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Thank you to all the friends and family who supported my past literary endeavors. This is a rewrite of the 2017 version which still remains in paperback in its original form. It is very difficult to write this acknowledgment because in 2017, I wrote in the acknowledgment section that my mom told me to do what makes me happy and I did that. That was writing. In 2026, she is no longer here with me in the earthly realm, whew.

In 2017, I acknowledged the real Ivan, I referred to him as Dat Dude. I thanked him for giving me such rich material to work with. He passed away in Summer 2025. Whew.

Thank you to Ellis for the use of his song, 50 Shades of Gold and allowed.

To my daughters: Amber and Halle, I hope you will continue to use your gifts and talents and set the world ablaze.

DEDICATED

This book is dedicated to all the people who felt they were slept on. To the ones who were told they couldn’t do it, would never do it. I believe in you. Go do it. Go be great. Go be Awesomely Amazing.
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LOVE OF MY LIFE

SHE NEVER FORGOT, SHE NEVER FORGAVE

THE HAPPY PLACE METHOD™ : Curated Calm for Individuals Who Refuse to Crash Out

PROLOGUE

Northwest  Indiana
2016
Ivan Marrick IV was late, and he hated being late when it came to getting in the house.

Especially this close to nine. By the time he turned his black BMW 750i into the driveway, the dashboard clock glared back at him like it had a personal problem.

8:58 p.m.

“Shit.”His voice was low, but the tension behind it was loud.

Outside, the cold had teeth. Northwest Indiana winter sat heavy over the block, wrapping the neighborhood in a hard, ugly silence. No kids outside. No music leaking from the windows. No random traffic rolling past. Just darkness, stillness, and the kind of quiet that made a man feel like something was waiting.

Ivan killed the music. Now all he could hear was the purr of his engine and his own breathing.

Too loud. Too uneven. His eyes locked on the garage.

He told himself to calm down. He was not a little boy anymore. He was a grown man with money, power, and enough presence to make most people straighten up when he walked into a room. He was not the scared child he used to be.

But trauma didn’t care about any of that. Trauma had its own clock. And every time that clock got close to nine, something in Ivan started unraveling.

He pressed the garage remote. Nothing. His face tightened. He pressed it again. Still nothing.

And just like that, the years between then and now folded in on themselves. His stomach dropped. His hands went cold. Because nine o’clock was never just nine o’clock. Nine o’clock was the hour his life had been split in two. Before. And after.

Twenty-five years earlier, his mother had been behind the wheel when the nightmare started. Charity Marrick had just brought them home from Bible Study. Ivan had been eight years old and dead tired, slumped over in the passenger seat, half asleep because church always ran over, and sleep was one of the luxuries his childhood rarely gave him. He had school in a few hours, and his teacher had already told his mother that if he came to class dozing off one more time, she would call “the people.”
Like that was going to fix anything. A phone call was not going to stop the bill collectors. A report was not going to make his father come home. A concerned teacher was not going to fix a marriage that was cracking so loudly even a child could hear it.

Little Ivan knew more than people realized. He knew when the house phone rang late, and his mother did not answer, it was money they did not have. He knew when she got quiet in that certain way, she had either been crying or was trying not to. He knew his father, Ivan Marrick III, had been gone too long, and when a man stayed gone too long, it was always because he was somewhere he had no business being. He knew grown folks lied when they said everything was alright.

And he knew fear, even when nobody said the word out loud.

The dashboard clock had turned to 9:00 p.m. 

When Charity hit the garage opener. Nothing. She hit it again. Still nothing. The lights in the house were on. So it was not the power. That meant something else was wrong.

Charity’s mouth tightened, but she kept her voice steady. “Get out and lift it, baby. Hurry up.”

Ivan nodded and jumped out. The cold slapped him hard. He ran to the garage, grabbed the bottom, and strained until it groaned upward. His mother pulled the car in. He let the door slam back down behind them and turned to follow her to the side entrance.
That was when the night turned savage. They never even made it to the door. Two men came out of nowhere. One second it was just him and his mother in the garage.

The next second, chaos.

