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       Dedicated


To The Hicks and The Tates





Prologue


Everyone that had ever crossed paths with Adele Wells knew that she was not a woman to be crossed. In the nine years that Lorraine Dawson had worked for her regal employer, she’d seen her fury on numerous occasions. But never had she seen an eruption like this.


“You disgraceful, low-life cheat! You disgust me,” Adele spat at her trembling husband.


While the living room of the Wellses’ twenty-two-thousand-square-foot mansion was bigger than the average person’s house, it felt like the walls were closing in. Lorraine stood off in a corner, her head bowed, like a scolded child. She wanted to protest, speak up in her defense, but truthfully, no words could excuse what she’d done.


“And you,” Adele said, spinning around to face Lorraine. Fury filled her pale face. “I took you into my home!” Her hazel eyes burned with rage. “I cared for you and that little nappy-headed mongrel of yours. I treated you like part of my family!”


Again, Lorraine wanted to say something. Yes, she was paid a nice salary as the Wellses’ nanny, but she earned every dime. Their son, Kendall, thought she was more his mother than Adele. Still, Lorraine remained silent, her eyes downcast.


“Look at me when I talk to you!” Adele snapped, grabbing Lorraine by the chin and raising her head. At five foot nine, she towered over Lorraine’s petite frame. Lorraine feared the matron was about to slam her head into the wall. Instead, Adele glared at her. “If you’re woman enough to sleep with my husband, you should be woman enough to look me in the eye.”


“I’m s-sorry,” Lorraine managed, her voice weak with fear.


“Shut up!” Adele commanded, and Lorraine immediately clamped her mouth closed. She kept telling herself that Adele had every right to be furious. What she’d done had been the ultimate betrayal. “I don’t want to hear your tired apologies.” Adele took a deep breath, composing herself, in a vain attempt to return to the classy demeanor she usually exhibited.


“Sweetheart, please don’t blame her,” Bernard said, finally speaking up for himself. He hadn’t said much since Adele had summoned them both into the living room and confronted them with the evidence they’d tried to keep hidden for the past four years.


“Did I tell you to speak?” she hissed at her husband. She’d been domineering in the past—being the daughter of one of the wealthiest men in the country had given her the right as far as she was concerned. But she’d always allowed her husband to hang on to some dignity. But now that consideration had gone out the window and Bernard was in no position to argue otherwise.


“I’m just saying, it’s not her fault,” he said, albeit with not as much conviction as before. He was taller than his wife, but right now he appeared shrunken.


“Did you drug her?”


His shoulders sank in defeat. “No, I did not.”


“Did you put a gun to her head and make her have an affair with you?”


“No, but it’s not—”


Adele turned her attention back to Lorraine. “Then she was fully aware of what she did when she crawled into bed with my husband. And on top of that betrayal—” Adele’s voice cracked for the first time. She’d shown no emotion other than rage since they’d stepped into the living room. “On top of that, this other deception is unforgivable.” She waved the piece of paper that had sent their worlds spiraling into this horrible abyss. “What does that filthy TV show say? You are the father! ”


“Adele, please . . .”


“Is this a lie?” She shook the paper at him. “According to this, the probability that you’re that child’s father is ninety-nine point nine percent. Is it a lie?” she screamed again. The vulnerability in Adele’s teary eyes dared him to deny it.


“No, it’s not a lie,” he reluctantly admitted.


She flung the paper at her husband, then released a maniacal laugh. “My husband, the esteemed Bernard Wells, CEO of England Enterprises, pillar of the community, philanthropist, and all-around good guy,” she said, her tone a mixture of sarcasm and pain. “You are the father of that little bastard child.”


Lorraine winced at Adele’s slanderous words against the little girl that was her heart and soul, the joy of her life. She was just grateful that Olivia wasn’t here to witness this nightmare. The little girl was asleep out back in the maid’s quarters, the place Lorraine had called home for the past nine years.


“And to think, I doted over that little girl. I spent thousands of dollars buying her the cutest clothes and taking her places. I loved her! And all along you both knew that was my husband’s child?” Adele screamed.


Neither Lorraine or Bernard said a word. They stood as if they were frozen in place.


