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Nori

As soon as I stepped out of my apartment, the cold cloaked me like a wet blanket and icy talons burrowed into my chest and pierced my lungs, sending bitter air throughout the rest of my body.  The air was so thick it felt as if I was trying to swallow ice cubes. I shrieked and then dashed back inside the warmth of my apartment and leaned my head against the door. I gulp warm air into my cold body.

What the hell was up with this weather? I’d lived in Charleston all my life and I’d never felt cold like this. We were all set to have a nice, warm Christmas, but sometime during the night, the temperature had taken a nosedive, and Christmas Eve had dawned frigid and gray. I felt as if I’d stepped into an alternate reality filled with ominous shadows and skies that threatened to rain down fire and brimstone stone at any second.

“What’s wrong, Aunty Nori?”

I turned at the soft inquiry and smiled at my four-year-old niece, Willa. Her big green eyes staring up at me were filled with concern. Willa was a stunning child. She looked like a porcelain doll, although sadly, her pale skin was a sign of her sickness more than a standard of beauty. Willa had a congenital heart defect called Hypoplastic Left Heart Syndrome which meant the left side of her heart had not developed properly. That meant she could not endure the temperatures outside, and we couldn’t have the fun day I’d been promising her all week. I looked at her gorgeous little face and knew there was no way I could break her already fragile heart. I knelt in front of her and took her hand. She was small for her age, and jet-black curls, a perfect deep-red cupid’s bow, and a dainty chin all added to her doll-like appearance.

“The weather is really bad today, sweetie, so we can’t go shopping, I’m sorry.” Her face fell and I forced a big smile. “I can go get cupcakes and we can have a tea party here.”

Her face brightened. “Yes! Let’s get cupcakes!”

“No, sweetie, I’ll go get the cupcakes. You’ll have to stay next door with Mrs. Oldham until I get back. It’s snowing like crazy out there.”

Her eyes widened even more. “I want to see the snow! Please Aunty Nori!” she added when I shook my head.

Poor Willa was always told of everything she couldn’t do because of her heart condition, including being a normal kid excited at seeing her first snowstorm. I wished I could’ve bundled her up and taken her outside to make snow angels. We always had to be so careful with her because she was so fragile. Every time she caught a cold, my family lived on pins, needles, prayers, pills, potions, and whatever it took to make her better. Her health came first. Still, I wanted her to have a good childhood so I had to find a compromise.

“Okay, here’s what we’ll do. We’ll get your coat and hat on and then run across the street to Mrs. Oldham okay? Believe me, when you feel how cold it is out there, you’ll want to stay inside by the fire and listen to Mr. and Mrs. Oldham sing Christmas carols, and you know they always have cookies.” Given the way they indulged her, Willa would most likely be on a sugar high by the end of the day, but she needed to have some fun in life.

Willa shook her head. She knew the drill by now. I helped her put her baby pink coat over the turtleneck sweater I’d thought would’ve been adequate for our day out. I was glad I’d over-packed when I’d picked her up from my parents the night before. With a child like Willa, it was better to err on the side of caution. Thankfully, the coat had a hood and I tucked her thick hair inside of it and pulled the drawstring tight to keep the cold out. I went into my bedroom and found a bright pink scarf and added it to her ensemble.

“Wow, don’t you look pretty!”

She grinned and pirouetted and then said, “Okay, let’s go!”

I grabbed my green coat from the rack by the door and added the gray cap and scarf I’d gotten from the bedroom along with the pink one for Willa. I put on the boots I usually reserved for rainy days and then grabbed my car keys. “Okay, let’s go!” I opened the door and braced myself against the blast of cold air. “Give me your hand.”

Willa gave me her hand after I closed and locked the door and then she squealed as we ran across the courtyard of our apartment complex to the Oldham’s residence. She stopped and lifted her face to the sky. I imagined how magical the world must seem to her with the flurry of snow falling all around her. She’d spent the first three years of her life in sunny Miami and Charleston had seen record high temperatures in the year she’d lived with us. To go from one extreme to the other was the circle of life.

Willa stuck out her tongue and squealed with delight and I didn’t have the heart to hurry her along. For a moment, I wanted her to be free because I knew how it felt to feel trapped because of the way you were born. I knew she didn’t have a lot of freedom living with my parents, and she spent most of her time locked in a gilded cage as I’d been until it was time for her to perform.

