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Nola

I held my breath while my husband, Josiah Harris, flipped through the book I’d spent the last month writing. I was used to holding my breath around my husband while I gauged his reaction to see if it was okay for me to breathe easy or cower in fear. I was old enough to know a wife shouldn’t fear her husband, especially when he was a pastor. Josiah Harris was a servant of God, and, while he ruled his congregation with love and guidance, he ruled his house with an iron fist; and I’d once feared that fist more than anything. I hadn’t felt it in ten months, but the threat always loomed over my head like a dark cloud, waiting for me to do something to upset him, and then the blows would rain down. 

Any second, it could come down like a judgmental gavel and turn my world upside down again. He’d started our relationship chastising me with a sharp tongue, and eventually, started beating the audacity of a free will out of me. I’d learned my place and became the good, Christian wife he’d wanted me to be. The last few months of our marriage had been quiet and I wondered if I should let the sleeping pit bull slumber. It was hard to rid myself of old habits even when I now knew better.

I watched a myriad of emotions play out across his face, and then, that familiar quiet rage set in. Harris was never the type to get loud away from the pulpit. He was usually silent and deadly; a black cobra ready to strike, though, over the years, I’d learned the subtle signs. Harris had a vein in his forehead, an ugly, throbbing vein that was like a flashing danger sign. He also chewed on his bottom lip, and there were a few times he’d chewed deep enough to draw blood while he’d tried to rein in his temper. His lip was red now, and yet he seemed so calm.

Harris closed the manuscript and placed it on the giant mahogany desk in his church office which I stood in front of like a dutiful college student holding my breath while my professor skimmed my dissertation. I was forty-nine years old, and his wife, and yet I stood there, too nervous to take the seat he hadn’t offered even though my knees threatened to buckle. His brow, furrowed in concentration, had been a familiar sight for most of our twenty-six year-marriage, and the six years we were together before that while he’d critiqued what I wore, what I’d said or did, or should do. His opinion had been the only one that mattered. Until now.

“What the fuck is this? What happened to the devotional book for Christian women you went to Alaska to write?”

“This is the book I wrote.”

“Nola, sweetheart, what happened to the devotional?”

His painstaking voice grated on my nerves. I was not a child and I didn’t appreciate him speaking to me as if I was one. There were no children in our marriage.

“Oh, I’ll publish that book one day after we’re divorced and I start my own ministry. I have to get rid of the lies before I can live in my truth.”

Two months earlier, I’d booked a room at a lodge in Alaska for a month to write a book for Christian women which essentially was a compilation of my women’s group sermons. The book was meant to uplift and inspire other women, and instead, it had exposed the lies written between the lines and forced me to write the book that would end my marriage. 

Harris’ eyes narrowed, and I saw when his face changed. It was as if he’d noticed something was different about me for the first time since I’d walked into his office. That cold, dead look entered his dark brown eyes and he sat back and remained the epitome of calm, cool, and collected, although I knew he was freaking out inside. “Who have you shown this to?”

“My agent, my editor, and a few trusted friends.”

“When did you get an agent and an editor? And who are the trusted friends?”

I smiled sweetly. “I don’t have to tell you everything when you’re so good at keeping secrets from me.”

His eyes narrowed. “What secrets have I kept from you? I told you about Sonya years ago.”

“Yes, you did, thank you so much, I really appreciate it.”

He glared at me. “Who have you been talking to?” He sucked his teeth. “I don’t need to ask. I know it’s Chantal. She’s divorced and miserable. Have you allowed that old crone you call a friend to fill your head with nonsense?” He picked up my manuscript. “This will end our marriage. Is that what you want?”

I took a deep breath. I’d dreamt about us having this conversation for the last twenty years. I never thought we’d actually have it, and even now, I had to press down on the table to feel something tangible and confirm I wasn’t dreaming again. This was real. As soon as I opened my mouth, my life would forever change. Despite how badly I wanted it, and the many years I’d longed for it to happen, a part of me tried to push the words down to my stomach where my fear could tie them in knots and weigh them down until they were as heavy as bricks and had no chance of flying out of my mouth.

I told myself that Harris had changed, and he’d apologized numerous times for how he’d treated me. He was generous and gave me free access to his accounts because he believed money made up for how he treated me. I lived in a mansion filled with designer clothes and shoes. I traveled first-class and was well-respected in the highest circles because I was Mrs. Josiah Harris. Harris had been good to me. As long as you did exactly what he said, a little voice reminded me. I stiffened my back and my resolve. My fears would always try to talk me out of what I needed to do. For once I was not going to listen.

Harris stood, because how dare I tower over him. At six-four, Josiah Harris was a big man filled with ego and a love of rich food and bombastic bullshit he loved to spew from the pulpit over his two-thousand-member church in Atlanta and the thousands of people who watched him online.

Instinctively, I wanted to shrink away from him and I made myself stand up, all five-seven, one-hundred-sixty pounds of me, and focused my hazel gaze directly on his questioning eyes. It was hard to believe I’d once loved him, and that I’d convinced myself he wasn’t so bad. Until two months ago, I’d believed my own lies, the biggest one of which was that there was nowhere out of a marriage to a high-profile Pentecostal preacher who spoke out against divorce.