Silence filled the room as Adele gathered herself. The time for venting was over. Now she had to make some decisions.


“Let me tell you how this is going to work,” Adele said, spinning back around to face Lorraine. Adele was now eerily calm. “You are going to get your belongings and get the hell out of my house.”


She walked over, picked up her checkbook off the imported marble coffee table, and tore out a check. “You will take this.” She scribbled on it, then flung the check at Lorraine, who couldn’t move as it fluttered side over side to the floor.


“Pick it up!” Adele commanded.


Lorraine stooped down and obeyed. She gasped when she saw the zeros. The amount was $250,000.


“The child shouldn’t have to suffer because she has two lying, deceitful parents. So take this and provide for her.” Adele fought back a wave of tears before continuing, “But you are never to contact us again.”


It was Bernard’s turn to gasp. Adele was ordering him to stay away from his flesh and blood? Lorraine just knew he was about to put his foot down—for once. He loved Olivia, and even though they’d kept his parentage a secret, he had never been shy about letting Lorraine, or the little girl, know. No way would he go for a total ban.


“Adele, can’t we talk about this?”


She ignored her husband as her eyes shot daggers at Lorraine. “You know firsthand what I’m capable of. I will destroy you, that unfaithful ingrate I call my husband, and then have your little princess sent to a foster home.”


Lorraine didn’t have to wonder if Adele would make good on her threats. She’d watched the woman single-handedly ruin the business, marriage, and finances of a former friend who had double-crossed her. Ruthless could’ve been her middle name.


“So, what is it going to be?” Adele asked.


Lorraine directed a silent plea to Bernard, but his crestfallen expression told her that they—that she—had no other choice. He looked away, helpless to intervene. At that moment Lorraine realized she was in this all alone. And once again, Lorraine felt herself despising the man she’d loved for so long. Even now he could not choose her.


“We’ll leave tonight,” she said quietly, pushing the check down into her apron pocket. “I’ll just go pack my things and get Olivia.”


“Your things are packed,” Adele hissed, motioning toward the front door, where Logan, the Wellses’ family driver, magically appeared with two black garbage bags. Next to him, Lorraine’s beloved three-year-old girl stood, wide-eyed and innocent, sucking her thumb and clutching her stuffed white rabbit, her very first gift from Bernard.


Lorraine fought back tears. “Fine. I’ll just go say good-bye to Kendall.”


“You’ll do no such thing.”


Lorraine raised her hand to her mouth in shock. Kendall was like her son. She’d raised him since he was two months old. He took his first steps with her, said his first words with her, and made no secret that he preferred Lorraine to his mother.


“I-I can’t say good-bye?” Lorraine said, clutching her chest. It felt like someone was taking a thousand pins and sticking them into her heart.


“What part of you are to never come near my family again do you not understand?”


“But—”


“Get out!”


The noise made Olivia jump and she called out for her mother. “Mommy! Why Miss Adele mad at you?”


Lorraine raced over to her daughter and scooped her up. “Shhh, it’s okay, pumpkin.”


“It’s not okay, pumpkin.” Adele tried to smile through her tears as she knelt down to stroke Olivia’s hair. “Listen, we won’t get to have our teatime anymore or go shopping for pretty clothes.”


“Why not?” Olivia whined.


Faced with the girl she had loved so much, Adele could not reply. She just continued staring at her and rubbing her hair.


“Why not?” Olivia repeated.


Lorraine knew Olivia would not stop asking why. She took her daughter’s hand and tugged it lightly. “Come on, sweetie, Mama will—”


“Tell her,” Adele said, turning the little girl around to face her mother. “Tell your daughter why Miss Adele is so mad. Tell her why she has to leave the only home she’s known.” Adele rose to her full height, her anger returning. “Tell your daughter what a whore you are.”


“Adele!” Bernard cried as Lorraine covered Olivia’s ears.


“Shut up, Bernard!” Adele’s unbridled fury returned as she gave Lorraine a hard push. “You’re lucky I’m a classy woman, because I should beat the hell out of you right here in front of your child. Get out!” Adele pushed Lorraine hard again. She had to struggle to keep from falling. She clutched her daughter’s hand tighter.


“Mommy!” Olivia cried.


