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Episode 1 — “Braxton Hicks”
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The box fan in the window clattered like it might give out at any moment, pushing heavy summer air around the cramped kitchen. Renee sat at the table in nothing but her stretched-out sports bra and a pair of shorts, fanning herself with a paper plate, her belly resting like a melon in her lap.

Delores stirred a pot on the stove, humming an old Mahalia Jackson tune under her breath, wooden spoon scraping the bottom. The smell of smothered okra and stewed tomatoes clung to the walls like family secrets.

“You ain’t gon’ drink no water, you just gon’ sit there lookin’ pitiful?” Delores asked without turning around.

Renee rolled her eyes. “I drank some.”

“One sip ain’t gon’ keep you from fallin’ out in this heat.”

Renee let her head tilt back. Her neck ached, her ankles were swollen, and every few hours a cramp would curl through her stomach and vanish before she could time it. False alarms. Every single one.

“You think this baby’s ever coming out?” she muttered.

Delores turned and leveled her eyes at her. “They come when they ready. Like your hard-headed behind. Took me thirty-seven hours with you.”

“Guess I learned from the best then,” Renee shot back.

Delores didn’t flinch. She just pointed the spoon like a warning and went back to her pot.

Outside, the cicadas screamed from the trees. Renee could hear the rustle of the neighbor’s grandkids running through the hose water, their laughter sharp as glass. Her own childhood had never felt that easy. Mama had always been tired, strict, always halfway between work and worry.

She shifted in the chair and winced.

Another cramp.

Not sharp. Not long. But enough to make her grip the edge of the table.

Delores saw it.

“That one stronger?”

Renee nodded, swallowing. “A little.”

“Go time?”

“Maybe. Or maybe it’s those fake ones again.”

Delores came over and sat across from her, wiping her hands on her apron. Her face softened, but only a little. “Baby,” she said, “it’s gon’ hurt either way. Might as well start takin’ ‘em serious. We can time it next one.”

Renee nodded slowly, but her throat tightened. There was something about seeing her mother calm like that—ready, not angry, not scolding—that made her feel like a little girl again. She blinked hard, not wanting to cry.

They waited. Nothing came.

Delores turned on the small TV by the fridge and sat back down. Renee leaned back too, watching one of those court shows where couples argued over DNA tests and rent. She didn’t say anything when the screen showed a girl younger than her crying over a man who didn’t want the baby.

She just hugged her belly tighter.

Delores didn’t say anything either, but after a minute, she reached across the table and put her hand over Renee’s.

At 3:17 p.m., the next cramp came.

Sharp.

Stronger.

Renee hissed and gripped the side of the chair. “That one... that one hurt.”

Delores was up before the contraction even finished.

“Alright. Let’s time ‘em now.”

She grabbed a pen and the back of the junk mail envelope, jotting down the minute in her firm, no-nonsense handwriting.

“You leaking? Any water break yet?”

Renee shook her head. “No. Just... hurts.”

“Okay. Could still be Braxton Hicks. But we keep track now. Don’t matter how many times it’s false—one day it won’t be.”

By the time the fourth contraction came, Renee was crying.

Not from the pain, not fully. But from fear.

“I’m not ready,” she whispered. “Mama, I don’t know if I can—”

Delores turned from the counter slowly, wiping her hands, and for a moment Renee thought she was about to get the speech: You should’ve thought about that before...

But it didn’t come.

Delores just stepped forward, placed her hands on Renee’s arms, and looked her in the eye.

“You don’t have to know everything right now. You just have to breathe.”

Renee hiccupped, nodded, leaned into her mother’s chest like she hadn’t done in years.

Delores held her. Quiet.

“You gon’ do this,” she said, voice like thunder with honey poured over it. “You hear me? You gon’ bring that baby here, and I’m gon’ be right there.”

Renee looked up, eyes red. “Even when I scream at you?”

“Especially then.”

They called the hospital hotline around 5 p.m. The nurse told them to wait another hour and see if the pain got closer.

It did.

At 6:04, Renee’s water broke on the hallway carpet between the bathroom and the front door.

Delores moved like lightning, grabbed the towel, cleaned it like she'd done this before—and she had, only once, but enough to never forget. She barked orders like a midwife.

“Shoes on. Bag’s packed?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

The drive to the hospital was fifteen minutes of backroads and one stretch of highway. Delores didn’t speed. She didn’t panic. She just kept glancing over with that same look she gave her daughter the day she started her period—half proud, half pissed off.

“You breathing?”

“Trying.”

They pulled up to the entrance under a sky the color of peach cobbler—sunset bleeding over everything. Renee tried to step out alone, but her legs buckled.

Delores was there. Arms under hers.

“I got you, Mama.”

Renee stopped and blinked. “Why you callin’ me that?”

Delores smiled slow. “You gon’ find out.”

The hallway lights in the maternity wing hummed overhead, fluorescent and cold. Renee gripped the side rail of the wheelchair while a nurse in purple scrubs rolled her down the corridor. Her stomach clenched like it was wringing itself inside out. She pressed her lips together to keep from screaming.

Delores walked beside her, purse slung over one shoulder, face set like a stone. Calm. Present. Ready to square up with God Himself if it meant her baby was safe.

“Room 3C,” the nurse said, turning the corner. “Dr. Atkins is on her way. Let’s get you settled.”

The room smelled like plastic and lemon cleaner. There was a beeping monitor, a vinyl recliner, a bassinet against the wall waiting for a baby that still hadn’t arrived.

Renee shuffled to the bed, dragging her breath behind her. “I changed my mind,” she muttered between gasps. “I’m not doing this.”