A scream got trapped in Charity’s throat as one of the men lunged for her. Ivan tried to move, tried to run to her, tried to do something, but he was eight years old and terror moved faster than he did.

The stun gun hit his mother first. Then him. Pain tore through his body so violently it did not even feel real. His muscles locked. His teeth clenched. His vision burst white, then black, and the last thing he heard before the darkness swallowed him whole was his mother trying to call his name.

When he came to, he was tied up in the backseat of his mother’s car. He could barely breathe. His chest was bouncing too fast, his wrists burned, and his whole body felt weak and shaky, like somebody had unplugged him and plugged him back in wrong. He blinked hard, trying to understand what was happening, and then he saw his mother beside him.

She was conscious now. Crying. Trying not to let him see it. That was the worst part. Charity Marrick was not a weak woman. Life had hit her a hundred different ways, and she kept getting up. So if she was scared, then this was worse than bad.
This was deadly.The car stopped. Doors opened. Male voices floated around them, low and calm, like nobody was doing anything unusual.  That chilled Ivan more than if they had been yelling. Because men who stayed calm while destroying your life were always the most dangerous kind.

They were dragged out of the car and pushed through some underground space that smelled like wet concrete, old rust, and something spoiled. Ivan stumbled, his little legs weak, but one of the men grabbed him by the arm and shoved him harder.

“Move.”

His mother tried to get to him.

“Don’t touch my son!” Her voice cracked so hard it barely sounded like her own.

Nobody cared. They threw them into the dark like trash and slammed the door. The sound echoed. Then silence.A thick, ugly silence.

Ivan could hear his own breathing and his mother trying to get herself together. He could hear her hands moving across the floor, searching, feeling around for a wall, a knob, anything that might help them get out.

Then came the smell. It hit deeper now. Not just dampness. Not just mold. Death.Real death.The kind that sat in the air and dared you to ignore it. Ivan started trembling. His mother crawled farther into the dark, then suddenly froze.
For one long second, she did not move. Then she snatched her hand back so fast Ivan heard her bracelet scrape the concrete. That was all he needed to know. She had touched something. Something cold. Something human. A body.

“Oh God...” she whispered as her voice trailed.

Little Ivan’s throat closed. The crying came before he could stop it. Small, terrified sounds he hated even as they left him. Charity crawled back to him fast and pulled him in against her chest, holding him tight even though she was shaking too.

Then she started praying. Not the polished church-prayer voice, either. This was the voice of a woman whose world had just cracked open.

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil...”

But she was afraid. And so was he. He clung to her and asked the question that had been burning through his little chest from the moment he woke up tied in that car.

“Is Daddy coming?”

Charity went still. That silence said everything.
Because deep down, Ivan already knew this had his father’s fingerprints all over it. Ivan Marrick III had done something. Taken something. Crossed somebody. Maybe another woman. Maybe another deal. Maybe another promise he never intended to keep. Men like him did not just destroy one part of their lives. They corrupted everything they touched. His wife. His child. His name.

The men who took them had made one thing clear during the ride, during the rough handling, during the ugly little comments they made, like Charity and Ivan were not even there. This was about debt. And if Ivan Marrick III did not settle it, his family was going to pay for it in flesh.

Then the lock clicked. The door opened. Light tore through the darkness. Ivan buried his face into his mother’s side, but not before he smelled it. Cologne. Expensive. Clean. Sharp. Wrong for a place that smelled like death. That scent entered the room before the man did, and Ivan would remember it for the rest of his life. Long after faces blurred. Long after names changed. Long after he grew old enough to understand the kind of men his father had been doing business with.

The man stepped in slowly, dressed too well for that filthy underground room, as he had come from somewhere warm, rich, and civilized. But there was nothing civilized about the look in his eyes. 
He was calm.  That was the part that made him terrifying. He was not angry. Not loud. Not sloppy. He was in control. He looked at Charity. Then Ivan. Then the corpse in the room was like it was part of the décor.

“Your husband finally paid what he owed,” he said, smooth as silk.

Charity swallowed hard. “Please...”

He held up one finger.

She shut up.

Ivan felt her body tighten around him.

“Let’s be clear,” the man continued. “This was not just about money. Ivan Marrick III forgot who he was dealing with. He moved product that was not his, disappeared when it was time to answer for it, and forced us to remind him how this works.”