I was the mother of the church, even though my womb had always been empty, and I wore a scarlet B for barren across my forehead. I knew I was the one at fault because my husband was faultless, and had filled the womb of his mistress, Sonya Tines, three times. Harris had gotten away with it because the two girls had inherited their mother’s caramel skin and hazel eyes and not his dark-chocolate skin and dark eyes. She was pregnant with their third child and I was sure the speculations had started again. Sonya let people guess and gossip about her daughters' paternity because it was better to be an unmarried woman with three kids than the pastor’s mistress with three bastards.

I knew the truth because my husband was the only man I’d ever caught between Sonya’s legs in his office. It’d happened very early in our marriage and Harris had been relieved because, according to him, he didn’t have to hide anymore. He was so sure of his hold over me that he could have his cake and eat it too. He’d eaten his cake for thirty-two years while I was the one who’d choked on it.

Two months without his big hands around my neck and I’d remembered how good it felt to breathe and to laugh and be happy. I hadn’t set out to find these things. I thought I’d come back to the church of charade where I would continue to ignore the whispers behind my back and in my heart. Harris had decided it would be good for me to write a book since several other pastors’ wives had written bestsellers, and I always did what Harris wanted me to do. For once, I was happy I had.

He’d released the shackles long enough for me to go to Alaska, and the only reason he’d agreed for me to go so far was because Maddie McBride, wife of mega-church pastor, Harlan McBride, had written her book in Alaska and had used the tagline that she’d been closer to God while writing her book. I hadn’t cared if he’d sent me to Siberia as long as I was away from him.

My planned four weeks in Alaska had turned into six and had been the happiest time of my life, and I never thought I’d write two books. The one I’d kept secret until now was the one I’d needed to write, and I never would’ve done it if I hadn’t met Kova Novikoff, the Russian man who didn’t believe in God but believed in me.

Kova, and my good friend Chantal in California, where I’d gone after I left Alaska, had given me the courage to walk into Harris’ office on a Sunday morning right before church and end our marriage. Each of them had offered to be by my side but I’d wanted this moment all to myself. I had to have the courage to stand on my own.

What I had to say, and what I was about to do, would destroy not only the life we’d built, it would shift the foundations of our church and our faith. I wanted to destroy him, and have him then go out to the people he’d been lying to for almost two decades and uphold the charismatic charade he’d perfected. If he could do that, then he was every bit the monster I thought he was and deserved everything that was coming to him, and that was a lot. What I was about to do would bring about Armageddon, and I still was not sure, I was strong enough to deal with the consequences. 
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​Chapter Two
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Two Months Earlier 

“That was a very powerful and inspiring message, Mrs. Harris, and I think it needs to be shared with the rest of the world.”

I smiled and patted my assistant’s arm. “Thank you, December. My goal is always to empower women at our Bible studies.” She helped me straighten my notes and put them in a folder with all the others. Our weekly women’s Bible study had ended an hour earlier but we always found things to talk about afterward. I stayed as long as they needed me to because it wasn’t like I had anything to run home to. December did, however, and I felt guilty for keeping her.

“You can empower women everywhere. Do you know how many pastor-wives have stepped out from behind their husbands’ shadows and made thriving careers for themselves?” Her light-brown eyes lit up. “I can see it now; Nola Harris, bestselling author, and motivational speaker. With your talent and my business sense and drive, we can go places.”

December Davis had been my assistant for only a year, but I’d known her all her life. I’d grown up in her father’s church in Miami and had seen December whenever I went home to visit my parents who had moved from Miami to Key Biscayne when I was ten and still made the thirty-minute drive to Miami for services and church events several times a week. 

I’d watched December grow into a beautiful and smart young woman, and when she’d moved to Atlanta to be closer to her now fiancé who was also our youth music director, I hadn’t hesitated in snatching her up to be my assistant at the church. December’s infectious smile and positive outlook on life reminded me of the girl I’d once been, though it’d been for a very short time. I was very protective of December, and I would lose my religion and my senses if any man hurt her. She was like the daughter I never had, and she knew I was wrapped around her little finger.

“I do have a lot of sermons,” I confessed. I wasn’t comfortable speaking in front of a crowd, but as the pastor’s wife, it was my duty. I’d taught a weekly women’s Bible study for ten years at our church and was very proud of every sermon because they were uniquely mine. Harris had helped me the first year and then I’d built up the confidence to write them by myself.

December and I sat in my office reflecting on the latest two-hour class and gossiping about church news, although she steered clear from mentioning Harris’ latest business trip on which he’d taken Sonya, and apparently, their youngest daughter. Just the thought of the spectacle of my life made me cringe. How could I empower anyone when I couldn’t give what I didn’t have?

“Maybe writing a book would be too much, and do we need another women’s self-help book?” I knew I was telling a bald-faced lie in the house of the Lord, however, so many things had happened in this house it was now more tainted than sacred. The stories I could tell about this place. I never would, of course, so maybe I could appease my need for release with a self-help rather than a scandalous tell-all. 

The idea of a book always made me feel like a fraud and I’d managed to push it away for every time it’d reared its ugly head, but I was willing to consider it more now. A book would allow me to reach more women without having to speak so much, although, if December had her way, I would be the next Oprah Winfrey. My job was to push some of that youthful ambition onto her and remain in my corner where I was happy. December’s future was as exciting as her curly hair, which was a mix of blonde shades and stood out from her pretty face like a colorful halo. She always wore bold makeup and jewelry and bright colors, which was another thing we had in common.  

