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Nola

In two months I was going to be Mrs. Kova Novikoff. I looked at my fiancé sleeping peacefully beside me in our new home and marveled at how much I loved him. Had it only been a year-and-a-half since we’d met? I’d come to Barrow, Alaska, to write a book, and in the process, find myself. I’d found myself, and the most amazing man and now we were about to start a new life together. I felt blessed in so many ways, and yet, I wasn’t completely happy because I was living in the house Kova had built for another woman, and I couldn’t tell him how that didn’t sit right in my soul. 

I eased away from him, grabbed my robe from the floor, wrapped it around me to replace Kova’s warmth, and padded into the bathroom to prepare for the day and my flight to South Carolina. At least I’d get a respite from the presence of Kova’s first wife, a local woman named River, who’d been as exotic and beautiful as her name implied. River and Kova had reconnected when the two traveling nomads had bumped into each other in Istanbul, Turkey. They’d returned to Barrow to begin a new life but that had been cut short. Jason, River’s abusive lunatic ex-boyfriend had started hounding her again and had murdered her after she’d refused to leave Kova for him. He’d escaped custody with the help of his father, the chief of police. 

The story had made national headlines and Jason had evaded the law for three years, and then he’d killed another woman, and this time, his daddy hadn’t been there to save him. He’d been extradited to Alaska to stand trial. The trial had been brutal for Kova and his family. I’d helped him through it and we were about to embark on a new life if I could let go of his old one. I prayed his wife’s soul was at peace because mine wasn’t.

I brushed my teeth and then applied my cleanser. I stared at my face in the mirror while giving the cleanser the two minutes it needed to work its magic. Did I look stressed? Yes, my hazel eyes looked tired but that was because I was planning a wedding and a new business at the same time. I had enough money for one and far from enough for the other. Even if I used all my savings, royalties from my first book, and the advance from my second book, I’d still need more capital to get my business off the ground. Kova would help as best he could but he was starting a business as well and setting up a greenhouse in Barrow, Alaska, where weeds couldn’t grow because of the extreme cold would be a huge undertaking. I couldn’t ask for anything more than his support. 

I needed to find an investor. The trips alone between Alaska, Haiti, and Peru where I would source my coffee from local farmers, would get expensive. Living in Florida where I’d been born and raised would’ve been easier but Kova’s life was in Barrow. We’d just have to find a way to make it all work and I’d have to find a way to make this house work because Kova’s other house was now occupied by the workmen helping him build the greenhouse next to his parents’ lodge outside of town.

It was easier for them to live on-site, especially when bad weather made the trip from town out to the lodge more difficult. They had only a few months to get everything up and running before it got too cold to even think straight. Kova had said I could change anything I didn’t like in the house but I didn’t have the strength to add renovations to my full to-do list. Maybe after the wedding, I could change a few things but it would require major construction to turn the Victorian-inspired home into the sleek, modern one I preferred. I felt as if I was living in another woman’s house and I didn’t like feeling that way. For some women, it might not have been a problem, but as someone who’d shared my first husband with another woman for most of our marriage, I wanted something that was all mine, and even though Kova had given me permission to change it, I would always see it as another woman’s house. Would it ever feel like home? Maybe, in time, after we created our own memories.

I shook my head. “You’re being ridiculous,” I berated my reflection.

“You are being ridiculous because you should be in bed with me.”

I jumped when Kova appeared in the mirror behind me naked and early-morning-gorgeous. He wrapped his arms around me and buried his face against my neck.

“What’s wrong?” he mumbled. “You looked as if you were a million miles away.”

I chuckled.  “Not quite a million. I was in Peru, thinking about all the things I have to do.” That was only a half-lie.

Kova kissed my neck and desire curled in my stomach. Every time Kova touched me, I wanted him with the same desperate hunger I’d had that first time in his little house out by the lodge. River had lived there too but it was a boring box that’d been there before her and the touches she’d added had been cosmetic and easily changed. 

Kova stared at me in the mirror. “What’s wrong, and don’t tell me it’s the wedding or the business.” He kissed my temple. “I don’t want to know what’s wrong here.” He rested one hand over my heart. “I want to know what’s wrong here.”

I sighed. “I’m still carrying around baggage from my past,” I admitted.

“What sort of baggage?” Kova asked.

“The kind of baggage that won’t let me feel comfortable living in another woman’s house.”

I watched Kova’s beautiful blue eyes cloud with shock. “River never lived in this house.”

“No, but she helped design it and you built it for her and the life you’d planned together. I’m probably more sensitive than the average woman because I had to share Harris with Sonya and she was always a dark cloud hanging over us even when we were on good terms.”