His gaze dropped to Ivan. That look sat on him too long. Too cold. Too interested.

The man crouched down, and the cologne got stronger.

“You know why little boys grow up mean?” he asked softly, almost like he was making conversation. “Because they learn too early that the men they come from ain’t worth a damn.”

Charity gasped. “Please don’t—”
“No police,” he said, cutting across her like she was nothing. “No stories. No tears to the wrong people. And tell your husband the next time we have to send a message, we won’t send it through you.”

Then he turned slightly, glancing toward the body in the darkness.

“In fact,” he said, voice almost bored, “next time your son might not leave at all.”

That was the moment something inside Ivan hardened. Something young and soft. Something that still believed fathers protected families. Something that still thought being a child meant adults would shield you from the filth they created. That part of him died in that underground room with the smell of death in the air and his mother’s prayers breaking apart in the dark.

The garage door finally groaned open, snapping Ivan back into the present.

He blinked once and pulled the BMW inside.

His pulse was hammering, but his face gave away nothing. That was one lesson trauma had taught him well: never let the outside tell the truth about the inside.

He got out, shut the car door, and walked into the house. Alarm off. Locks checked. Silence. Everything looked perfect. Too perfect.

The countertops gleamed. The floors were spotless. The art on the walls sat expensive and still. No broken windows. No signs of forced entry. No obvious danger.

But Ivan knew better. The worst danger rarely looked dangerous at first. It looked normal. It looked familiar.

Sometimes it looked like family. Sometimes it looked like love. Sometimes it looked like a woman smiling in your face while lying through her teeth. He stood in the foyer, listening.

The quiet in his house felt too much like the quiet from that night. And somewhere in Gary, at that exact moment, another lie was getting ready to come apart. Another marriage was rotting from the inside. Another secret was creeping toward daylight. Another woman was about to learn that being “the wife” did not mean being the only one.

Because in the Marrick world, betrayal was never far.  It stayed dressed up.  It stayed nearby.
And when the truth came out, it never came out clean. Before this night was over, someone would be exposed.  Somebody was going to be humiliated. Somebody was going to remember that the Marrick name had never built anything but damage.
And when nine o’clock came around again, it would not bring peace.

It would bring hell.
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Rayna Summers
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Late again.

But what else is new?

Running behind wasn’t an inconvenience for Rayna Summers—it was a personality trait. A birthright. One day, she promised herself, she would arrive somewhere early, composed, unhurried. That day would not be today.

Her grandmother—God rest her righteous soul—used to laugh and say Rayna would be late to her own funeral. Granny had been the kind of woman who knew things before they happened. She might’ve been right. Hell, Rayna’s daddy had been late to his own funeral. The hearse had arrived behind schedule, pushing the church service back and leaving the whole congregation fanning themselves in frustration. Late. Always late.

Rayna smirked as she pushed open the heavy door to Sheffield’s Restaurant & Sports Bar. The noise swallowed her immediately—Tuesday in Merrillville, and the place was packed. Sheffield’s always drew a crowd: union workers, city council hopefuls, off-duty cops, studio interns hoping to brush shoulders with Lake County’s elite. And Malachi Chandler.
Life had shifted after Granny died. Foster homes. Residential placements. Relatives who said they “couldn’t manage one more mouth.” Her father, Ray Summers—once a respected voice on WLTH AM in the early eighties—had dug too deep into Gary’s gang activity. They silenced him for it. That was the Summers’ legacy: brilliance, boldness... and abandonment.

Her smile faded the second her eyes locked with Malachi’s across the crowded bar.

Oh, he was furious.

Even from thirty feet away, she could read him. His jaw was tight. Shoulders squared. The former Navy seaman still carried himself with discipline, even in a Ralph Lauren Purple Label polo. Bestselling author. Recording executive. Businessman. Gary’s golden success story. And right now? He looked hot as cayenne.

She should care.

She didn’t.

She was exhausted—of deadlines, studio pressure, appearances, and the constant pursuit of perfection. She owned one of the busiest television stations in Lake County, and still, she felt like she was always chasing something. Sleep evaded her. Anxiety stalked her. And now she had to manage his mood, too?