“Get out and don’t ever come back!” Adele pushed Lorraine again toward the door.


Olivia screamed louder as Lorraine fought back her own tears.


“Nana, where you going?”


Everyone stopped and turned toward the voice coming from the bottom of the spiral, wrought-iron staircase. Seven-year-old Kendall stood in his baseball pajamas, looking confused. Just seeing him opened up the river of tears Lorraine had been trying to hold back.


“I have to go,” Lorraine called out. “But please know that I love you. I always will love you. I’m sorry!”


“Go? Go where?” Kendall said, sprinting toward her.


“Kendall, go back to your room!” Adele snapped, snatching the boy by the arm as he passed her. “For the last time, get out of my house!” she shouted at Lorraine.


Logan, who had gone to put the bags in the car, gently swooped Olivia up. “Come on, Miss Lorraine. Let’s go,” he said softly.


Kendall broke free from his mother and darted toward Lorraine. “Please don’t go. Don’t leave me. I promise I’ll be good,” he cried, throwing his arms around her waist and holding on tight.


Lorraine sobbed as Adele yanked her son away. With her other hand flailing madly, she pushed Lorraine out and slammed the door. Lorraine fell to her knees outside on the front stoop, crying uncontrollably. At long last Logan helped her to her feet and led her down the steps.


As Lorraine climbed into the car, she glanced up at the living-room window. Kendall stood in the window, tears streaming down his face. Behind him stood Bernard, and Lorraine could see the endless sorrow in his eyes. Then Adele appeared and whipped the curtains closed.





Chapter 1


Seventeen years later


“Hey, girl, when are you gonna come get with some of this?”


Olivia Dawson kept walking, ignoring the catcalls and jeers from the group of men that had taken up their usual posts outside her apartment building. It was unseasonably cold for November. Houston usually didn’t see these frigid temperatures until January or February. Still, the group hung out, smoking, talking, and seeing what kind of trouble they could create.


“You know you want this,” someone else yelled.


She was used to the attention—and the disparaging remarks. Many of the guys in her neighborhood were attracted to her, not only for her all-American-girl looks but her toned dancer’s body. Yet Olivia never gave any of those guys the time of day.


She struggled to open the front door of the building, shifting her oversize purse on her shoulder and then humping the two bags of groceries around to one side. Not one of those idiots offered to help.


“Maybe if you weren’t so stuck-up we’d do the gentlemanly thing and help you with those bags,” the leader of their little pack, Danny, said. “But since you’re such a bitch, carry on.” They all busted out laughing. She cut her eyes at them as she got the door open.


Olivia hated this filthy place. Everything about it—from the dilapidated units to the graffiti-laden walls to the pissy-smelling hallway—made her stomach turn. But sadly, this had been home since she was twelve years old. Before that, they’d lived in several apartments not much better than this, but at least she didn’t have to worry about the riffraff or getting shot by a stray bullet. No, this had been a step down, even in a life already sunk in poverty.


Before moving here, her mother, Lorraine, had worked serving food in Olivia’s school cafeteria. That had been so embarrassing for Olivia. Then Lorraine had overheard some kids teasing Olivia, and the very next day she’d transferred Olivia to another school.


That was just one of the many selfless things her mother had done over the years. Her mother had always been selfless. Olivia couldn’t imagine her world without her mother. All her life it had been just the two of them against the world.


Olivia jabbed the elevator button, then cursed when she saw the OUT OF ORDER sign hanging lopsided on the door. “When is the stupid contraption ever in order?” she mumbled as she began the six-flight trek up the stairs.


Olivia made herself a promise for the thousandth time: she would get her mother out of this place if it was the last thing she did.


The thought of Juilliard, the world-famous performing arts school in New York City, popped into her mind, and she swallowed a lump that formed in her throat. That had initially been her ticket out of the hood. She had excelled as a ballet dancer since she was eight years old. Her ballet instructor said she was a natural, and she’d even let Olivia continue coming to the classes when her mother could no longer afford to pay. The same instructor had made sure Olivia participated in—and often won—area competitions all throughout high school. Her first-place honor in a citywide competition had caught the eye of a teacher from Juilliard, who’d encouraged Olivia to apply to the school. Olivia had gotten accepted, and she’d planned to become a famous dancer with a ballet company or on Broadway—a profession that would garner her a lot of money.