“You don’t have to write, you’ve been writing for ten years, maybe longer,” December pointed out. Give me our notes and I’ll compile some of your best ones and we’ll go from there.”

***
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The next day, she presented me with one hundred of my sermons with so much enthusiasm, that I was flattered and excited. I went home and poured over the sermons I’d prepared over the years and ignored the sinking feeling of deception which left my heart and eventually settled in my stomach. I wasn’t practicing what I preached, however, those who couldn’t do, taught others how to do it, right? Half the women who now had bestsellers were frauds anyway. Few of our real lives matched our Instagram persona, but I could still add value. I was sure I could help other women avoid some of the mistakes I’d made and that was a good enough reason to put myself out there.

***
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“I want to write a book,” I told Harris over dinner a few days later when he’d returned from his trip. I hadn’t even asked him how it’d gone because I feared I wouldn’t have been able to contain my emotions while he sat there and lied to me. No, Harris didn’t lie anymore. We both knew of his extracurricular activities on his business trips so nothing needed to be said. After twenty-six years of marriage, I knew what the deal was.

He smiled, and I remembered how the brightness of his perfectly-capped teeth had once captivated me. Now, its disingenuous beauty made me squirm because I knew what lay beneath the perfection. His teeth were like thirty-two little white-washed headstones, one for each year we’d known each other. We’d met at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, during a college tour when we were seventeen. After high school, he’d enrolled in theology and I’d studied art and creative writing. I’d fallen for his bullshit, hook, line, and sinker. Now, I couldn’t believe anything he said and I was only telling him my plans as a courtesy he didn’t deserve but I extended as a dutiful wife.

“I think books geared toward women would be a good addition to our portfolio,” he agreed.

I stiffened. This would be my book, not ours, but it wasn’t the right time to enlighten him.

“I want to go to Alaska to write,” I told him.

His face registered shock and then it cleared and he smiled. “Alaska gave Pastor McBride’s wife a bestseller, so maybe it’ll work for you too.”

Harris had always been competitive, as were many other pastors, although most of it was justified by being for the honor and glory of God. God had nothing to do with it, for him or me.

***
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A week later, I left my life behind and headed to a small town in Alaska I’d never heard of before Minister McBride had made it famous in our church community. December had offered to come with me and I was about to say yes when something made me say no.

“I want to be alone so I can focus,” I told her. “We’ll video chat every day and go over my progress.”

She smiled. “Yeah, I don’t think I’d survived in a small town out in the middle of nowhere. I don’t know how Maddie McBride ended up in Barrow, Alaska anyway.”

I grinned. “It must’ve been a divine revelation. I’m used to small towns, and the weather should still be bearable, so I won’t have to endure an Alaskan winter. I’m looking forward to the peace and quiet.”

“I hear they have moose out there and they just walk up to your front door. What’s the plural of moose? Mooses? Meese?”

I chuckled. “I don’t know, but if I see a few, I’ll find out before I write about it. I hope I do because that would make a good story. I was determined to come back with a bestseller. What I came back with was the best thing that had ever happened to me.

***
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I wandered the VIP lounge at Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport while waiting for my flight to Seattle where I’d have about an hour to do some damage in another VIP lounge before boarding my flight to Fairbanks, Alaska. From there, I would build up my courage to get on a much smaller plane to Barrow. I dined on an expensive meal and then wandered around and bought anything I thought I wouldn’t find in Barrow, even though I had filled an entire suitcase with things I thought I might need and wouldn’t find in Alaska. I also had two suitcases filled with clothes and shoes and another one loaded with binders of my notes, my Bible, and research books I had to have. My laptop was in a briefcase, along with two iPads and my older laptop where I’d written my first sermons. That was purely for nostalgia and inspiration. I didn’t exactly travel light. 

I spent most of the flight going over my notes, and once we arrived at Seattle-Tacoma International, I decided to clear my head with a little retail therapy. I bought a few cute loungewear sets since I would spend most of my time indoors. I also bought a soft gray throw to help warm up the chilly fall nights and some candles to add to the stash I’d hauled from Atlanta. The lodge where I would be staying had a quaint farm-to-table restaurant serving breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and all the reviews said the food was excellent, however, none had mentioned the coffee and I took that too seriously to leave it to chance. As long as I had good coffee, I was happy. I found a few coffee brands I’d never tried before, and then, glowing and happy with my purchases, I headed to my flight.

The drop in temperature hit me as soon as I exited the airport in Fairbanks and headed for a smaller building to check in for my flight to Barrow, officially called Utqiagvik, which didn’t flow as easily as Barrow, which I ended up using even though I felt guilty. As a Haitian/Peruvian, I was all about getting names right, but the official name made me feel as if I was in another country, and Barrow was far enough out of my comfort zone. I pulled my fur hat lower over my ears and shoved my hands into the pockets of my wool-cashmere trench coat as I headed to the charter plane that would take me to Barrow. My steps faltered when I saw how small the plane was.

My porter gave me a sympathetic smile. “It’s the only way in and out of town, ma’am.”

“In that case, they should’ve invested in something bigger,” I said.

He chuckled. “It’s a twelve-seater, that’s the bigger one. Had a group go out this morning in a five-seater, and that included the pilot.”