“So, River is a dark cloud hanging over us?”

“In a way, yes.”

Kova took hold of my shoulders and turned me around to face him. “I can’t change the fact that I loved another woman before you.”

“I don’t want to change your past, or make you forget about your wife,” I assured him.

“Yet you feel threatened by her. I don’t give a fuck about Harris.”

“You don’t have to because you know I hate his guts.”

Kova folded his arms across his broad chest. “So is it the house or is it my love for River? She helped make me the man I am today. Loving her taught me how to love you, although it seems I need more lessons because how can you be so insecure about what we have?”

My eyes clouded with tears and then they started to burn because I’d completely forgotten I had dried cleanser on my face. “Ouch!” I turned to the sink and started rinsing my face.

“What’s the matter?” Kova asked.

“I’ve got cleanser in my eyes, no biggie.” I reached for a towel from the stack next to the sink, wiped my face, and then placed my hand over Kova’s heart. “As I said, I still have baggage. I can’t explain to you how much Sonya affected me. I had to see her almost every day and had to swallow the fact that she had everything that belonged to me. I had no refuge. She was at the church, she was in my home when I wasn’t there, which was one of the reasons I’d moved into a separate bedroom. I couldn’t sleep in the same bed as my husband’s mistress. I’ve got almost thirty years of trauma to get through and these burdens are not going to fall from my back so easily. I need you to understand that, and to be patient with me.”

Kova kissed my forehead. “We’ll find somewhere else. The lodge is booked out for the next few months but I’m sure there’s somewhere here in town we can rent.”

I rested my head on his chest. “We don’t have to move right now. I’m leaving today and I’ll be traveling a lot until our wedding in Miami. Then we’ll be away for our honeymoon. I just don’t want to begin my married life here.”

“Then we won’t. I want to make sure it’s the house, though, because wherever I go, my love for River goes with me.”

“Do you still think about her?”

Kova groaned. “Please, Nola, don’t torture both of us like this.” He framed my face with his big hands. “What do you need me to do to prove how much I love you and how much I’m looking forward to a life with you? You’re the first person I think about when I wake up and the person I think about before I sleep. During the day, River may creep into my mind, but the same way you can’t easily detach from the trauma of your marriage is the same way I can’t just forget the beauty of mine. Harris makes it harder for me to love you, and River makes it harder for you to love me. Are we going to let our pasts ruin our future, baby?”

I looked into his eyes and I knew I wanted nothing more than to love Kova and build a life with him. I couldn’t let anything stand in the way of that, not even my trauma. I turned my head and kissed his left hand. In two months, he’d wear my ring on that hand and take vows to love, honor, and cherish me for the rest of our lives. I couldn’t allow Harris or Sonya to taint one second of our lives together. It was much more about them than about River. “I won’t let anything come between us,” I promised Kova.

He reached for my robe. “Then let’s get this off of you.”

I knocked his hand away. “I can’t, I have to get ready for my flight.”

He reached for me again. “You need to give me something to tie me over until you get back.”

I stared at him in shock. “I did, three times last night.”

He pulled me against him and I felt his hardness against my silk robe. I was deliciously naked underneath. “It wasn’t enough,” he whispered. “It’s never enough.” He cupped my breasts and rubbed his hips against my backside.

I pushed back against him. “You’ve got five minutes, Novikoff. Make it hard and fast.”

Kova’s hands slid down to my waist and he untied my robe and pulled it off my shoulders. It slid silkily to my feet. He pushed me forward and I gripped the edge of the sink and spread my legs. One hand slid between my legs and he caressed me.

“How long do you think she can go without him?” he purred.

I chuckled. “Longer than he can go without her. You’ll be begging me to come home in two weeks, tops.”

Soft laughter rumbled in his throat. “So you’re saying he’ll cave first? I doubt it. She seems to like me a lot.” He slipped two fingers into me. “Look how tight she just gripped me, and she’s so wet. It’s as if she’s crying for me already.”

I bit back a groan and my head fell forward. I wanted to pretend that I was strong, but those wicked fingers were making it so hard. Speaking of hard..., I rubbed my backside against him and smiled when he didn’t or couldn’t hold in his moans of pleasure. He pushed me forward and my forehead pressed against the cool mirror. I held my breath as he slid into my body which was still warm and welcoming from the night before. A long moan escaped and I decided I didn’t have the time to play games. I needed as much of Kova as I could get and I inhaled his scent and absorbed his heat as he placed his hands over mine on the sink. He panted against my neck and his deep, throaty moans made my stomach twist in knots. 

