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Dear Love,


"Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is not arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things."

1 Corinthians 13:4-7 (ESV)
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Prologue

July - Five Years Ago

 

The sounds of shuffling papers, pens scribbling across surfaces and confidential whispers all created a muffled chorus around Noelle as she sat in Monroe County courthouse for the last time. Today ‘Noelle Angelique Pastor’ returns to ‘Noelle Angelique Morgan.’ She had sat in this courtroom more than a dozen times over the last eighteen months petitioning for a divorce from the man she once loved more than air, Eric Pastor.

 

Noelle peeked around her lawyer’s back to steal a glance at her soon-to-be ex-husband. GOD! He was gorgeous! So, eloquent, charming, well-mannered and educated. He was a criminal defense attorney in Rochester, New York. At the tender age of twenty-five years old, he already had more successful cases to his credit than most colleagues twice his age. He graduated from New York University Law School with honors, prestige, and multiple job offers at some of the top law firms in the state. 

 

Eric was already well-respected throughout the legal community, a great conversationalist, a fantastic storyteller and a brilliant lawyer. Noelle even had to admit he was a terrific lover. Not that she had much to compare it to – he had been her one and only. Yet, with all the countless accolades acquired over the years, there was one negative mark on his record that overshadowed everything else – Eric Pastor was a lousy husband. No matter how Noelle tried to rationalize his behavior, she just didn’t have the heart to forgive, nor the strength to try to make their marriage work. Not anymore. 

 

The judge’s booming voice echoing throughout the courtroom made Noelle snap back to the harsh reality that the life she once knew had officially come to an end.

 

“As requested by the petitioner, Mrs. Noelle Pastor,” the judge announced. “She will be granted all personal assets listed in her name and any profits gained from the selling of the condo shared with Mr. Pastor. Mrs. Pastor is not seeking any alimony or spousal support. So, Mr. Pastor is free to keep all monetary assets acquired throughout the course of their marriage. Mrs. Pastor, I wish you the best of luck on all future endeavors. Court adjourned.”

 

With a ceremonious bang of his gavel, it became official. Noelle was now a single woman once again. The marriage she had prided herself on was now over. As she stood to leave, she saw Eric making his way over to her. Noelle braced herself as he approached, not sure what to expect. Eric flashed his thousand-watt smile that melted the hearts of many women – there was a time when she had been one of them.

 

“Well, Noelle,” Eric began. “I hate it had to end like this. You know, I didn’t think it would take this long. The divorce proceedings, I mean. Not our marriage.”

 

Eric nervously cleared his throat and adjusted his posture after seeing Noelle’s pursed lips and furrowed brow. 

 

“Look,” he continued, trying to quickly remedy the situation. “I appreciate the generosity, but are you sure you don’t want anything else besides the stuff you came in with? After all, you are legally entitled to any monetary assets gained during our marriage.”

 

His tone was so flat and matter-of-fact, and that only aggravated Noelle more. It was like nails on a chalkboard.

 

“I’m positive, Eric,” she said pointedly, straightening her already rigid posture. “Everything I’ve ever wanted, you gave to me willingly, and I’m grateful for that. However, there were some things I didn’t ask for, like betrayal, heartache and misery. Those, along with the money, you can keep. As far as I’m concerned, you can use your money to buy an air conditioner for your new condo in Hell. Have a nice fucking day, Eric.”

 

Noelle marched out of the courtroom with her head held high, and not once did she look back. She continued outside to the rented gray Toyota Camry in the courthouse parking lot and got inside, still prideful. But, the moment she pulled her left leg inside and closed the door, Noelle openly sobbed into her hands with her forehead pressed against the steering wheel. She cried because she was hurt...because she was ashamed...because she had failed. Noelle was like so many women who dreamed of the day their Prince Charming would come and whisk them away to live happily ever after. It would be such perfect bliss with love beyond measure.

 

Unfortunately, Noelle’s fairytale soon turned into a nightmare that was far too much to bear physically, mentally and emotionally. She had lost weight, hair and for a frightful moment, her sanity. The amount of love and energy she had poured into her marriage in those two short years was more than she could spare, but she gave it without pause or complaint.

 

Now, as America sets off to spend the weekend celebrating its independence, Noelle fears for hers. She would have to find a way to live without Eric, no matter how impossible it felt. She raised her head, wiping the mascara-tinted tears from her face, and accepted the fact that ‘Noelle Pastor’ was no more. She was Noelle Morgan once again, and she does not cry over a failed relationship. She moves on with her head held high.