I felt the color drain from my face.

The porter eyed me curiously. “Why are you going to Barrow, if you don’t mind me asking?”

I shook my head. “I’m working on a book and I need somewhere quiet.”

“Where are you from?”

“Atlanta.”

“They don’t have quiet places in Georgia?”

I smiled. “I wanted something different. Have you been to Barrow?”

He nodded. “It’s beautiful at this time of year. How long are you staying?”

“A month.”

“You’ll be out before the polar night or the eternal midnight as some people call it.”

“That’s too extreme for me,” I told him. I gave him a generous tip after he helped me check in my luggage. I wasn’t surprised when I went over the airline’s limit. I happily paid for the extra although I never understood how making my wallet lighter would make my luggage lighter. I suppose it was to discourage people from going over the limit, but I’d always found it amusing that cash solved the problem. Although, the Bible did say that; a feast is prepared for laughter, and wine makes life merry, but money is the answer for everything.

I tried to relax on the last leg of my long journey and the beauty of Alaska below me kept my mind enthralled and away from my fears. The landscape was simply magnificent, and although the state was small in terms of population, it was vast in size and beauty. It was the first week in October and fall had painted the still lush landscape in shades of yellow, brown, and red which stood out against the dark blue of the sky and ocean. Already it felt like a different world and that was what I wanted. The scene below got more remote the closer we got to Barrow and once I saw the size and starkness of the town, I wanted to head back to Fairbanks. I could see the fog closing in as soon as I stepped off the plane. I pushed my unease aside. I was stepping out of my comfort zone. I had no idea what would happen and that was a good thing because, for almost three decades, my life choices had been dictated by my husband, my religion, my standing in my church or community, or my fears. I’d left all those boxes in Atlanta and when I realized I could be anyone here, I suddenly felt free.

I walked out of the airport with a pep in my step in my designer boots which immediately sank deep into brown sludge. Where was the road for Christ's sake? I needed to get somewhere dry or my boots would be ruined. The lodge I’d booked had sent someone to meet me and I scanned the people milling about looking for someone holding a piece of cardboard with my name on it.

“You’re Nola Harris, right?”

I spun around and stared up at the man who’d asked the question. He was tall; I’d say the same height as Harris, although the similarities ended there. I placed him in his early thirties although much of his face was covered by a full dark-blonde beard. He had dark-blonde hair long enough to pull into a bun and piercing light-blue eyes. He needed a shave, a haircut, and something other than the dirty jeans and construction boots, Kiss T-shirt, and worn brown jacket to pick up his guests. I’d seen the owners online and they’d seemed like a nice, middle-aged couple. This must be their son who didn’t seem to have inherited his parents’ charm and couldn’t be bothered to give me more than a dismissive glance.

“Yes, I’m Nola Harris, and you are?”

“My parents couldn’t make it.” He grabbed the handle of the trolley a porter had piled my luggage onto and started walking away.

I stared after his broad back for a second and then rushed after him. “Excuse me! Is this how you treat your guests?”

“What do you want, a welcome mat and a lei?”

I huffed and puffed before answering. “A little common courtesy and manners would suffice. You’re not creating a very good first impression, Mr. Novikoff.”

He stopped and turned so suddenly I couldn’t stop in time and slammed into him. One arm snaked around me to keep me from falling on the wet dirt and I came up against his hard body. My nose flared. He looked dirty but he didn’t smell like it. He didn’t smell as if he’d just stepped out of the shower or wore expensive cologne like Harris. He smelled the way a man who did hard physical labor would smell at the end of the day. There was a hint of sweat but it wasn’t unpleasant. The predominant odor was something I couldn’t identify though my body responded to it. My knees went weak and my stomach tingled.

“Are you all right?”

His breath was fresh as it flowed across my face. I stared up at him. His eyes were so blue they took me back to the perfect summer day on Key Biscayne where there wasn’t a cloud in the sky and the sun and the wind caressed my skin as I dipped my toes in warm water. That world was as far away from frosty Barrow as you could get and yet he took me there with one stare.

He put a little distance between us and kept his hand at the small of my back in case I went down. My knees threatened to do just that and I pulled myself up. “I’m fine. You should be more considerate instead of acting as if taking me to the lodge is something you want to be over and done with.”

“It is something I want to be over and done with.”

I gasped and his dismissive expression changed to contrition. “I’m sorry; I don’t mean to be so rude. Today’s just not a good day for me. We had an ice storm last night and my parents don’t drive when the road to the lodge gets too mucky. It’s not like in town.” He raked a few strands of hair back from his face. “Don’t let my bad attitude give you the wrong impression of them. I’m the apple that fell so far from the tree that people wonder if we’re related.”

I appeased him with a small smile. “It’s okay, we all have bad days.” I wanted to ask him why he wasn’t wearing a cap. It was freezing and his ears were pink with cold. He turned and started walking again and I hurried to keep up so we could both get out of the cold as quickly as possible.

He led me to a big, mean-looking black truck and was considerate enough to open the passenger door and help me in before he loaded my luggage in the back. The double cab had plush black leather seats and was warm and the temperature spiked higher as soon as he got in beside me. Suddenly, the truck didn’t seem so big. My fingers trembled as I placed my briefcase and purse between us and put on my seatbelt. He pulled out of the parking area and headed west.

