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Dedication

Wow. Where to begin? I am about to burst in tears writing this dedication.  First off, this book means a lot to me and is probably the most important book I’ve written to date.  

I wrote this book in honor of my cousin who has been living with the HIV virus for over a decade. I admire her strength and determination to carry on each day. Though she lives with her condition in confidence, there are days where the disease reminds her of its presence and those are the hardest days for her to deal with. I hope that she knows her family and I love her and that we are with her every step of the way. She is a true soldier who is already winning a battle many

unfortunately have lost. She will always be a hero to me. I love you, cuz.

I also dedicate this book to all who struggle with the same battle as my cousin and I wish you all well. I also dedicate this to loved ones who have supported their relatives and friends through the fight. Yes, living with HIV has gotten much easier since my cousin contracted the virus, but there is more work to be done. I hope one day that people can be HIV-positive without some of the emotional, mental, and physical suffering some with the virus have had to endure.

And, for those who are not familiar with HIV or AIDs, get familiar. If you have relatives and friends with this disease, support them, and let them know you care. Sometimes that’s the best thing we can do.

To the readers, I hope you enjoy Madeline’s journey and the message it presents.
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Chapter One
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All eyes were on the caramel-toned black woman with the light-brown, shoulder-length hair. She was illuminated in the middle of the stage in a red gown that hit just above her slightly knocked knees. With her head tilted, she played Tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto in D Major, Op. 35 as if she’d composed the piece herself. 

Alvin Zak sat in one of the middle rows with his gaze glued to the striking violinist. He glanced at the program in his hand then back up just as she struck the last chord of the piece. The audience rose around him but he remained mesmerized. It wasn’t until everyone had migrated from his or her seats that he realized the performance had ended. The songbird lingered on the stage, chatting with other musicians from the orchestra.

“Al.” Brayden tapped Alvin’s shoulder. “Come on.” He put his blazer back on and fixed the collar. “Al?” He snapped his fingers in Alvin’s face. “Hey.”

“Huh?” Alvin couldn’t tear his gaze from Madeline Deever.

She leaned on the piano, conversing with the pianist as the other musicians left the stage. 

Brayden bent down. “Earth to Al.”

“Huh?” Alvin shook from his trance. “What?”

“Duh.” Brayden gestured. “The concert is over and it’s time to leave. You got enough for your review?”

He stared at Madeline as he stood. 

The pianist seemed to bid her goodnight and walked off the stage. 

Madeline laid her violin in the case and closed it up.

“Come on.” Brayden walked into the aisle. “I’ve just wasted four hours I won’t get back.”

“You should be ashamed of yourself.” Alvin climbed out of the row, still staring at Madeline. “Don’t tell me you didn’t feel every inch of that performance down to your soul.”

“Look, I’m not the music critic. You are.” Brayden checked his watch. “You’re not the only one who has a feature due at the end of the week. I came here as a favor to you when I should’ve been writing my story.”

“She’s amazing.” Alvin folded his program. “Simply amazing.”

“Who?” Brayden glanced at Madeline. “Oh, here we go. Anything with a dress—”

“No, she’s different.” Alvin slipped his hand in the pocket of his slacks. “I’ve been to a million performances and none have touched me like hers. She stole the entire show. She played Tchaikovsky as if she were born to do it.”

“She’s a violinist.” Brayden shrugged. “I’m sure she wouldn’t be playing at one of the most prominent opera houses in Houston if she weren’t good.” He pulled on Alvin’s sleeve. “Can we go—”

“Wait.” Alvin headed to the stage. “I wanna talk to her.”

“Why?” Brayden rushed in behind him. “I’ve gotta finish editing my article that’s due in a day in case you’ve forgotten.” 

Alvin strutted up the stage steps.

“Al?” Brayden scoffed.

“Excuse me?” Alvin approached Madeline. “You’re Madeline Deever.”

Her brown eyes looked him up and down. “And you are?”

“I’m Alvin Zak.” He held out his hand. “Maybe you’ve heard of me? I’m the music editor for Houston Pride Magazine.” He dipped his head to her. “The Arts and Entertainment Magazine.”

“Wow.” She shook his hand. “I read Houston Pride sometimes. I’ve read some of your reviews.” She lifted the violin case. “I didn’t recognize you. That picture in the mag doesn’t do you justice.”

“Well, thank you.” He pulled on his collar. “I’d like to say the same but you look just as beautiful in your picture as you do in person.”

“You mean the pic in the program?” She gestured to his hand. “Thanks. That’s very sweet of you. You look younger in person too.”

“Thanks, I guess.” He scratched his short, brown hair. “I’m thirty-six.”

She nodded. “Me too.”

“Al?” Brayden huffed.

He waved at him. “Give me a minute.” 

Brayden walked off, shaking his head.

Alvin turned back to Madeline. “I thought you were wonderful. Out of all the performances I’ve had to review, yours blew me away.”

“The Aurora House has featured some of the best musicians in the world and I’m supposed to believe I’m one of the best you’ve heard?” She smiled. 

“You are or you wouldn’t be performing here, would you?”

“I know I’m good, but please don’t insult me by saying I blew you away more than anyone else. You’re a music critic, for God’s sake. I’m sure you’ve encountered musicians way better than me.”

“Wow.” He gaped. “Don’t get compliments much?”

“I just don’t like bullshitters.” She winked.

“I’m not bullshitting you, Madeline. I couldn’t take my eyes off you when you were playing. It’s like I was hypnotized.”
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