Rayna slid through the crowd toward their table, her Lana Marks biscuit alligator handbag landing deliberately in the chair beside her. A gift from him. “Only the best for my lady,” he’d said.
“Ummm... hey,” Malachi muttered, glancing at his Rado R-One in exaggerated irritation. “What happened to three o’clock? You know I hate to wait.”

She smacked her lips. Rolled her eyes. Ran manicured fingers through her silk-pressed hair. Vernice had laid it flawlessly that mornin'. She likes to call it flat iron magic. Not a strand out of place.

Her own Rado Jubile read 3:30.

He’d gifted it to her with a lecture about time management.

He hated waiting. And she hated being corrected.

“You want something?” he asked flatly.

“Moscato,” she replied coolly. “After today, I could use something stronger.”

His energy was off. Not irritated-off. Final-off.

And then it clicked.

Nyree.

The Midwest Vein had been running photos again. Malachi and Nyree Shaw-Chandler at charity functions. At a school event. At some Lake Shore gala in Miller. Lately, he’d been “with the kids” more often. Their old rituals had stopped. No more “Good morning, Sunshine” texts. No spontaneous studio visits. No rearranged meetings just to sit near her while he Skyped investors.
When she’d told him she was pregnant months ago, he’d barely blinked.

“Do whatever you gotta do,” he’d said. Because he “couldn’t go through losing another baby like with Nyree.”

She had done what she thought she had to do. And every morning since, her body remembered.

The waitress placed her Moscato down. “Another Corona with lime and grenadine, Mr. Chandler?”

He flashed that million-dollar smile. The one that built empires and broke women.

Rayna’s stomach twisted.

Lake County women treated him like a walking stimulus package. And he enjoyed it.

“Look,” he began carefully, leaning forward. “We had fun, right? We’ve had a good run.”

Her pulse roared in her ears. 

Oh no.

“I’ve been spending time with Nyree and the kids,” he continued. “I’ve decided I want my family back.”

The words detonated quietly between them.
“I hope we can still be friends.”

Friends?

Rayna’s world tilted. She had wanted him since 1995. Since that pool party where Nyree looked at him like he was beneath her shoe, and he still chased her. Rayna had written that scandalous Midwest Vein article about him being from the wrong side of the tracks—bad boy Navy veteran turned mogul—because she wanted his attention.

And now he was choosing her. Her, being Nyree. Again.

“I thought we had something,” Rayna whispered.

“We did,” he replied evenly. “But you didn’t want me for me. You wanted the opportunity. And I gave it to you.”

Opportunity? Her chest burned.

“So I’m a gold digger?” she hissed.

He didn’t flinch. She hurled her Moscato.

It missed his face but baptized his Acid Green Ralph Lauren Purple Label polo. The look on his face was lethal.

“That was childish,” he said quietly. “If we weren’t in public...”

The unfinished sentence lingered like smoke. He tossed four hundred-dollar bills onto the table. “Dinner’s on me. Tip the waitress nice.”
And just like that, Malachi Chandler walked out of Sheffield’s and out of her life. Again.

Rayna stared at the money.

Abandonment. It had stalked her since childhood. Granny. Her father. Foster families. Now Malachi. But this time would be different. This time, she wasn’t a powerless little girl.

She lifted her glass, drained it, and whispered under her breath:

“You’re going to pay, Malachi. In more ways than one.”

And in that moment, something inside Rayna Summers hardened into something cold, precise, and dangerous. The journalist in her didn’t just report stories.

She controlled them.
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Malachi Chandler
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Speeding out of Sheffield’s parking lot felt righteous at first to Malachi Chandler. Necessary. The black Range Rover roared beneath him like it understood his mood, engine growling as he tore onto U.S. 30. He needed movement. Needed wind against the windows to drown out Rayna’s voice and the humiliation of Moscato soaking into his polo.

She really threw a drink on me. That’s some childish ass shit.