But Juilliard was a distant dream now.


“Mama,” Olivia called out once she’d finally reached their tiny apartment. The main lock hung slightly askew, as always, a victim of a long-ago attempted robbery. “I’m home.” She walked in to see her mother sitting at the kitchen table, clutching a folded piece of paper. “How are you feeling?”


Lorraine had been sick over the past few months, even passing out a few times. She’d blamed the problem on exhaustion and had even quit her second job. But Olivia was sure that the cause was simply years of working too hard and stressing as she tried desperately to make ends meet. Olivia vowed that somehow she would make good so that her mother could sit back and enjoy her golden years.


Lorraine looked up, but her normally pleasant smile was gone. “Well, I was feeling okay until I saw this.” Lorraine held up the creased paper and Olivia’s heart dropped.


“Wh-where did you get that?”


“From your hiding place. Under your mattress.”


Olivia wanted to ask her mother what she was doing snooping under her mattress, but that was a moot point. Lorraine felt that anything that went on in her house was her business.


“You told me you didn’t get into Juilliard.”


Olivia set down her purse and the bags of groceries and slid into the seat across from her mother. “Mama, it doesn’t matter.”


Tears were brimming in her mother’s eyes. “Yes, it does!” She waved the paper. “This was your dream! Why didn’t you tell me?”


“For what, Mama? What difference would it have made? Juilliard costs forty thousand dollars a year. Even with a scholarship, which I didn’t get, how was I supposed to pay for that?”


“We would’ve found a way,” Lorraine cried.


Olivia so wished this conversation had never happened. “That would’ve been one more thing for you to worry about.”


“We would’ve found a way,” her mother repeated with conviction. Since her mother had gotten sick, they depended largely on Olivia’s meager paycheck from her job as a salesclerk at Eden’s, a local high-end clothing store.


Olivia looked at her mother flatly. “Mama, we can barely find a way to eat.”


Lorraine slammed the paper on the table so hard, Olivia jumped. “We. Would’ve. Found. A. Way!”


This was exactly why Olivia didn’t want her mother to know she had been accepted to Juilliard. Olivia knew her mother would stress herself out trying to figure out a way to pay for an impossible dream.


Olivia went to her mother’s side, kneeling next to her. “Okay, Mama, calm down. It’s not that big of a deal.”


“Yes, it is.” But Lorraine was calming down. Her voice turned solemn as she gently stroked her daughter’s cheek. “This was your dream, baby. You never asked me for anything. All you talked about since you were ten years old was going to Juilliard.”


Her mother was right about that. The late-night and early-morning practices, the nonstop practicing of routines in her tiny room, catching the bus downtown in the blazing heat to dance in the Ensemble Theatre’s summer musicals—all of that had been designed to ensure Olivia’s acceptance into Juilliard.


“Why did you lie to me?” her mother asked, turning her attention back to the acceptance letter.


“I didn’t get the scholarship, Mama. There was no way we could’ve come up with that kind of money.” When her mother started shaking her head, Olivia continued, “But it’s not like it’s forever. I can still save up the money and go later.”


“You and I both know how hard it is to get in.” Tears began to trickle down Lorraine’s face. “And you got in.”


That had been both the happiest and the saddest day of Olivia’s life. She’d been so excited when she got the acceptance letter. Yet that very evening her mother had come home and announced that she’d had to quit her second job for health reasons. How in the world was Olivia then going to say to her, “Sorry about the job, Mom, but I need forty grand for school”?


Olivia had remained hopeful that she could get a scholarship, and she had been devastated when she’d learned that because of a decrease in funding, that wouldn’t happen. A counselor had told her she could get some financial aid, but the sums were nowhere near enough. Olivia couldn’t bear the disappointment. Her dance instructor had wanted Olivia to continue dancing, even teach a couple of classes. But when the Juilliard dream died, so did her desire to dance. So she’d hung up her ballet shoes and focused on getting a job.