I was so acutely aware of him sitting next to me that I felt the heat from his body. I pushed up against the door as much as I could. I was so uncomfortable, shocked, and embarrassed at how my body was reacting to him. My lower half tingled and my heart kept skipping beats and breathing was suddenly more difficult than it should’ve been. Why had my body gone crazy? I’d never reacted this way to any man, and I couldn’t believe  I was ...attracted to him!

That should’ve been impossible because I was a good, Christian woman, a good married Christian woman who’d never even thought about another man despite my husband’s cheating. I loved the Lord too much to jeopardize my soul with another man. I was a praying woman, and God would deal with Harris in due time. It didn’t matter that we hadn’t had sex in a year. I could admit I was lonely and that there were some things in life Jesus couldn’t give me, but why him?! He looked maybe thirty, thirty-five at the most. Why in God’s name was I attracted to a thirty-year-old white man with a bun and the manners of an alley cat? The devil was a liar and so were my hormones. I was tired, that was all. Tomorrow I would be back to my senses and able to put this boy firmly in his place.

I kept my eyes on the scenery, which was depressing except for the sky. The sun was slowly sinking and God had taken his brush and painted large brushstrokes of red and burnt orange and peeks of yellow across the evening sky. The colors reflected across the quaint houses whose beauty was ruined by all the junk surrounding them and the large puddles of slush left after the storm. The town was flat and I didn’t see any trees, and then I remembered I was in tundra territory. Was this where Maddie McBride had gotten closer to God? Was I missing something or had her tagline been far from the truth, like so much even Christian people posted on social media? 

I turned my eyes from the window when he whose name I still didn’t know and I refused to call Mr. Novikoff again because he didn’t deserve it, pulled into what looked like a general store from the nineteen-fifties and got out without saying a word to me. God, he was rude! While I waited, I took my phone out of my purse and sent December a short text letting her know I’d arrived safely and would call after I was settled in my room. I’d bought a mobile broadband to ensure I always had internet access since the lodge was a little ways out of town. I checked my messages and responded to a few and he still hadn’t come out of the store. It was now completely dark and I was sitting in an almost empty parking lot in a strange town waiting for the rudest man I’d ever met. If I could, I would’ve gotten out and called a cab and let him freak out about what had happened to me.

Finally, he came out with a big brown sack on one shoulder which he threw onto the back of the truck before going back inside. I fumed and watched him make five trips back and forth with supplies, and then he hopped in and pulled off without a word.

“I would prefer you not conduct your own business on my time,” I hissed.

“Actually, I picked you up on my time, so you’ll have to sit and look pretty while I finish my errands.”

“You don’t work at the lodge?” I asked.

“I help out at the lodge,” he corrected.

“I hope your parents know how bad you are for their business.”

He flashed a gorgeous smile, and though I was angry at him, it made my stomach flip-flop.

“I can be quite charming when I want to be. Sit tight, princess, I have a few more stops to make.”

“So why are you so rude to me? Is it my color? I would imagine you don’t get a lot of black people up here.”

“That’s not why I don’t like you.”

I was about to ask why he didn’t like me when I decided that I didn’t care. “I don’t like you either,” I said instead.

“Good. Now that we’ve established our mutual dislike, we don’t have to talk to each other.” He turned on the radio and filled the space between us with loud rock music. I popped in my earbuds and found a gospel playlist on my phone. He and his devil music could go straight to Hell.

By the time we arrived at the lodge, I was freezing and starving and so happy to be off the road. During one of my waits in the truck, I’d texted December and asked her to book me on the next flight back to Fairbanks, where at least they had trees and paved roads. The last mile or so to the lodge had been nerve-wracking and I’d thought for sure we’d get stuck in the mud and have to walk the rest of the way. Thankfully, although his manners were deplorable, Mr. Congeniality’s driving skills were impeccable. Despite my bad mood, the warm lights inside the lodge felt welcoming, and as soon as the truck came to a stop in the driveway, the large front door opened and a middle-aged couple rushed down the wide front steps to greet me.

“Mrs. Harris!” the woman cried, “I am so sorry it took so long for you to get here. You must be freezing. We have a nice fire in the lounge and I’ve saved you a bowl of my beef stew.” She wrapped one arm around me and led me into the warmth of the lodge while her husband reprimanded their son in a foreign language, though I could tell what kind of conversation it was by the anger in his voice.

Mrs. Novikoff, who insisted I call her Mrs. Eva, chatted about the roads while she rushed me into a large lounge area and pushed me down in a high-backed chair close to an enormous fireplace.

“You get warm and I’ll get you a cup of tea,” she said before bustling out of the room.

I placed my laptop bag and purse on the rug next to the chair and surveyed the room. There were several mix-matched chairs and sofas, a large bookshelf, a piano, and several tables with lamps and real flowers. Heavy curtains framed two large windows each with a seat perfect for reading on cold nights. The room was cozy despite its size and the high-beamed ceiling.

I watched the men bring my luggage in and take them to my room, and then Mrs. Eva returned with tea. She sat across from me and she was so warm and sweet. She and her husband sat with me while I devoured the most delicious beef stew I’d ever had with a thick chunk of homemade bread and another cup of tea.