 

Noelle pulled out of her parking space, heading to her suite at the Omni Hotel, courtesy of her lawyer. Tonight, she would order room service and watch the neighborhood fireworks from the balcony. In the morning, she would catch her flight to Houston, Texas and begin her life as a new divorcee. Noelle would give herself everything Eric promised but failed to provide. Yes, indeed! Today was Noelle’s Independence Day.








One

Five Years Later…

 

The beautiful sunshine, serene sounds of birds singing and the light breeze of a gorgeous late-summer day all inspired the slight bounce in Noelle’s step and the spontaneous whistling of Jill Scott’s “Golden.” As she strolled down the street towards work, she smiled cheerfully because something told her today was going to be a very good day. It had been five years since Noelle’s divorce was finalized and she had moved back home to Houston. With each passing day since moving back, she made it her mission to regain her joy and vowed never to relinquish it again. Especially not to any man with nothing to add to her life. 

 

Initially, she had to endure the sympathetic, yet smug, stares of other women in her hometown. Noelle Morgan held a long-standing reputation as one of the luckiest women in Houston when she started dating Eric Pastor her junior year at Texas Southern University. However, once word spread that she was leaving him, her pristine reputation became tainted. She was deemed silly, immature and a fool for walking out on such a “good man.” 

 

Once the real truth seeped out, some people’s perception of her changed, but others still thought the act of infidelity was a forgivable offense when married to someone like Eric Pastor. Noelle couldn’t understand that reasoning, and eventually she stopped caring about their opinions and questioning stares.

 

Since her divorce and move back home, Noelle bounced back better than anyone could’ve imagined. Three years ago, she opened her very own beauty salon in the Town Center shopping district of South Houston, aptly named Noelle’s. She had also purchased a cozy three-bedroom house in a quaint part of the Pearland neighborhood that completed her “Living the dream” image. 

 

As she reached the proverbial gateway to one of her lifelong dreams, Noelle gracefully pulled the salon’s front door open and glided across the threshold with a wide smile still adorning her face. 

 

“Good morning, ladies!” she sang the greeting to the staff and collective of customers as she entered the salon.

“Heeeyyy!” they replied in choppy unison.

“Mornin’, Boss Lady,” the receptionist said with a smile that matched Noelle’s.

 

Debra Thomas was Noelle’s right hand woman – had been since the shop first opened. She often wore many hats within the salon, stepping in to help with anything the staff and Noelle needed from her. Debra was a beautiful chocolate woman with perfect pixie facial features, full curly hair and small round-frame glasses perched neatly on her nose. She always had a warm smile and a kind word ready for anyone who needed it; but she also kept a healthy arsenal of pettiness on hand, just in case they needed that, too. It was the perfect balance that made Debra and Noelle the best of friends.

 

“Hey, Deb. Always a pleasure to see you doing some work,” Noelle teased, playfully sticking out her tongue.

“Ha, ha!” Debra mocked, rolling her eyes and adjusting her glasses.“What are you so chipper about this morning? Oooh! Was it a hot dinner date that turned into an even hotter breakfast date?”

 

Debra’s question was accompanied by a devilish grin as she gleefully followed Noelle into her office, fully ignoring the way her boss had rolled her eyes. Noelle’s office was a spacious room at the back of the salon with a large mahogany armoire on the left wall. Her desk matched it and was accented by a maroon, high-back tufted leather chair with gold buttons going down the middle of the chairback. The office had hardwood floors with one large floor-to-ceiling window that looked out into the shopping center’s courtyard. 

 

There were cream and gold sheer curtains hanging on the window, giving the office an elegant feel. A long couch matching the desk chair sat along the far right wall. Above the couch were three shelves that held framed photos of Noelle, her family and several with her co-workers at the annual Halloween and Christmas parties, but her favorite photo sat on her desk. It was a picture of her with the staff during the shop's grand opening. 

 

As Noelle hung up her burgundy waist-length, leather jacket and chocolate-brown Coach handbag, she rolled her eyes again at Debra’s earlier question. 

 

“Whatever, Debra. Now let’s get down to business,” Noelle said dismissively as she perched herself on the corner of her desk, letting her left leg swing slightly back and forth. “What’s on the agenda for today?”

 

Debra sat on the couch with her tablet in hand, as she did every morning to go over Noelle’s daily itinerary.

 

“Well, you have an 11AM wash and roller set with Mrs. Burgs. Then at 1PM, Sonia Taylor is coming to get a weave overlay. She’ll be supplying her own hair,” Debra added with a snort and Noelle echoed the sentiment.