Lorraine dabbed her eyes. “You missed out on so much in your life. You go over there to that store and deal with all those snobby rich folks. You should be on their same level—shopping in that store, not waiting on them.” Lorraine was almost talking to herself, getting angrier with each word she spoke.


“Mama, the job isn’t that bad,” Olivia protested.


Lorraine grabbed Olivia’s arm, startling her. “You are destined for greatness. You deserve better. You should have better than this!” Lorraine motioned wildly around the apartment.


“It’s just a stepping-stone.” To what, Olivia didn’t know. She liked working in fashion, but her true passion was dance, and she wasn’t making any progress toward her dream now.


“No.” Lorraine fell silent, struck by an idea, before she finally stood up and announced, “I’ll be back.”


“Mama, where are you going? It’s cold out there.”


“I’m going where I should’ve gone a long time ago,” she muttered, grabbing her coat.


“You shouldn’t be going out in this weather.” Not only was the temperature in the thirties, but at the store Olivia had heard reports of a brewing ice storm.


“I’ll be back,” Lorraine said with conviction. She had a determined look on her face, and Olivia couldn’t imagine why.


“Mama, it’s too cold for you to go out.”


“Don’t you worry about me. You just get to writing those folks—because you’re going to that school.”


Olivia wanted to be honest with her mother as she watched her leave. She should tell her that it was too late now. Not only had she not laced up a pair of slippers since she found out she wouldn’t be going to Juilliard, the chances of her being able to get back in after two years were slim to none. And even if she did, unless her mother was going to rob a bank, Olivia would have to save up for a hundred years before she had the money to go.





Chapter 2


The long hand on the clock hanging on their yellowed kitchen wall seemed to be revolving in slow motion. With each tick, Olivia’s heart quickened.


Her mother had been gone for three hours now, and with the raging winds and blistering sleet coming down, Olivia was beyond worried. They weren’t used to this kind of weather in Houston, so her mother couldn’t be faring well in it.


They had no house phone, and Olivia’s cell phone was cut off because she couldn’t pay the bill until the first of the month, so she had no way to call around and check on her mother.


Olivia was about to put on her coat and go searching herself when she heard a tap on the door. Maybe, in her rush to leave for her mysterious destination, her mother had forgotten her keys.


“Mama?” Olivia said, swinging the door open. She frowned at the sight of her landlord and neighbor, Mrs. Worthy. The old, meddlesome woman could be a nuisance sometimes, but Olivia smiled anyway. “Hi, Mrs. Worthy. How are you?”


The landlady didn’t return the smile. Her weathered skin hung from her face as worry filled her eyes. “Baby, I’m okay, but, ummm”—she wrung her hands nervously—“I just got a phone call. It’s about your mother.”


Olivia stiffened. “Who called you and why?”


Mrs. Worthy shrugged like she hated to be the one delivering this message. “Well, I don’t know. They said they looked up my address.”


“For what?” Olivia felt like the breath was slowly being let out of her. “Where’s my mother?”


“I guess they called me because I live next to your mama, and, ummm”—Mrs. Worthy took a deep breath—“they got your mama’s address off her license.”


“What? Where is she?” Olivia’s heart was racing now.


“Honey, your mama is at Memorial Hermann Hospital. She had a heart attack.”


Olivia gasped as she fell back against the wall. “Oh, my God. Is”—she had to pause before she could say the words—“is she dead?”


Mrs. Worthy looked unsure. “I don’t think so, but they need you to get down there right away.”


A flash of panic swept over Olivia. The buses had stopped running, and even if she could contact her best friend, Mona, she would take at least an hour to get here from her apartment on the other side of town. Olivia didn’t know what she was going to do.


“My nephew Thomas is here,” Mrs. Worthy said, anticipating Olivia’s dilemma. “I already told him to get the car. He’s waiting downstairs for you. He’ll take you to the hospital.”


“Oh, thank you so much.” Olivia hurriedly grabbed her coat and purse and followed Mrs. Worthy down the stairs.


Twenty minutes later, Olivia burst through the lobby doors of Memorial Hermann. “Yes, I’m here to see Lorraine Dawson,” she told the woman sitting at the front desk.


The desk clerk took her time as she pulled out a piece of paper and slowly scanned the list. “Dawson . . . Dawson . . .” She ran her finger down the page.