I learned that she, and her husband, Lev, were Russian immigrants who’d moved to Alaska about fifty years earlier and built a life for themselves in the tiny town. Their kindness completely made up for their rude son, whose name I finally learned was Kova.

After they confirmed he didn’t work at the lodge, I decided to stay. As long as Kova stayed away from me, everything would be fine.
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Kova

I left the lodge and headed home with my father’s tongue lashing still in my head. I didn’t like hurting my parents, but I was not sorry for my actions. The last thing we needed was another rich, stuck-up, Christian bitch to treat my parents and their staff like shit. The last woman who’d come seeking peace and quiet to write her book had been such a vile human being, that I’d decided to attack on sight when I heard another one was about to show up. 

Nola Harris had the same look as Maddie McBride; the expensive coat and boots, heavy make-up, and enough clothes for six months instead of one. If these women were representatives of Christianity, then I was glad I was a heathen. I didn’t know many Christians, and the few I did know were some of the most judgmental and hypocritical people I’d ever had the misfortune of meeting. The one good one, my father-in-law, had to supplement his faith with alcohol to get through his pain. 

Nola Harris hadn’t dispelled any of my beliefs about her kind; however, she was the prettiest hypocrite I’d met. At least I thought she was. I had no idea what was beneath all that make-up. I guess I would find out soon enough.

It was a short drive from the lodge to my cabin. I parked my truck in the garage attached to the two-bedroom box I called home and entered through the kitchen door. The garage was a necessity because I didn’t like having to dig my truck out of the snow during the long Alaskan winters whenever I had to go anywhere, which wasn’t often. It looked like I’d have to stay put for a few days until the sludge into town dried up, and it was expected to pour over the next few days. The lodge was fully stocked, and I had enough food and water to survive for six months if I had to. One part of the garage doubled as storage, and one part was a home gym, which was also necessary to keep my sanity, especially on those days when I wanted to rile at everything. Today had been one of those days.

I pulled a case of beer and one of vodka from the truck and added it to the bottom shelf of my pantry. I’d picked them up at the airport while waiting for Nola’s plane to land. Barrow was a dry town, but Jim Paxton, my father-in-law, known affectionately as Pilot Pax, brought in all the alcohol he wanted and no one said a damn thing. Jim was a hard-assed army veteran who did whatever the hell he wanted and no one on the police force could say anything to him or me because the least they could let us do was mourn the woman we loved. I ripped open the case of good Russian vodka and pulled out a bottle for the night. Mom had loaded me up with stew and I took the bowl into the cabin and popped it into the microwave. I wasn’t hungry, so the food was just to soak up the liquor so I could drink more.

When the microwave dinged, I took the bowl out, grabbed a spoon, and walked through the boring brown kitchen into my boring brown living room which had a leather couch I’d had since high school and a black coffee table I only used as a footstool while watching sports on the monstrous TV across from the couch. The white curtains at the two windows and pale gray walls had been my mother’s attempt to add some light to the room. It hadn’t worked.

I placed the bowl on the coffee table and wandered through to my bedroom which was also gray and sad with a big bed I rarely slept in. The bed was a place for clean laundry and the floor was my hamper. I let my memories sleep in there while I crashed on the couch or in the guest bedroom. I stripped and added the day’s lot to the pile at the foot of the bed and then pulled a pair of black sweatpants from the clean pile and slid them on. I walked back into the living room and flopped down on the couch. I picked up the remote and flipped on the TV.

I barely took note of the true-crime drama as I wolfed down the stew. It was merely background noise to my reflections of the true-crime drama that had rocked my world three years earlier on that same night. The years hadn’t made it any easier to face the night my wife, River, and Pax’s daughter, had been killed. 

When I was done eating, I took my bowl into the kitchen and gazed out the window while I washed and dried the bowl and lid. I never left dishes in the sink, and that was one of the reasons I drank from the bottle. A drunken man attempting to wash a glass could get dangerous and getting to the hospital right then would be almost impossible. I did have a first aid kit though. The main reason I never left dirty dishes was because one dirty bowl was a slippery slope down to me becoming a complete slob. Washing a bowl was easier than doing laundry so as long as I could do that, I still had a grip on things.

After River’s death, I hadn’t been able to do anything and the mess had piled up around me until my mother had intervened. Seeing her on her hands and knees scrubbing liquor stains from my floor had torn me to pieces.

My mother had worked hard her whole life. My parents didn’t have any strong beliefs other than to work and love hard. They’d migrated from Russia about fifty years earlier with a group of Russians who worshiped in the old ways before the Russian Orthodox Religion was changed to align with the Greek Orthodox Church in 1652. They’d created a community called Nikolaevsk, on Alaska’s south-central Kenai Peninsula.

I was born into that community, but my parents left when I was ten after a string of miscarriages destroyed my mother’s faith in God and they left the community after the lodge came up for sale. My mother still prayed in a language called Old Church Slavonic though they’d never felt the need to teach it to me like they had Russian. I believed they both struggled with religion, and in the end, they’d decided to raise me without one. I’d shared their creed of work hard, love hard, but I’d had to drop the latter after River was taken from me.