His thrusts were strong and soft at first and then got faster as our moans grew louder. My head tapped against the mirror and I wondered if the damn thing would break and cut me. It was a fear in the back of my mind but not strong enough for me to stop or change positions. The rhythm we had going felt too good. I loved the hardness of it; the mirror, the sink, Kova’s hands squeezing mine to the point of pain. I cried out when he grabbed a chunk of hair, yanked my head to the side, and then sank his teeth into my neck.

“Kova!” His brutality shocked me, as did my pleasure from it. We were continually pushing the limits of our sexual desires and I loved not knowing what he would whip out next. His bite flooded my body with endorphins and when he did it a second time, I couldn’t hold on any longer and white-knuckled the sink and tapped my forehead against the glass as my body shuddered and exploded. Kova pressed his face against my neck and grunted his release and then, we stood there for a few minutes, and I felt him harden again and accepted that I was going to miss my flight.

***
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THE GOOD THING ABOUT living in a small town was that you could ask a pilot to wait for a few minutes while you rushed to the airport after mind-blowing sex with your fiancé. The fact that December, my assistant and travel buddy who usually ran a tight ship hadn’t called and didn’t ask why I was late when I picked her up, confirmed that she and her fiancé, Dom, had been having the same last-minute type of goodbye Kova and I had had.  She seemed a little flustered when she got into Kova’s truck.

“I think we’re going to miss our plane,” she said after a worried look at her watch.

“John said he’ll wait for you,” Kova told her.

Relief flooded her beautiful face and December sat back and smoothed a few tendrils of loose curls away from her cheeks. She laughed nervously. “Sorry, I overslept too.”

Her blush told me she hadn’t been sleeping. “It’s okay; we’ll get to Charleston on time.”

I eked out a few more minutes to kiss Kova goodbye once we arrived at the airport and then December and I rushed to our plane and I left Kova alone with River and their house and the dreams that would never come true.

***
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WE WORKED DURING THE flight to Seattle and on the one to Charleston, South Carolina, for our fittings with Nori Nixon, the talented designer December had found to design her first wedding dress for a marriage to a man who hadn’t deserved her. Joshua, like Harris, was in the church and far from the godly man he’d pretended to be. December was so much happier with Dominic and they were planning an August wedding and a life together I hoped would make up for all the heartache she’d had to endure at such a young age. 

She’d had enough pain for me to fill a book and seeing her relive the trauma of sexual abuse, teen pregnancy, and the loss of her baby had broken me all over again. December was like the daughter I’d never had, and Nori had quickly joined our family. Nori was another black girl filled with pain and stories to tell, and I wanted to protect and love them like their mothers never could. My womb might’ve been empty, but my heart and arms were full.

On the flight to Charleston, December gave me a list of potential investors she’d found for my company, Bèl Cafe. Bèl Cafe was born out of my love for good coffee and my desire to empower women in Haiti and Peru, my parents’ birthplaces, by partnering with two female coffee farmers to bring the best coffees to the world. My vision of a small brand offering gourmet coffees was slowly coming together. December and I had trips booked to Haiti and Peru once we got back to Florida where both of our families were from. 

I was going home to a loving one, but sadly, December and her mother were not speaking to each other and the only reason she was going home was to visit her father. Her parents had been pastors at the church where I’d grown up. My family had left the church after my book about my abusive marriage to Harris had come out and December’s mother had sided with Harris. But then what could you expect from a woman who’d protected the senior pastor of the church who’d abused her own daughter? At least December’s father had begged for forgiveness for not believing her when she’d told them about the abuse. Her parents had been too blinded by their reverence to their earthly god to see their daughter’s pain. I didn’t see how December and her mother, Regina, could repair their relationship, but anything was possible.

Nori’s family dynamics weren’t much better. She’d been born to a drug-addicted mother who’d been murdered in front of her when she was five and Nori had been in foster care until she was adopted by a white couple. She’d recently ended her relationship with her adopted father, another pastor, a man who’d exploited her, and Tarot, her step-brother for years. Somehow they’d found love and now were happily engaged and raising Tarot’s four-year-old daughter. At twenty-five, these girls matched me in heartbreak, and hopefully, they would walk in my footsteps of happiness as well. But I knew from the unhappiness I’d left in Barrow, that love didn’t erase trauma and there were no happily-ever-after, just two people committed enough to continually work on their relationship. I needed to make sure both of them would enter their marriage with the right mindset.

Nori was waiting for us at the airport and the transformation from the last time I’d seen her was immediately apparent. Her rich brown skin glowed and her eyes sparkled, and she had that look of a woman in love. She even felt different when I hugged her as if her body had blossomed under Tarot’s care.