“Please, hurry.” Olivia’s heart was about to jump through her skin. On the drive over, she had pushed away thoughts of life without her mother. She’d prayed desperately for God to pull her mother through.


The woman narrowed her eyes as if she didn’t appreciate being rushed. “Are you family?”


“Yes, I’m her daughter.”


The clerk pointed down the hall. “Okay, she’s in Room 407. You can go through those doors and take the elevator up to the fourth level.”


“Thank you.”


Olivia raced down the hall. Outside Room 407, she took a deep breath before she went in. She had to brace herself for the worst, she told herself. She slowly opened the door. She didn’t know what she would find, but she definitely hadn’t expected this. Her mother lay in a hospital bed, tubes seemingly coming from every part of her body. The slow hum of a light-blinking machine was the only sound in the room. The sight of her mother so pathetic was heartbreaking.


“Mama, are you okay?” Olivia eased to her mother’s side and took her hand.


“Sorry, baby, she can’t hear you.” Olivia hadn’t noticed the heavyset nurse working in the corner of the room. “She be resting. They’ve sedated her, so she’ll be out for a minute,” the nurse said in a thick West Indies accent. “I’m Anya, and don’t worry. I’m taking good care of your mother.”


“Is she okay?”


Anya flashed a warm smile as she headed toward the door. “Let me get the doctor. He should be able to tell you more.”


After what seemed like forever, the doctor finally appeared in the doorway. He was a giant of a man and his face was devoid of any compassion as he scanned the chart he picked up from the end of the bed. “Are you Ms. Dawson’s daughter?”


“I am.” Olivia tightened her hold on her mother’s lifeless hand. “What’s going on with my mom?”


“Your mother suffered a massive coronary heart failure,” he said without looking up.


“What? Is she going to pull through?”


The doctor continued scribbling on his paper. He was an older man, which meant he’d probably been telling patients and their relatives awful news for years. In that case, someone needed to teach him some people skills.


“Well, we’ve stabilized her, but that’s all we can do for now.” He stopped writing and glanced at Lorraine. “We will monitor her over the next twenty-four hours. Then we should get a better idea of what we’re dealing with.”


Olivia hated the coldness of his voice, as if he were talking about the weather. She wasn’t normally outspoken, but a part of her wanted to remind him forcefully that this woman was more than just a name on a chart. She was all Olivia had. He needed to show some serious compassion and do everything possible to make sure her mother was okay.


But before Olivia could say the first word, the doctor dropped the file in the slot at the end of Lorraine’s bed. “Sorry, I gotta go. Gotta check on other patients.” He marched out before Olivia could ask any more questions. She was no closer to figuring out what had happened to her mother, and one step closer to having a serious heart attack herself. She was definitely feeling like she was about to pass out.


The hospital-room door eased open, and her best friend, Mona, stuck her head through. Olivia had used Thomas’s cell phone to call Mona and let her know what had happened.


“Hey, can I come in?” Mona didn’t wait for a reply as she walked in the room. She let out a gasp at the sight of the woman who’d become her second mother.


“I know, she looks so frail.” Olivia turned back to her mother and stroked her hand.


Mona took slow steps toward the bed. “Is she going to be okay?” she whispered.


Olivia nodded as she fought back tears. “She has to be. She just has to be.”


Mona, who was always the bubbly life of the party, squeezed Olivia’s shoulder and said solemnly, “We just have to pray.”


Normally, Mona’s being serious would’ve scared the crap out of Olivia, but right now she knew her friend was right. As she gazed down at her mother’s slack expression, Olivia knew that prayer was the only thing that could save her now.





Chapter 3


This had been the longest forty-eight hours of Olivia’s life, and she had yet to leave her mother’s side. Lorraine had briefly fluttered her eyes this morning, but other than that, she’d been completely unresponsive. Olivia had never been as religious as her mother, but as a devout Christian surely her mother had some get-well credits stocked up. Olivia was praying that she could cash them in. But so far, nothing. The doctor had returned a few times, but he had pretty much given the same report. Seeing how a person recovered from a coronary was a waiting game.


“Hey, Olivia,” Mona said, easing into the room. “Sorry I’m late. I had the hardest time getting someone to cover me at work.”