Delores helped her up, pulling the sheets down like she'd done it a hundred times before. “You don’t get to change your mind now, baby girl. That train done left the station.”

They hooked her to monitors, slipped an IV in her arm. The nurse handed Delores a clipboard of papers. Renee lay on her side, sweat sticking her curls to her forehead.

The next contraction hit harder. She screamed.

Delores sat down and reached for her hand. “Squeeze. I can take it.”

Renee did—white-knuckled, wild-eyed, tears slipping out the corners of her eyes. “Mama it hurts. I want to go home.”

Delores leaned in close. “You already home, baby. This the part that makes you strong.”

The hours blurred after that.

Time dissolved into contractions and short breaths. Nurses came and went. The OB checked her progress—three centimeters, then four, then five.

At six centimeters, the nurse mentioned the epidural, and Renee nodded fast. Delores didn't argue.

When the anesthesiologist came in, Renee closed her eyes, and for a few seconds, she wasn’t in labor—she was a scared girl in a strange room, body not her own, face tight with fear.

Delores brushed the hair from her forehead. “This ain’t punishment, you hear me?” she said, soft. “It’s just life. And life gon’ ask more of you than you think you can give. But you’ll give it anyway.”

At 3:09 a.m., the nurse said the magic words: “You’re ready.”

Renee’s hands shook. “What if I mess it up?”

“You won’t,” Delores said, pulling the hair tie from her wrist and tying up Renee’s hair for her. “You gon’ push. And I’m gon’ be right here.”

The pushing started slow. Renee gritted her teeth, gripping her thighs. The room was too bright, too loud, too surreal.

She sobbed once. Delores held her leg and coached her through the pain, her voice the only anchor in the noise.

“One more, Mama. One more.”

Renee heard it. That name again.

Mama.

Not her anymore. Her daughter.

She was Mama now.

The baby came out in a rush of screams and fluid and joy so sharp it made Renee cry all over again. A girl. Seven pounds, ten ounces.

The nurse placed the baby on her chest, and Renee didn’t know whether to laugh or sob. She looked at her daughter, then at Delores.

Their eyes met. The space between them finally collapsed.

“Thank you, Mama,” Renee said, voice thin as thread. “Thank you for not leaving.”

Delores just nodded. “You mine. I don’t get to leave.”

Later that morning, after the sun had cracked through the blinds and the baby had finished her first bottle, Delores stood at the window looking out over the parking lot. Renee dozed on the bed, baby tucked in beside her, one small hand curled against her mother’s ribs.

The world outside was the same—gritty pavement, someone arguing near a soda machine, traffic a few blocks off—but something in that room had changed. Something old had healed.

Delores turned when she heard a rustle.

Renee blinked herself awake and gave her mother a soft smile. “What time is it?”

“Almost eight. You been asleep maybe an hour.”

“I thought I dreamed it.”

Delores sat back down. “No dream. She real.”

Renee looked at the bassinet. Her face went still. “She got your chin.”

Delores snorted. “Poor baby.”

They both laughed, low and tired.

Renee rested her head back. “I didn’t think we’d get here, Mama. You and me.”

Delores reached for her hand. “We still getting there. But this? This is a good place to start.”
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Episode 2 — “Down the Line”
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The eviction notice had been taped to the front door for three days before Delores said a word about it.

Renee saw her read it each morning like it was the horoscope in the newspaper—same tight jaw, same silent disbelief. But today, the tow truck in the driveway and the men in city vests at the curb made it real. Too real.

Delores stood on the porch in her housecoat, arms crossed under her chest. The morning air was wet with heat, the sky already bright and sharp. The baby—named Sarai—cried somewhere inside, but neither woman moved.

Renee stepped out barefoot, her eyes swollen from sleep and nursing. “They’re not really taking the house, are they?”

Delores didn’t answer right away. She just watched the men wheel a water meter cover shut like they were sealing off her past.

“Miss Delores?” one of them called. “Got fifteen minutes to grab what y’all can. After that, door’s gettin’ chained.”

The house had belonged to Delores’s aunt once, passed down like a hand-me-down Bible. But time and back taxes had chipped away at the deed, and Delores never got it fully switched over. She hadn’t told Renee that.

Inside, the house felt smaller now that they had to leave it.

Renee held Sarai in one arm and packed diapers with the other, while Delores grabbed old photo albums, the Crock-Pot, her good iron skillet. They moved fast but quiet, like mourners at their own funeral.

“You knew this was coming?” Renee finally asked, voice trembling.

Delores kept her back turned. “Didn’t want to scare you while you were healing.”

“That’s not fair,” Renee snapped. “I’m not a child no more.”

Delores turned then. “Then act like it. Help me get these bags.”

An hour later, they were sitting in a borrowed van, the back packed with all they could carry. Sarai slept on Renee’s chest, a tiny fist wrapped around her mama’s shirt collar.

Delores stared out the window as they pulled away. She didn’t cry. She never did in front of people.

Renee did.

Cypress Arms sat on the east side of town like a concrete afterthought. Four blocks of stacked gray units, paint peeling like bark off an old tree, chain-link fences lining the perimeter like prison gates.

The manager, a squat man named Mr. Franklin with a crooked name tag and smoker’s cough, led them to the third floor of Building C. “Unit 307. Two beds, one bath. Y’all lucky—this one just opened up.”

“Lucky,” Delores repeated, voice flat.

He handed over a key and a thick envelope of papers. “Now I gotta warn y’all... we got some activity round here. Keep your door locked, don’t leave nothin’ on the balcony. Trash pickup’s Tuesday. Welcome to Cypress.”

Renee clutched Sarai a little tighter.

The apartment smelled like Pine-Sol and mold, like someone had tried to clean a bad memory
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