I know my parents wanted to protect her and I wanted that too. She’d been denied so much including the love of her parents and the promise of a long life. I laughed when Willa fell to the ground and started making snow angels. Feeling gleeful, I stretched out beside her and waved my arms and legs. She laughed up at the dark sky and then sat up and stared around her in awe. I left it for as long as I dared before getting to my feet and reaching for her hand. “Time to go, princess.”

She pouted and then grabbed my hand. The second she did, something socked me in the gut so hard I fell to my knees. The icy air rushed out of my lungs and icicles pierced through my brain. I cried out and fell forward as I dry heaved and shivered uncontrollably. I heard Willa scream my name through the pain in my brain. I blinked to clear the fog from my eyes and when I opened them I didn’t see Willa. Instead, I saw the outline of a tall figure. I couldn’t tell if the presence was evil or not. I only knew it was powerful. I needed to delve deeper to know more but it hurt too much and I was more concerned with Willa at the moment. Where was she? I didn’t hear her screaming my name anymore. Had something happened to her? If something had, I would never be able to forgive myself. Her name came out as a croak and then the darkness closed in and I fell face-first into the snow.

The next thing I knew, there was something warm on my face. I struggled and managed to open my eyes. Mrs. Oldham’s concerned face wobbled in front of me. “What happened?” I asked weakly.

“You fainted,” she explained.

I was lying on pillows that smelled like springtime in the South of France. My mouth felt as if it was stuffed with cotton. “Where’s Willa?” I asked around it.

“Oh, she’s in the living room with George. He’s keeping her distracted with cookies. The poor thing was so distraught when she ran up to our door and told us something had happened to her aunty Nori. Thank God I always have Florida Water on hand. Do you want me to drive you to the hospital, dear?”

I struggled to sit up and sighed with relief when the room didn’t spin. “I’m fine; I don’t need to go to the hospital. I just need some breakfast. I’ve been working so hard, I don’t remember having dinner last night and I didn’t eat anything yet today and it’s almost noon.”

Mrs. Oldham patted my hand. “I will make tea, and we have plenty to eat here.”

When she left, I went into the adjoining bathroom where I washed my face and made sure I looked fine before Willa saw me. My dark brown skin and brown eyes looked dull and my twist-out looked matted and flat and I plumped it up with my fingers. 

From looking at us, it was immediately apparent that Willa and I were not blood-related. Most people assumed I was the nanny whenever they saw us together until they learned that Willa’s grandparents had adopted me when I was ten. They’d also adopted my sister, Lilly, but because she was blonde and blue-eyed, they always assumed she was their child. Anyone who knew them knew John and Sinead Higgins only had one child; a son who’d left home at seventeen, joined a gang, and after eleven years on the wrong side of the law, he’d gone to prison for ten years for drug possession when his wife was pregnant with Willa.

Willa’s mother had stayed in the life and had been killed during a shoot-out with drug enforcement agents during a joint sting operation in Colombia a year ago after which John and Sinead had gotten custody of Willa. They were not the best parents; however, with her father in prison, Willa didn’t have a lot of options.

I’d spent five years of my life in foster care and despite their faults, life with the Higgins had been better than that. No one had wanted an older child, especially one with my behavioral issues after watching my mother’s murder when I was five. I’d seen the murder before it happened because of a little divination gift I’d inherited from my mother. She’d dulled her ability with drugs and hadn’t listened to me the night she’d left me alone in our filthy apartment with no light or water to look for her next high. I still didn’t know how she’d died. All my divination had shown me was that she wouldn’t come home. She was found in a dumpster the next morning and I’d been placed in foster care because she had no family and I’d never known my father.

My divinations as my mother had referred to them and how I liked to think of them when my adopted parents weren’t around, could be very unambiguous when I concentrated very hard.  These days, most of the time they were like the one I’d just had. All I’d seen was the shadow of a man with very powerful energy. I could meditate and look for more information but I was afraid of what I might find, and besides, going that deep into my psyche always gave me terrible migraines, and if this divination had been powerful enough to make me faint, God only knew how it would affect me.

I needed to take care of Willa, especially over the holidays when my parents were so busy at church. I didn’t want her there. They would stand her on a crate and make her sing Christmas carols and everyone would remark on how beautiful the poor little sick angel was while my father hoped the holiday season would be the time he healed her right before their eyes. Willa had become the latest puppet in his show made me want to run away with her.

Staying at my apartment was good for her and I would do whatever I needed to protect her. Not only because I loved and cared for her, but also because the one time I’d met her father, he’d tried to protect me. Granted, it was from the man who’d adopted me, but some would say, I needed protection from him.