 

Noelle also had three sew-ins, two crotchets and a haircut appointment all scheduled for the day. On Tuesdays, she typically stayed open until 9PM instead of closing at the usual 7PM to allow for last minute walk-ins or clients who may be running a little late. By then, it was usually just Noelle and one other stylist – most often it was Debra who opted to stick around.

 

“Well, it sounds like we have a busy day ahead of us. So let’s get to it!” Noelle gave a quick clap, breaking up their huddle.

 

She grabbed her navy blue wraparound smock with the salon’s name in gold glitter lettering on the back and her name in cursive over the left breast pocket. Noelle walked out of her office, followed by Debra, and went to her station at the front of the shop, just as her 11AM client arrived. 

 

“Good morning, Mrs. Burgs,” Noelle greeted, spinning the chair around so the older woman could take a seat. “Right on time, as always. Come on so we can make you even more beautiful than you already are.”

 

Mrs. Burgs bashfully smiled and waved her hand as she came over to the chair. The day ran smoothly from that point on. Each of the stylists stayed busy with their numerous appointments, but there was no overcrowding in the waiting area. Around 3PM, the customer traffic fluctuated from busy to mild then back to busy. Noelle was leading her next customer to the sink at the back of the shop to start washing her hair when she suddenly heard the front door’s windchimes, signaling someone else’s arrival. 

 

Appreciative hoots and whistles could be heard coming from the customers and staff, but she didn’t pay it much attention. They’d cut up like that when the mailman came in; so this was nothing new. As Noelle adjusted the water’s temperature and fanned the customers hair under the warm stream, she heard her name come from an unfamiliar, but sensuously heavy baritone that unexpectedly sent chills up her spine, made her skin flush warm and piqued her interest.








Two

Two of South Houston’s finest firemen had entered Noelle’s, instantly receiving appreciative glances, catcalls and the occasional kiss blown their way. Like the gentlemen they were, they smiled graciously and even winked flirtatiously at the ladies as they walked up to Debra’s desk. One of them held a binder and the other a clipboard.

 

“Good afternoon, Gentlemen,” Debra greeted them with a warm smile, her sweet southern drawl pouring over each word like warm honey. “Welcome to Noelle’s. How can I help you? I assume you’re not here to indulge in any of our spa services.”

“No, Ma’am. We’re not here to indulge, but thank you,” said the one with the binder. “We’re actually just stopping by for your annual fire safety inspection. This is our last stop for the day, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing,”

 

He looked around at the many pretty faces that openly admired him and winked at one of the female patrons, who swooned and fanned herself. The one with the clipboard was the next to speak. 

 

“I’ll have to agree with my partner here. But, I promise the inspection won’t take long. We just need to see a Ms. Noelle Morgan,” he said, peering down at his clipboard for confirmation.

 

At the sound of her name, Noelle turned to see who was asking for her. The fireman with the binder was a butter pecan complexion. He had short, curly cropped hair, thick eyebrows, full blushed-pink lips and a well-groomed mustache and beard. However, the true source of her curiosity was the man holding the clipboard. He looked every inch of six feet and four inches tall. He had a low cut fade with luscious waves that rippled across his head. 

 

His face was clean shaven and flawless. His eyes were an odd shade of brown, like Sherry or Cognac, Noelle couldn’t tell from the distance between them. His voice was what caught her attention the most. It was a sonically beautiful combination of Maxwell and Barry White. Not too deep to sound forced or intimidating, but deep enough to spark sensations within her that hadn’t been felt in a long time. Her throat went dry and she got an anxious feeling swirling in the pit of her stomach. 

 

Hearing Debra now call her name made Noelle snap out of her daze. She told her client she would be back shortly and asked one of her staff members to rinse the lady’s hair and seat her back at her station. She walked to the front of the salon near Debra’s desk where the two men stood. All the while, her eyes were locked on those of the one who piqued her interest the most. He was tall, muscular and the definition of masculinity in every way. 

 

He had strong, toned arms with bulging biceps that fit snugly beneath the short sleeves of his uniform shirt. The expanse of his chest pressed ever so intimately against the shirt fabric, making the buttons look like they were struggling to keep his shirt closed. The navy blue shirt was tucked into matching pressed pants that hugged his strong thighs. The pants fell subtly over the tops of black, leather shoes shined to perfection and neatly laced and tied. His gold name badge and fireman’s pin glistened in the mixture of the shop’s fluorescent lighting and the late afternoon sunlight shining through the open blinds. 