Olivia tried to smile at her best friend. Mona had been Olivia’s saving grace over the last two days, keeping her from completely collapsing under the stress of worrying about her mother. Mona hadn’t left Olivia’s side the first day and only went home this morning to change and call in to work.


“So, Mama Lorraine ain’t up and bossing these poor nurses around?” Mona tried to joke.


Olivia stroked her mother’s hand. She would give anything to have that right now.


Mona didn’t say another word as she walked up behind Olivia and rubbed her back. Olivia knew she looked a mess—her hair was disheveled and she could feel the weight of the bags under her eyes.


Mona said quietly, “You really should go home and get some sleep.”


Home? That was laughable. Home was the place made by the people that lived there. If her mother wasn’t there, then Olivia didn’t really have a home. She had a sudden thought: Where would she live if her mother died? Her great-aunt Betty lived in a nearby senior center, but other than that, Olivia had no other family. She was old enough to live on her own, but she couldn’t imagine staying in that apartment if something happened to her mother.


Olivia shook off that thought. Mona had been telling her to think only positive thoughts, and that’s what she’d been trying to do.


Trying. Most of the time, to no avail.


The door to the hospital room opened, and a woman wearing a navy business suit, her hair pulled back in a tight bun, appeared.


“Miss Dawson?”


“Yes?” Olivia eyed the woman. Something about her officious demeanor didn’t feel right.


“I’m Mrs. Markham from the business affairs office.” She glanced down at her folder. “Ummm, I need to talk to you about your mother’s financial situation.”


Olivia didn’t respond as she waited for the woman to continue. If she was about to ask for money, she was wasting her breath.


Mrs. Markham stopped at the end of the bed. She had a sympathetic expression across her face, but the condolence felt contrived. “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but your mother doesn’t have insurance.”


“I know.” They hadn’t had insurance since her mother lost her job.


“Well, that is problematic.”


Olivia held up her hand to cut the woman off. “Whoa. Didn’t the president make it that you can’t deny medical coverage?”


“We’re a private facility, ma’am.”


“So? What does that have to do with anything?”


Mrs. Markham took a step back, as if she didn’t know how this hostile relative was going to react. “I’m sorry, but your mother owes a bill from the last time she was here. We can’t treat her any longer. We are going to have to move her to a public facility.”


Olivia shook her head in disbelief, but before she could say anything, Mona stepped forward. “Are you freakin’ kidding me? You’re going to deny her mother medical attention?”


“It’s not that we’re denying her.” Mrs. Markham fidgeted nervously. “Ms. Dawson is stable enough to move.”


“Are you kidding me?” Mona asked again. “Look at her. She’s not awake. But you’re just gonna up and move her?” Mona moved closer to Mrs. Markham, who backed up even farther.


“Olivia?”


Olivia gasped at the sound of her mother’s frail voice. “Oh, my God, Mama,” she said, rushing to her mother’s side.


“Mama Lorraine!” Mona said, rushing to the other side.


“I’ll get the doctor,” Mrs. Markham said, heading toward the door. But she stopped and added in a firm voice, “Miss Dawson, I’ll come back later, but we’re still going to have to move her. So please be advised.”


Ignoring the woman, Olivia smothered her mother’s face with kisses. “Mama, you had us so scared.”


“Wh-what’s going on?” Lorraine’s voice was weak and her eyelids looked heavy, but she was conscious.


“You had a heart attack, Mama. But you’re gonna be okay.”


Lorraine was trying to get her bearings. She glanced around the room, then settled her gaze on Olivia. She eased her hand up and wiped Olivia’s cheek with a calloused finger.


Olivia didn’t even realize she was crying. Before she could tell her mother how glad she was, the doctor walked in. She didn’t want to release her mother’s hand, but she took a step back so that he could examine her.


“How are you feeling, Ms. Dawson?” he asked, pulling out a device and peering into her eyes.


“Not good,” she mumbled.


“You’ve been through a lot.” He stood, checked the heart monitor, and frowned.


“What?” Olivia said, panicked.