Willa was not in the same danger I’d been in; that I was still in if we were being honest. She didn’t have any special gifts except for her voice. She was just a little girl with a delicate heart who I loved more than anything in the world and I would make sure that nothing and no one ever hurt her. If I could have my way, I would have custody. I had no rights to her other than what her grandparents chose to give me and even Sinead, who was an angel compared to John, would cut me out of Willa’s life completely before she gave me custody.

I left the bathroom and pasted a smile on my face as I walked into the living room.

“Aunty Nori!” Willa jumped from the couch and rushed over to me. I bent and picked her up and allowed her to rain kisses all over my face despite hers being covered in chocolate. “I was so scared when you fainted like me.” She stared at me with tears in her eyes. “Do you have a bad heart too?”

I shook my head and pushed back tears. “My heart is fine. I was tired and needed a little rest, that’s all.”

She threw her arms around me and I knew no matter what was coming, good or bad, I would protect Willa.
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Nori

“Good mornin’ big sis, I come bearing grub and gossip!”

I chuckled as Lilly toddled over to my desk in impractically high yellow heels carrying a drink caddy with two large coffees and two brown paper bags while a yellow bag the length of her entire midsection clung crookedly to one shoulder. Lilly, with an extra L, because she was extra, good Lord was she extra, was the type of girl who always had something in her bag that could work in an emergency. 

An unexpected visit from your special friend, she always had pads and tampons. Bad hair day? She’d have your tresses teased and tamed into a bun in seconds. She also had half a pharmacy and a handful of snacks and she could pick most locks with an assortment of gadgets she’d found online. She was as handy as MacGyver and as curious (nosy) as Nancy Drew, which had led to many adventures when we were younger, all of which I’d been blamed for since I was older. She had a knack for always knowing what I needed even if it was only breakfast when I’d forgotten to grab anything.

“You should open a restaurant with that name. It should be popular since good food and good gossip are equally important in the South.”

She placed the caddy bearing the logo of a popular local coffee brand on my overcrowded desk and then shook a bag at me before resting it next to the coffee. A wave of delicious smells wafted over to me and my stomach growled in excitement.

“Chocolate, banana, and blueberry croissants, from the oven straight to the bag. Now, it doesn’t get any fresher than that.”

She flopped down onto the cream club chair in front of my usually tidy desk while I closed magazines and sample books, all inspiration for a secret collection, so I could lay out the croissants and at the same time clear my mind of the dark thoughts I’d been preoccupied with so I’d have room for whatever bit of gossip Lilly had to tell me. Lilly always had gossip, and it was never something I felt I needed to know. I didn’t care who was sleeping with whose wife, who was pregnant out of wedlock, or who spent all their savings on bitcoins. I’d spent too much time in other people’s business when I was in the church. These days I didn’t have a lot of mental space for anything besides my family and running my boutique design studio. That tunnel came in handy at night when I’d snuggle in bed with my design and account books instead of a warm body.

At twenty-five, I hoped I had a long and illustrious career ahead of me. I’d proudly graduated with a Bachelor's in Fashion from a prestigious design school in Paris and had opened my studio right after graduation. I’d never considered working for anyone else. I’d only been open for two years, and though I had a long way to go, I was proud of what I’d accomplished. I’d been featured in several fashion magazines for my unique formal pieces and I’d created a little niche for brides who didn’t want the traditional or off-the-rack choices. I was considering leaving South Carolina for New York or California and my ultimate goal was to go back to Paris. I had no idea how or when that would happen because I didn’t want to leave Willa.

I got up and walked into the little kitchenette at the back of my store and grabbed two saucers for the croissants.

“Bring extra sugar!” Lilly yelled out from the other room. “They never give you enough.”

“They give you more than enough, you use too much!” I yelled back. I reached into the little basket next to my coffee maker and grabbed a handful of sugar packets. Lilly had already dumped all the ones she’d brought into her coffee. I shook my head and handed her a saucer. “I hope someday you can kick that addiction.”

Lilly flashed a big smile. “We’re southern, honey, sugar is in our blood!” She pulled a chocolate croissant out of the bag and bit into it. She closed her eyes and moaned and the sheer joy on her beautiful face made me so happy I couldn’t reprimand her anymore.