The sky over Merrillville hung low and gray, snow clouds pressing down like the night had already decided to close in early. Malachi tightened his grip on the steering wheel, jaw flexing. Rayna always did too much when she felt small. That was her pattern. Walk in polished, controlled, perfectly assembled. Her hair laid, designer bag swinging, body sculpted for attention, and the moment she felt power slipping, she detonated.

And she had looked good walking into Sheffield’s. He wasn’t blind. Rayna was sharp in a way that turned heads. She knew how to package herself. Knew how to arch her back just enough when she leaned forward. Knew how to make a man feel like a trophy while pretending she was the prize.

But beneath that polish? Hunger. Ownership. Desperation wrapped in perfume. When she threw the drink, he didn’t see anger. He saw fear. Fear of losing status. Fear of losing access. Fear of losing him. 

She wanted to be chosen. Nyree never begged to be chosen. That difference separated a girlfriend from a wife. She would forever be girlfriend material.

He pressed harder on the gas, the engine responding instantly. That’s when the red and blue lights exploded in his rearview mirror. Two Merrillville units. Just like that.

“Man, where the hell did they come from?” he muttered.

They had to have been lurking in the cut.

He eased off the accelerator, adrenaline still pumping from Sheffield’s. First, Rayna’s public meltdown. Now this. He banged his palm against the steering wheel once, controlled but irritated.

“I must be a damn magnet for police.”

The scent of alcohol clung to him. The stench of beer on his breath, Moscato on his shirt. If they ran a breathalyzer right now, it could get ugly. He’d been drinking. Smoked earlier too. Acting reckless all day like he was still twenty-five instead of forty-five with nearly grown kids and a legacy to protect.

Reckless with Rayna. Reckless with himself.  Reckless with everything that mattered.

Nyree would lose her mind if she found out.

Driving While Black wasn’t a slogan to him. It was muscle memory. He straightened in his seat before the officer even stepped out of the cruiser. License and registration already in hand. Right hand planted visibly on the steering wheel.

He wasn’t reaching for anything. He never reached for anything. Not in this country. Not with skin like his. Patent leather black. That’s what his mother used to call him when she was mad. She was light, what the old heads called high yellow, and his brother carried an easier shade. But Malachi was dark. Too dark for certain rooms growing up. Too dark for some girls who swore they didn’t have a type.

Except for one woman. Nyree. She used to trace his forearm with slow fingers and tell him his skin looked like midnight dipped in oil. Beautiful. That word stuck with him.

Rayna never talked about his skin like that. Rayna admired the Range Rover. The watch. The headlines. The studio.

Nyree admired him.

“Sir, do you know how fast you were going?”

Malachi shook his head slowly, keeping his expression neutral. Inside, his mind was calculating. How much is this about to cost me? Because it always costs more when you look like him.

Then came the name recognition.
“Malachi Chandler... as in the rapper?”

His stomach tightened for half a second. Police and rappers didn’t usually share friendly exchanges.

“Yes, sir.”

The situation pivoted quickly. A son who was a fan. A birthday party at the Avalon. The threat of a ticket hanging in the air like bait.

“I could ticket you,” the officer said, tone measured. “But if you make an appearance Friday, we can forget this.”

Everything has a price.

Malachi nodded once. A party appearance was cheaper than court fees, cheaper than headlines, cheaper than Nyree finding out he’d been speeding under the influence. He stepped out for the picture, smile practiced, jaw tight. The flash hit his face, and he couldn’t help thinking Rayna would have loved this moment. A cop wanting a selfie. Another story to spin. Another spectacle to orbit.

Rayna thrived on spectacle. Nyree valued privacy. That difference mattered more than he wanted to admit.

When he pulled back onto I-65, he drove exactly fifty-five, hands steady now. Snow began to dust the windshield, soft at first. Storm outside. Storm inside.

India’s call cut through his thoughts.
“Yeah, Baby Girl.”

Her voice grounded him instantly. No ego. No games. Just father and daughter. He’d lied to the officer about being on his way to pick her up, and now it felt almost poetic that he was actually bringing her food.

Wing Wah. Singapore Chow Mein. Orange Chicken for Bruh Bruh.

Bruh Bruh.

The name alone dragged him backward. Nyree burst into the studio that day. Aris’s voice behind a closed door. His arrogance echoed louder than the music equipment. He could still see Nyree’s face when she caught him—calm, too calm. That calm had been more dangerous than screaming.