“Hmmm, her heart rate concerns me. It was up, but now it’s abnormally slow.” He turned to the nurse, who had walked in behind him. “I need to get an EKG right away.” Then he turned his sights on Olivia. “You and your friend probably should wait outside and let your mother rest.”


“I’m not leaving,” Olivia said.


“This room is small. We can’t have this many people in here.”


“Fine,” Mona said. “I’ll leave. But she’s staying.” Mona walked over, kissed Lorraine on the forehead, then squeezed Olivia’s hand. “I’ll be right outside.”


Olivia nodded. “Okay.” As soon as Mona walked off, she asked the doctor, “So, Doc, what’s going on?”


“Uhhhh,” Lorraine said, trying to sit up.


“Mama, don’t move,” Olivia said, darting over to help her mother lie back down.


“Stay still,” the doctor said, patting Lorraine’s shoulder gently. “Just rest until we get those tests done.” This was the first sign of compassion that he’d shown since Olivia had arrived.


“Doctor, what’s going on?” Olivia asked as her mother closed her eyes and inhaled deeply.


“We’ll know more in about an hour. Just make sure your mother takes it easy.” He headed out the door.


“It’s okay, you’re gonna be fine, Mama,” Olivia said, squeezing her mother’s hand. With her other hand she brushed a wave of fine, salt-and-pepper hair out of her face.


“Olivia . . . I-I need to tell . . . tell you something before I die.” Her voice was strained and she wore an agonized expression on her face.


The words made Olivia’s heart drop into the pit of her stomach. “You’re not dying, Mama.”


Lorraine smiled wearily. “Yeah. Yeah, baby, I am.” She weakly patted Olivia’s hand. Olivia had never noticed how worn-out her mother looked. She was only fifty-four, but in that hospital bed she looked twenty years older.


“Mama, what were you doing out in that weather?” Olivia didn’t want to get her mother worked up, but she’d been trying to make sense of what would drive her mother out into the blistering cold.


A lone tear fell down her face. “Trying to get you money for school.”


“Getting money, on a street corner?” Olivia asked, horrified.


Her mother tried to smile as she sat up, but the attempt was cut short as she grimaced in pain.


“Never mind, Mama. We can talk later,” Olivia said, stroking her mother’s hair. Any answers she needed could wait. Right now her mother’s health was first and foremost.


Lorraine slumped back against the bed. “No . . . I . . . I have to say this. I was trying to call someone.”


“Call who?”


Suddenly, the lone tear was accompanied by a stream of others. The sight of her mother crying scared Olivia to no end. “Mama, what’s going on?” Olivia fell into the seat next to her mother’s bed. “What’s wrong?”


Lorraine closed her eyes and became so still that if not for the steady beep of the machine, Olivia would’ve sworn she had just peacefully died. Finally Lorraine said, “I should’ve told you . . . a long time ago, and the only reason I’m telling you now . . . the only reason I’m saying something now . . .” She took a deep breath, then forced herself to finish. “. . . is because I don’t want to leave you in this world all alone. I’ve denied you what’s rightfully yours for too long.”


“What do you mean?” Olivia had never seen her mother so worked up, and the distraught tone of her voice was frightening.


“You deserve it . . . just like Kendall,” she finally said before closing her eyes and beginning a series of guttural moans.


Who was Kendall? Was her mother delirious? Olivia leaned in closer to her mother. Beads of sweat dotted Lorraine’s forehead. “Mama, just get some rest. Don’t talk, okay?”


Lorraine ignored her and went on, “It’s not fair that your brother gets everything and you get nothing.”


That made Olivia sit straight up. “Brother?”


Lorraine was shaking her head, like she was preparing herself for a journey. “I am so sorry, baby, but she promised to have you taken away from me if I ever uttered a word to anyone.” Lorraine shook her head faster and faster as she began sobbing harder and harder. The beeping of the machine sped up.


“Mama, you need to stop talking. Just rest. You’re talking crazy.”


“No, I’m not!” she exclaimed, and the beeping intensified. “He’s your f-father and I should’ve never let them make me leave.”


That stopped Olivia cold. Lorraine had never talked about Olivia’s father, saying it was too painful. All Olivia knew was that he had died when she was a little girl. “My father?” Olivia whispered. “You said he was dead.”
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