claire before she wakes up.

Nathan had stood in the hospital hallway with his wife’s blood still drying under his fingernails from where he had held her before they wheeled her away.

He had told himself he was going to protect Claire.

He had told himself she could not wake up to this.

Not to the affair.

Not to the money trail.

Not to the fact that his family had used her name and her foundation as cover for a private development deal.

So he left.

He left the hospital.

He went to the Archer.

He found Vanessa in a corner suite with her coat already on and fear under her makeup.

She cried. Then she threatened. Then she touched his arm when they walked out.

And now the whole world had the photo.

Nathan closed his eyes for half a second.

That was all he allowed himself.

Half a second to see Claire’s face.

Half a second to remember her hand in his, cold before surgery, her voice weak but still trying to make him smile.

“Don’t scare the doctors, Nathan,” she had whispered.

He had bent and kissed her forehead.

“I’m right here.”

Liar.

He opened his eyes.

“Who called the photographer?” he asked.

No one answered.

His gaze moved from Peter to Trevor, then to Margaret.

“Who called the photographer?”

Peter looked offended. “You think I did?”

“I think you would sell my skin if the price helped your quarterly report.”

Peter stood. “You are the one who walked out of a hotel with your mistress while your wife was under a knife.”

The word mistress hit the room hard.

Maren Shaw looked down.

David Rusk removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes.

Nathan did not defend himself.

That would have been useless.

That would have been cheap.

A man could explain a trap.

He could not explain away the sin that made the trap work.

“Yes,” Nathan said.

Peter blinked. He had expected denial.

Nathan stepped closer. “I did. I walked out of that hotel with Vanessa. I went there because she threatened to leak foundation records to Claire while Claire was still in surgery.”

Trevor looked like he might be sick.

Margaret’s face did not move.

Peter’s did.

Just a twitch near the eye.

Nathan saw it.

“So you knew,” Nathan said.

Peter scoffed. “About Vanessa? Half the city knew you were losing your mind over some zoning consultant with good legs.”

Nathan moved so fast the chair hit the wall behind him.

Peter stepped back.

Margaret rose. “Nathan.”

He stopped inches from his brother.

“You knew she had records,” Nathan said.

Peter’s mouth stayed shut.

Trevor’s breathing grew louder.

Nathan turned to him. “Trevor.”

The CFO looked at Margaret, then Peter.

Wrong choice.

Nathan took one step toward him. “Look at me.”

Trevor did.

“What did Vanessa have?”

Trevor swallowed. “Copies. Not originals.”

“Copies of what?”

“Transfer memos. Internal routing sheets. Vendor invoices.”

“For the hospital district?”

Trevor nodded.

“For funds under Claire’s foundation?”

Another nod.

Nathan’s voice dropped. “Who gave them to her?”

Trevor did not answer.

Peter said, “This is not useful.”

Nathan turned on him. “I did not ask you.”

Margaret sat down again. She looked bored now, which meant she was most dangerous.

“Vanessa Pike is not the true issue,” Margaret said.

Nathan looked at her. “She is an issue I created.”

“Yes,” Margaret said. “And now we must clean it up.”

“No,” Nathan said. “I will clean it up. You will stay away from Claire.”

Margaret’s eyebrows lifted. “Claire is already involved.”

“She does not know that.”

“She will know once she wakes. Beth Lawson is outside that room with a phone and a mouth like a broken fire alarm.”

Nathan’s jaw clenched.

“Do not speak about Beth.”

“I will speak about anyone who touches this family.”

“This family?” Nathan asked. “Claire is this family.”

Margaret tilted her head. “Claire is your wife. That is not always the same thing.”

Something in Nathan went very still.

He looked at his mother and saw the truth sitting between them.

Margaret had never loved Claire.

She had used her.

Used her manners.

Used her clean name.

Used her warm smile at fundraisers.

Used the way donors trusted her more than they trusted any Donovan man.

Claire made them look human.

That was her value to Margaret.

Nathan had known it.

He had let it stand.

That guilt hurt almost as much as the affair.

Almost.

David Rusk cleared his throat. “There are protective steps we can take.”

Nathan looked at him. “You should choose your next words with care.”

David glanced at Margaret before he spoke. “If Mrs. Donovan wakes in a state of distress, confusion, or emotional instability, it may be possible to delay her participation in foundation matters until a medical review is complete.”

Nathan stared at him.

The room became a narrow place.

“What kind of medical review?”
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