 

In true Noelle fashion, she approached with a pleasant smile that added a soft glint in her eyes. 

 

“Welcome to my shop, Gentlemen,” she said, extending her hand to each of them, her accent sweet and thick like molasses. “It is always a pleasure having fresh faces in this place.”

“Thank you for being so gracious and inviting, Ms. Morgan. We hope this isn’t too much of an inconvenience for you,” the object of her attraction remarked.

“No need to be so formal. Please, call me Noelle. And I can’t complain about your visit being an inconvenience, when I’m not exactly sure why you’re here,” she replied with a soft giggle.

 

The firemen chuckled slightly before explaining the reason for their visit. 

 

“We just have to make sure all of your extinguishers are in standard working condition and easily accessible,” the fireman with the clipboard said. “Make sure your smoke detectors and sprinklers are working properly, all exits are easy to get to, and be sure that none of your electrical cords or sockets are potential fire hazards. I’d hate for my next visit to involve me putting out any fires that could possibly destroy this beautiful place full of beautiful women.”

 

He flashed a perfect smile, displaying pearly white teeth beneath luscious, delectably kissable lips...Noelle, what is wrong with you! He’s just a man! Get it together! she silently scolded herself. 

 

“Well, aren’t you the charming one? Mister…?” Noelle asked, raising her perfectly arched left brow.

“Jackson. First name, not last,” he said, smiling politely and touching his chest with the palm of his left hand. “And this is Aundre. Since we’re being informal.”

 

Pleasantries and smiles were exchanged amongst the trio, then Noelle escorted them throughout the shop to conduct their inspection. As she passed her waiting client, now seated back at her station, she apologized for the wait and assured her it wouldn’t be too much longer. Noelle asked Debra to bring the young lady a complimentary cappuccino from the break room while she waited. 

 

The first task on Jackson and Aundre’s list was to inspect the placement and operation of all fire extinguishers. One was found on the wall at the back of the shop right outside of Noelle’s office. Another on the wall by the front door and the third was upstairs in the nail technicians’ loft. The next step was to assess whether all of the water sprinklers and smoke detectors worked properly. 

 

When Aundre climbed the ladder to check the apparatuses in the hallway ceiling right outside the storage closet, Jackson took the opportunity to strike up a conversation with the cocoa-colored beauty beside him. 

 

“So far everything seems to be in compliance and up to code. Good job,” he said, looking down at her and offering a smile.

 

Noelle smiled in return and took the risk of looking into Jackson’s inviting eyes. BIG MISTAKE! They were like deep pools of wonder and lust that temptingly tugged at every one of her feminine senses. Up close, she could see that his eyes were in fact a dark hazel color that seemed to darken the longer he looked at her. She inwardly wondered, Does he have any idea how fine he is?...Why is he looking at me like that?...He better stop before he starts something! 

 

In the deep recesses of her mind, she pictured Jackson’s muscular arms wrapped around her tightly; his strong hands caressing her face. She hadn’t really enjoyed the touch of a man since her divorce was finalized. True, she had been on multiple dates with multiple men, but nothing ever came of those encounters other than erased voicemails and ignored phone calls. Noelle had found that most men weren’t gentlemen anymore. They had so many ulterior motives that had nothing to do with treating her right, let alone committing to her. 

 

Just thinking back on all those bad experiences disgusted her. It was like after her whole ordeal with Eric and his infidelity, she seemed to be a target for every wrong type of man there was. She had run-ins with everyone from the jobless ex-con to the lying married man. It had been a long, dry, unromantic five years for Ms. Noelle Angelique Morgan, to say the least. Yet, at this very moment while looking at the face of Jackson Lucas Howard she actually saw the potential for something...she just wasn’t sure what.

 

The silence behind him caught Aundre’s attention. He stole a glance at Jackson and Noelle and what he saw almost made him laugh out loud. They were like two lovestruck teenagers in that awkward, shy stage. As long as they had been friends, he had never seen Jackson look at any woman that way. I think it’s safe to say my boy has been hit by Cupid, Aundre mused. That thought did make him laugh, which caused Jackson and Noelle to snap out of their trance. 

 

Noelle blushed noticeably, while Jackson nervously cleared his throat. He excused himself from her side and walked over to Aundre, pretending to go confirm that the sprinklers were working okay. 

 

“What are you over here giggling at?” Jackson asked in a hushed tone.