I grabbed the bottle of vodka and returned to the couch. I fully intended to drink myself to sleep and spend most of the next day in zombie mode. My brain should be back to normal by evening when I’d get back to finishing my latest crime novel which was already a week past the deadline. I had ten books under my belt in five years and they all sold well enough that I didn’t need a regular job, which was good because I wasn’t built for anything else. I’d been smart enough to create a series of true-to-life crime thrillers. This latest book, however, would be different in that it was River’s story, and for her, I was willing to step out of the shadows I preferred to live in to bring awareness to the hundreds of women who were killed every year by someone who supposedly loved them. 

I opened the bottle and took a swig before picking up my cell phone and calling my agent. I didn’t realize that my nine o’clock meant it was one in the morning in New York. I was just about to hang up and leave a voice mail when Luther answered sounding very awake. “What’re still doing up?” I asked.

“I’m on my way home from a party you should’ve attended. There were some heavy hitters for books and films. I think we’ll soon get multiple offers for the film adaptation of your first book.”

I perked up. At least I had some very good news on such a dismal day. “That’s good to know, man, but I think you’re better off doing the schmoozing by yourself. My anxiety would turn me into a babbling idiot.” I took another swig because just the thought of going to a party made my heart race. I’d never allowed a doctor into my head to diagnose me with social anxiety; however, Google had told me that’s what I had. In a small town like Barrow where everyone was in your business, the internet when it worked, was your first stop on the information highway.

“I want you to do a limited book tour when this book is released. I’m thinking just New York and LA.” 

Those words made my heart palpitate. The stunned silence that followed said it all. “You know my answer,” I finally said.

“Yeah, I know. I keep asking in hopes you’ll change your mind.”

“I won’t.”

“Then at least finish the damn book, Kova.”

“I will, it’s taking longer than I expected, and you know why.”

“I understand, but I think you need to get out of your head.”

I grunted. “I’m a writer, Luther.”  

“You’re not writing this book as a writer, you’re writing this as a grieving man who lost his wife, and that might be your problem.”

I got up and walked over to the window and stared out into the darkness. “I can’t separate myself from this one.”

“I think you need to. Your books are inspired by actual cases, it’s not true crime. You may have to change certain things so it doesn’t hit so close to home.”

“I can’t do that, not for her.”

“Then I need to come up to Alaska and crack the whip because the publisher paid our advance early and we’ll deliver late. I need to mitigate the lateness as much as possible.”

I knew how fortunate I was to have the biggest publisher in New York pumping out my books. The relationship had always been beneficial for both of us; however, we were not best friends. This was a business relationship, and they’d been more than understanding when I’d missed my deadline to deliver the manuscript to my editor because of how close I was to this book. That didn’t mean they had infinite grace. I was a week behind and the first draft was only half done. I was not in a good place.

“How ‘bout you come to New York for a few weeks? I’m sure every inch of that pitiful town holds a memory of your wife. I could get you a nice hotel. New York is gorgeous in the fall, especially upstate. Or, we could try someplace warm like Miami or California, or maybe you’ll want to brush up on our Spanish and enjoy some good Mexican food.” He chuckled. “I just realized you can do those things in most cities in California or South Florida. You have a passport, so you can go anywhere in the world.”

“I’ve been everywhere in the world.” I’d spent all of my twenties working and traveling and not getting attached to any place or anything, and then, I’d bumped into a Barrow girl in Istanbul and she’d brought me back home. “I have to write her story here because she’s here, and she inspires me.”

“Okay, do what you feel you need to do to finish the book. I haven’t told you this, but the publisher is considering releasing the book during that bastard’s trial. That starts in four months, right? They’re behind you and want to bring awareness to this issue. I’ve never heard of a publisher pushing a project like this. I cannot overstate to you how important this is.”

I swallowed my fear and my confession. Luther thought I was plodding through the final draft of the book. I usually wrote clean and edited quickly and had never missed a deadline. If he knew I was still in Act 2, he’d probably burst a blood vessel. My lies would keep him alive. “I know what’s at stake. I need a week, tops. My editor doubled her price and promised she’ll have it done in a week.”

“Do you want me to come up there?”

“No, I don’t need you hovering over me. You can check in every day. I’ll start working as soon as I hang up. I’m not going to exploit her though.”

“No one is trying to exploit River, Kova.”

“The publisher wants to capitalize on the trial. I get it, it’s good publicity, but this one is not about making money for me.”

“It’s about bringing awareness as well as making money. Do you know how many women are killed by their partners every year? Even after they leave they’re still in danger. And your chief of police is partly responsible for her death. We can’t go after him, but we can make sure he never forgets he’s got invisible blood on his hands.”

“I remind him every time I see him,” I said.

“So consider a tour another stab to his heart. Just promise me you’ll think about it. It won’t take long for me to arrange a small tour.”

“All right,” I gritted out.

“Great! Then I’ll let you get to it. I’ll call tomorrow at eight, your time.”

I hit the red phone icon and then stared out into the night. Cold air seeped in through the cracks in my home and my soul and I made a mental note to reseal my windows as soon as I was done with the book. I turned around and leaned against the sill and surveyed my drab living room. I’d gotten rid of everything that reminded me of River, and that had been anything with color or beauty because it reminded me that she was gone. She’d planned to redecorate the cabin as soon as we’d finished building our house in town. We were working on a five-bedroom home close to her parents when she died. 