December grabbed her left hand and examined the ring. “Canary yellow diamond, he has great taste.”

Nori smiled. “I picked out this ring four years ago when I thought I’d marry someone else. Tarot knew it was what I’d wanted. Being with a man who can read your mind will hopefully lead to some very amazing gifts over the years.”

I smiled at them. “Here we are, three beautiful women embarking on new lives with wonderful men. God is good.”

“All the time,” December and Nori said in unison like good little church girls. We all laughed and then headed out of the airport.

Our first stop was at Nori’s studio where I tried on the sleek champagne-colored dress made of duchess satin with crystals on the shoulders and at the waist. The dress draped perfectly over my curves, and when Nori added the pearl decorative comb she’d found to my long, wavy hair, I felt like a bride.

“My God, Nola, you’re stunning!” December exclaimed.

Tears clouded my vision and I wiped them away so I could stare at myself in the mirror. “This is exactly what I wanted, Nori. Thank you.”

She smiled modestly and said, “You’re welcome. I’ll get your bridesmaid dress, December.”

She went into the back room and returned with a gorgeous dress made of gold satin. December went into the changing area and when she came out in the dress, she took my breath away. The sleeveless dress had a fitted bodice and then flowed out into a skirt that fell right at the knee. It had beautiful movement and would look amazing with gold shoes and dramatic make-up. It was perfect for the understated old Hollywood glamour I wanted. December, with her curves and bold make-up, could’ve been a nineteen-forties movie star or a famous singer.

She twirled around. “I feel like a superstar in this dress!”

“Good, then you can help me sell it to my mother and sister, and Chantal. They all want me to do something to top my first wedding,” I explained to Nori. “I don’t need all the pomp and pageantry because our love speaks for itself.”

“You can always tweak their looks with accessories,” Nori suggested.

“Yeah, that’s an option, but I know they will want you to add more when they come in tomorrow. Tell them the wedding is in two months and there’s no time for anything too elaborate.”

“They want you to do something Sonya and Harris won’t be able to top when they get married, don’t they?” December asked.

I nodded. “I won’t allow Harris and Sonya to taint my special day. I want to forget they exist but my family won’t let me.”

“That’s because they care about you and they would kill anyone who tried to hurt you,” December said. “At least you have people who’re willing to stand up for you, unlike my mother.” She sucked her teeth. “There I go bringing down the mood.”

Nori smiled. “I have something that will cheer you up. “Let’s try on your wedding dress.”

December had decided on a fitted lace dress with a square neckline and capped sleeves. The beauty of the beige semi-matte satin jersey dress was the thousands of tiny beaded 3D flowers. Even with only half of it completed, it was stunning. Going with a beige dress had been a bold choice over traditional white for a first wedding and I was glad she’d made it. She’d chosen a black cocktail dress for her bridesmaids, which was similar to the gold one she would wear for me. This was December’s vision, unlike her first wedding dress which had been designed by her ex-fiancé, Joshua, and her mother. Even Dom hadn’t had any input into her dress or the wedding. All he wanted to do was marry her so December could have the wedding of her dreams. The amount of work Nori had done was extraordinary but she still had so much to do in addition to designing her own wedding dress.

“How are you handling the workload?” I asked her once we were dressed again and putting the dresses away.

She grimaced. “It hasn’t been easy. I’m grateful for the work, but it’s a lot to handle so I put some ads out for an assistant yesterday. I’m renovating a house and taking care of Willa and I feel overwhelmed most of the time.”

“Doesn’t your sister help you with Willa?” I asked.

“Sometimes she helps out, but now that Tarot and I are getting married, I’m moving from aunty to mommy and that requires more on my part. Also, Lilly is busy planning her wedding, which will have all the pomp and pageantry of a royal wedding. I won’t think about her dress until after I’ve finished mine because although I love my sister, trying to bring the crazy vision she has in her head to life will take more mental fortitude than I can spare right now.”

“Do you know what you want for your wedding?” December asked her.

Nori smiled and nodded. “I think I’ve been designing it all my life. My mother used to read Sense and Sensibility to me and that inspired a love of early nineteenth-century fashion. My favorite part of Bridgerton is the fashion and it’s given me so many new ideas.”

She kept us enthralled with her design concept for another hour until finally; our stomachs demanded we focus on food. Arianna’s was an easy choice for lunch since December and I had agreed after we’d gorged the entire menu during our last visit that Nori’s friend had the best food in town. After we’d ordered copious amounts of food again, I
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