Then the call. The accident. The child in the street. Chaos folding into consequence. Adoption. A family stitched together by tragedy and pride.

Now he was in the present moment, sitting at Nyree’s dining table. Later, with water and Welch’s grape juice placed exactly as she required, he felt the weight of what he had almost destroyed. Structure. Discipline. Legacy. That house carried order. Rayna’s world carried excitement.

Rayna was hot. Nyree was the foundation.
He looked at his kids eating, arguing, teasing each other as if nothing in the world could break them. Forty-five years old, and he was still acting like he had something to prove to the streets. Still juggling women like trophies. Still mistaking ego for strength.

When Christian called him out by saying, “You’re just waiting around to see Mom.”

Malachi didn’t even deny it. He was. He always had been.

When he stepped outside and saw Nyree’s Range Rover still wasn’t in the driveway, something tightened in his chest in a way Rayna’s absence never had. He called. Voicemail.

He exhaled slowly into the cold night air. Rayna thought she lost tonight.Truth was, he’d been losing for years. Losing discipline. Losing respect. Losing the one woman who saw him before the fame, before the money, before the ego grew teeth.

Snow fell heavier now, covering the road in quiet white. If Rayna decided to retaliate, he would handle it. But he was done playing both sides. He was going home. And if going home meant burning every distraction to the ground, including the one who just threw wine on his shirt?

So be it.
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Ivan Marrick IV reclined against the red micro-suede couch in his three-story Crown Point home, long legs stretched out, one ankle resting on the opposite knee. The vaulted ceilings, imported tile, and recessed lighting. None of it impressed him anymore. Comfort was normal. Luxury was baseline. Survival was the real currency.

Rayna was pacing in front of him, voice cracking, hands flying in dramatic circles as she explained again how Malachi had ended things “for real this time.”

Ivan watched her without really watching her.

How long has she been talking? I’m sick of hearing her rambling on.

Her words blurred into noise. He had already assessed the situation ten minutes ago. Rayna just hadn’t caught up yet. She looked fragile tonight. Makeup slightly smeared at the corners of her eyes. Shoulders tense. Ego bruised. That vulnerability made her softer, almost prettier.

Almost.

His mother’s voice echoed in his head like scripture.

“That whore is going to be the death of you.”
Charity Marrick didn’t respect many women, but when she did, she meant it. Rayna had never made the list. Ivan respected women who moved with discipline. Women who understood the assignment. Rayna understood opportunity, but she confused opportunity with loyalty.

He leaned his head back against the couch, green eyes fixed on the cathedral ceiling as Rayna continued spiraling. She thought this was about heartbreak.

It wasn’t. This was about revenue. He and Rayna had been together on and off for ten years. He wouldn’t call her his woman, but she wasn’t not his woman either. She was an asset. A familiar body. A useful bridge to a bigger target.

Malachi Chandler.

Ivan never tripped about Rayna sleeping with Malachi. In fact, he encouraged it. Malachi had money, influence, endorsements, and contracts. Malachi funded lifestyles without realizing it. Ivan preferred other men to finance his comfort. That’s how real street dudes operate. You don’t hustle the corner when you can hustle the corporation.

“Ivan, he’s serious this time,” Rayna insisted, voice tightening. “He’s going back to her.”

Ivan sucked his teeth softly.

“Okay. I hear you,” he said smoothly, voice calm enough to feel like silk sliding over glass. “But you gotta do something.”
Her brows furrowed. She still didn’t get it.

“How do you think we maintain without him supplementing?” he continued. “ The gravy train just derailed. And you know I ain’t working no nine-to-five.”

He said it without apology.

Ivan grew up watching a man build an empire and lose it in smoke. Smoke was fair to say. Actually–crack pipe.  His father had once been a powerhouse in Gary construction, partnering with heavy hitters and moving serious money. Family members were set up, businesses launched, and houses paid off.

Then came the IRS. The pressure. The drugs. Crack. Ivan III used to describe the first crack high like losing your virginity. It was explosive, unforgettable. And he chased that first high until
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