According to River, and both of our mothers, we’d need all those bedrooms for all the babies we would have, and for when my parents stayed over, or more like when my mother gave up the lodge and moved in as soon as the first one was born. I loved living away from town, but River hadn’t liked how cutoff we were whenever the road flooded. Flooded roads wouldn’t have been good with little kids. We’d planned to keep the cabin for when I needed time away to write. We’d had the next fifty years planned, and then, a madman had taken it all away from us.

I walked over and sat on the couch. I picked up the vodka bottle and put it to my mouth. It still boggled my mind how a random man had the power to take away the most important thing in my life and the law to not give a fuck. Liquor spilled down my chin and chest as I gulped the firewater, and I had to stop to take a breath. I fully intended to finish the bottle and then fall into bed, masturbate, and then cry myself to sleep. I should work but all I could focus on was the many ways I missed my wife.

I missed her soft voice and how she always managed to smell like strawberries even after a workout. I missed her dark hair on my chest and the way her almond eyes watered every time she laughed even if it was for a minute. I missed holding her so much I ached and I wrapped my arms around my trembling body and rocked back and forth. I missed being next to her and in her, and there were nights like tonight when those feelings got the best of me. I put the bottle back up to my mouth and took only one gulp. I had to pace myself. The last thing I needed was to overdose on alcohol and pain, especially when I was alone and the road to the hospital was nearly impassable. 

At my darkest times, thinking about my parents always stopped me before I went too far. I left the couch and headed for the bathroom. A long shower should give my body time to diffuse some of the ethanol from my system. I didn’t realize how tired I was until the warm water hit my body. I’d been working at the unfinished house all day. Over the last few months, I’d decided to finish it and then give it to my parents to use as a rental property or small hotel. They loved taking care of people, and with no grandkids to spoil; they’d love nothing more than another way to spoil other people. I’d already looked into hiring a general manager so they wouldn’t have to stretch themselves too thin. I wanted to make sure they were taken care of whenever I decided to bolt again.

I stepped out of the walk-in shower and grabbed a towel from the stack near the door and wrapped it around me. I walked back into the living room and grabbed the bottle. At least I had something to take to bed tonight.
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​Chapter Four
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Nola

The ring of my cell phone dragged me out of a deep sleep. I opened my eyes to darkness and a moment of panic when I couldn’t remember where I was. I bolted up. It was too dark to see anything. The ringing started again and I followed the sound to the floor. I felt around and my hand landed on my purse. By the time I’d fished out my cell phone, it’d stopped ringing. I checked it and there were three missed calls from December. 

I used the light from my phone to turn on the bedside lamp as the previous day’s events came rushing back. I’d been up from three and had traveled all day before having an amazing hot meal and shower. I remember putting on my new gray lounge set and saying a quick prayer before tumbling into bed, and then nothing else. I checked my phone, which I’d remembered to reset while I’d waited for Kova. It was twelve-thirty in the afternoon. I got out of bed and walked to the large window and pulled back the curtains. Outside, it looked more like six-thirty in the morning.

“Welcome to Alaska,” I muttered. I returned to the bed, and Kova popped into my head again. I still had to process my reaction toward him, but first, I had to get my bearings, and talking to December would ground me. I picked up my phone and called her back.

“Hey,” I greeted her. “I’m sorry I didn’t check in last night. I got in late and was so tired from all the travel I went to bed right after dinner.”

“It’s okay; I know how it is when jet lag gets a hold on you. What’s Barrow like?”

I flopped down onto the pillow. “Flat, muddy, treeless, cold, and gray.”

She chuckled. “That’s confirmation right there that Maddie McBride is not as holy as she claims if she thinks that place is closer to God. I mean, has she been to Sweden? The entire country is gorgeous.”

I laughed. “I don’t know why Maddie came here, and I guess I’m like a lot of Christians who follow other people who don’t know what they’re talking about.”

“Are you including your husband in that?” A little voice at the back of my head asked. I sat up. “December, I’ll call you tomorrow, okay? I’m going to do my morning devotions, hop in the shower, and then go get something to eat. I think I’ll take a walk and then work on the book for the rest of the day.”

“Pastor Harris announced in church yesterday that you were away writing a book. He didn’t tell anyone where you were. Most people think you went home to Florida.”

I laughed. “If I went home, I wouldn’t get any work done. I’d be helping out in the restaurant, on the beach, or spending all day playing with my nephews and nieces. You know I can’t resist them! I needed to get away from all distractions, and believe me; Barrow is as distraction-free as a place can be. I feel like God made the earth from the ground up and by the time he got to Barrow, he was tired and gave up.”

December burst out laughing. “Mrs. Harris, you are too funny!”

“Bye, girl, I’m going to repent for that joke.” Feeling much better, I found my favorite gospel music playlist and padded into the bathroom which had a white soaking tub I hadn’t appreciated the beauty of the night before. I sat on the edge and fiddled with the taps until I found the perfect temperature and then went back to the bedroom to get the bath salts I’d impulsively bought at the airport in Atlanta. I also grabbed my earbuds from my bag so I could turn my music up loud and not disturb any of the other guests. 

Mrs. Eva had said several couples were staying at the lodge, and also another writer whom I’d never heard of. Maybe I’d figure out why the couples were here on my walk, however, it was time to get my praise on. I turned the music up full blast while I brushed my teeth and applied a hydrating mask to my face. I’d have to moisturize my entire body before stepping
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