Lilly did everything in her life with pure joy, even if it was only cleaning the toilet, she’d put on some chirpy musical and dance around the bathroom as if she was Mary Poppins. Her happiness made up for her lack of talent. (Most of the time) Lilly was pure sunshine; from her bouncing blonde curls, cornflower blue sparkling eyes, and toothpaste commercial-ready smile. Lilly brought life to any room and people were drawn to her like moths to flames. I’d seen a few unfortunate souls get burned after getting too close to her bad side. That effervescent personality could switch to dark in a heartbeat and usually, a temper tantrum would ensue until she got her way. 

Then she’d be all smiles again. Lilly was eighteen and gorgeous, and she liked to use her assets to their full advantage. She was a pastor’s daughter and managed to be sexy without showing skin or too much of her curves. She’d achieved that perfect mix of vixen and virtue that drove most men crazy. I’d yet to find that happy medium, probably because I’d been taught that my sexuality and my curves needed to be contained. 

Whereas Lilly was sweet and innocent, as a teenager, I’d been dangerous, a potential black Jezebel our father needed to watch like a hawk and constantly preach to. He prayed to God right in front of me that I wouldn’t end up like my mother even though Lilly’s mother had gotten pregnant at seventeen. In his defense, it may have had less to do with color and more to do with our mothers, but it’d shaped the woman I’d become who designed avant-garde pieces for other women while I dressed like a first-grade teacher. Today it was a beige button-up shirt, a black pencil skirt, and a chunky black pearl necklace. Not one hair was out of place and I was as reserved as Lilly was unrestrained. 

I’d been adopted after being scarred whereas Lilly had been adopted as a newborn so she’d never experienced the rejection I’d felt every time I’d been returned and I knew our mother had bonded with her more. My mother hadn’t wanted a black child and I would’ve preferred to be a wanted token than a child she tolerated because her husband had needed me to dupe his congregation. I hid my pain behind that perfect face and smiled at my sister whose case was cut and dried; her mother had been too young to take care of her so she’d given her to a better family. I’d been born addicted to drugs because my mother hadn’t loved me enough to change her life for nine months and then give me up for a better life. 

I opened one packet of sugar and added it to my coffee and then took one croissant out of the bag. It was covered in nuts and I prefer that to heaps of sweet chocolate. I pinched off a piece of the edge and chewed slowly before taking a sip of coffee which was just the way I liked it; strong, black, and with just enough sugar to take the edge of the bitterness.

Lilly wiped her fingers on a napkin before reaching for another croissant, this time laden with chocolate and coconut flakes. “Guess who’s back in town,” she challenged before taking a big bite.

“Colby Cochran,” I answered without thinking.

Her mouth fell open. “How did you know?! Have you seen him?”

“If you’re this excited, it can only be Colby Cochran.”

Lilly rolled her eyes and slumped in her chair in the perfect example of a swoon. “I saw him at the supermarket yesterday, and he’s even more handsome than he was the last time he was in town.”

“Which was when; last summer?”

She nodded. “Yes, last summer when he broke my heart. He couldn’t come for the holidays because he was in Germany.” She twirled a lock of hair around one finger. “I’d love to see him in his uniform. Can you imagine me as a Navy officer’s wife? It’s always been my dream.”

I smiled. “Yes, Lynette Pomeroy, I know it’s been your dream since Colby went into the Navy and you watched the movie An Officer and a Gentleman at least fifty times. You’ve had a crush on Colby since middle school and you dated all through high school.”

She glared at me. “I’m Paula Pokrifki. I’m going to get my man, and we didn’t date. You know Daddy didn’t allow that. We had to sneak around to see each other.”

“I’m sure you will. I mean, how can he resist all of this?” I made a circle that encompassed all that she was, and it was a lot. Besides the physical beauty, Lilly wanted nothing more than to get married and start popping out babies, which would make our parents very happy. They were pleased as punch with Lilly, not so much with me.  

Lilly smiled. “He wanted all of this so badly he broke up with me when I wouldn’t give it to him. Now he’s sniffing around me again. He knows my standards. Believe me, we’ll be engaged by summer.”

Lilly was always the dutiful daughter who did exactly what her parents told her to do. Their son John Junior, or JJ as Mom called him, hadn’t been home in the eleven years before he went to prison. Mom had rarely talked about him before Willa had come into our lives but I know he was always on her mind, especially since Dad forbade her from visiting him in prison. She’d defied him once and the house and Lilly had trembled from the roar of his fury.

When I’d turned twenty-two, she’d dared defy
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