“I’m giggling at you, Lover Boy,” Aundre said with a smirk.

“Whatever, man” Jackson said dryly, as he squinted his eyes in annoyance.

 

💕💕💕💕💕💕

 

Jackson and Aundre concluded their inspection and congratulated Noelle on successfully passing with flying colors. She thanked them and said they were more than welcome to return anytime for a leisurely visit, hair appointment or if they were looking for a date. Everyone in the shop laughed at her last comment, then farewells were exchanged as the two uniformed Adonises faded away into the distance. All the women released a unified and somewhat orgasmic sigh, then erupted in a fit of giggles and conversations centered around Jackson and Aundre’s looks and even their potential sexual prowess. Noelle shook her head with a smile and went back to her long-waiting client. 

 

After finishing up her last appointment, Noelle stepped into her office. The clock above the sofa read 6:30PM – two and half more hours until quitting time. Thankfully, she was pretty much done styling for the day. S0, she spent the rest of the evening going over inventory, invoicing and bookkeeping. 

 

As she sat at her desk pouring over the weekly paperwork, her mind kept wandering in one direction…Jackson’s. What was it about him that made his being so intriguing? It’s not like she was able to get very acquainted with him. The man didn’t really say much while conducting his inspection. Noelle wondered if he was just the strong silent type. Or maybe he was shy?

 

“That would be so cute,” she thought out loud.

“What would be so cute?” Debra asked from the office doorway, making Noelle jump.

“How long have you been standing there?” Noelle asked, her eyes darting back and forth.

“Stop trying to change the subject! What would be so cute?” Debra asked again.

 

Noelle waved off her question and went back to her paperwork. Debra closed the door and tiptoed over to Noelle’s desk. She stared at the top of her boss’s head and smiled at her feeble attempts to avoid the conversation. Debra leaned forward and whispered in Noelle’s ear, “Him was cute.” 

 

Noelle’s head shot up and she looked at Debra for a short moment before they both burst into laughter. 

 

“Yes, him was!” Noelle said with a giggle. “My lord! I haven’t seen a man that fine roaming around Houston in a long time.”

“Me either,” Debra happily agreed as she plopped down in one of the chairs in front of Noelle’s desk. “Don’t get me wrong. My hubby is a hunk in his own right, but damn! They both were fine as hell! Especially that Jackson.”

 

Noelle couldn’t help but agree. There was just something about the way he looked at her, and the way his body called to her and hers to him. It felt so natural. Surely, you shouldn’t feel this way about someone you’ve just met, she thought. And yet, that is exactly how she felt. Her skin tingled at the very thought of Jackson. God forbid he ever actually laid a hand on her – her body might just melt away in his hands. 

 

Noelle considered disclosing her inner thoughts to Debra, but resisted because she didn’t want to blow her one chance meeting of Jackson out of proportion. After all, she doubted very seriously if she’d ever see him again, since there were plenty of firemen who could come by for a routine fire safety inspection. Noelle shrugged off the disappointment she felt at that thought. Then she and Debra continued to chat about some of the clientele that had come in earlier, and what the remainder of the workday had in store. 

 

Closing time came sooner rather than later, which made Noelle very happy because she was exhausted. As she shut off the interior lights and stepped outside, she breathed a sigh of relief to be locking the doors to her salon and to soon be unlocking the doors to her home. 








Three

Thursday morning came in with an eerie aura around it. Noelle woke up at 8AM like she did most mornings – showered, ate breakfast, and applied her makeup one eyelid at a time. However, this particular morning was unlike the rest. The early Fall air that was typical of late September was absent and in its place were much colder temperatures and heavy rains that beat down on the roof overhead. Noelle knew this time of year brought on a multitude of changes, but today just felt...different. 

 

She woke up with this nervous feeling in the pit of her stomach, stiffness in her joints and a weird sense of foreboding, or worse...déjà vu. It had been a long time since she last felt like this, and that last time didn’t end so well for her. 

 

When Noelle finally arrived at the salon, she was greeted by Debra and two other stylists who had come in for early appointments. It was only ten minutes until the salon officially opened for business, and Noelle still wasn’t feeling much like herself. A fact that wasn’t lost on Debra, because she instantly furrowed her brow suspiciously when Noelle sluggishly walked in and offered the driest “Hello” Debra had ever heard. 

 

She followed Noelle into the office as usual. Noelle hung up her coat and purse in the armoire, and grabbed her work smock, putting it on just as listlessly as she had walked into the shop. She never once
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