
Love And A Heart Place

––––––––

A Novel

Sandra Hall

Copyright© December, 2017. Sandra Hall. 

This is a work of fiction. All characters and events portrayed in this novel are fictitious.

All rights reserved, including the right to produce this book or portions thereof in any form.



  	
	    
	      Also by Sandra Hall

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Fairlight Novels

          
        
          
	          Fairlight

          
        
          
	          Light of the Moon

          
        
          
	          Come Into The Light

          
        
          
	          Velvet Of Fairlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Outlaw series

          
        
          
	          Once An Outlaw

          
        
          
	          Heart Of An Outlaw

          
        
          
	          An Outlaw Returns

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Fine Lines

          
        
          
	          In Too Deep

          
        
          
	          Just To See Him Again

          
        
          
	          Magic Moons

          
        
          
	          More Than A feeling

          
        
          
	          Just Like My Coffee

          
        
          
	          My Heart Always Knew

          
        
          
	          Scarlett

          
        
          
	          Cheap Red Wine

          
        
          
	          In His Eyes

          
        
          
	          Love And A Heart Place

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Sandra Hall’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Also By Sandra Hall

Dedication

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty One

Twenty Two

Twenty Three

Twenty Four

End

Sign up for Sandra Hall's Mailing List

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For My Parents, Roy and Lucy Hall

      

    

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

One


[image: image]


Sometimes things seem to happen for no reason at all. Like the time when I was twelve, I fell out of my bedroom window as I was reaching for an apple. Why did I fall? I’d been pulling apples from that tree from my window since I was eight.  That night I reached for a fruit, tumbled out and flipped over in the air before hitting the ground and fractured my spine. They say God has a reason for everything. I didn’t get it. I wasn’t a bad girl. Nobody learned a lesson. Our family didn’t get closer.  I missed a whole school year and took even longer to believe my doctor and physical therapists who told me my back was stronger than before I broke it. 

I went through most of high school frightened. Every time I had to take the stairs, I saw myself tripping or being pushed, or simply losing my balance. Being flat on my back again helpless was my biggest fear. There were worse things that could happen to a girl, yet, being afraid of damaging my back and protecting it became my obsession. I think Mother hated me a little for being a wimp. She never said it out loud to my knowledge. Back then I guess I believed I could read people’s minds. That’s how I knew I was her biggest disappointment. That and the fact after I announced I was no longer interested in dancing, Mother was no longer interested in me. 

She wasn’t mean to me or anything. At least not in the usual ways. Since I didn’t dance anymore, I wasn’t special in a house with three exceptional siblings. My oldest brother Jordon was a virtuoso on the violin and piano. He was so good it seemed he played and composed in his sleep. My younger sisters, Patrice and Christina since fifth and sixth grade respectfully, wrote and sketched their own anime series. They were also quite the equestrians. Even when they left home to study art in Japan and never came home again, Mother continued to brag on her younger daughters as if she could not possibly be any prouder. 

I remained at home for a long while after high school. I studied art online rather than go off to college.  I’m not sure but I think after Jordon went to Los Angeles and Patrice and Christina relocated to Japan, my father was fine with at least one remaining child in his life. Not that we were especially close or anything. I got the feeling I was something to make his coming home more bearable. Mother talked constantly and hardly listened to much of what anybody else had to say. I know the servants didn’t like her. No one quit though because Father gave out annual raises and perks as though they were candy. I was glad and thankful to Father for his generous nature. Otherwise, I doubted I could have lived at home all those years without a live in staff. 

Until Mother started drinking heavily and frequently, I suppose I intended to live up in my rooms forever, only going out when Mister Roberts, the driver was free to take me around. He didn’t seem to mind, and he was the type of man to let you know if you were intruding too much on his personal time. I later found out Father slipped him extra cash to cater to me.  

The day I officially left home, Father trailed me to my leased two bedroom house. His realtor had done well securing me into the middle class neighborhood. Everything was white, pink and green. The quiet neighborhood, in another town from my parent’s mansion was very different from what I was used to.  And for the first time in my life I was alone and on my own for real. Yes, I was still dependent on Mother and Father for an annual allowance. I also still used my father’s credit cards. My parents were rich and on my thirtieth birthday I was to inherit a total nine point eight million dollars. In the meanwhile, I felt high spending and living was not in order. I chose a modest home, in a rural town with sidewalks one could take from one side of town to the next.  I loved the sweet wild scent of honey suckle blowing in the early summer breeze, catching a whiff of turned over earth for home gardens. 

I wanted to be a homemaker. Make my own home and live totally alone. No drunken mother, or father walking around on eggshells. Or servants staring at me as if I were an alien whenever I ventured outside of my rooms to walk the grounds, or prepare my own meals. I also never really liked a maid entering my rooms every day.  

Anyway like I said, Mother was a drinker who turned mean and rude to Father and the servants. Not me though. I suppose I didn’t matter enough for her to waste good ole verbal abuse on. I began to wonder if I was the cause of her drinking so much. Maybe she missed her other kids she only saw when she went to them. I wondered if I took up dancing again would she appreciate me still being with her. In the end, I decided I needed to leave her as the others had done. In my heart, I knew I was what was ailing Mother. 

Not that I felt sorry for her. I just felt responsible and knew she wasn’t going to feel any better about how her children turned out with me around. I also figured living in my mother’s house wasn’t doing me any good either.

It occurred to me I’d miss Father as I placed silverware into my kitchen drawers, for I had seen his face nearly every day of my life until now. We never had what people call heart to heart conversations. Yet, he was there when I had decided to talk with someone. Father of the year, he was not, but I wondered if I’d given him a chance back then, if he’d have stepped up to the plate. 

I looked down at the tarnished spoons and forks. They needed a better polishing than I’d given them. I doubted Mother would even notice her grandmother’s set were gone, and Mrs. Brown the housekeeper wouldn’t care as it meant less work for her stiffening finger joints.

I left the kitchen with two tall glasses of tart lemonade I made from a powder which tasted better than freshly squeezed to me. In the living room, Father stood in front of the fake fireplace, moving around picture frames on the mantle. He stopped to stare at the big one of my brother Jordon in his cap and gown. He’d graduated from UCLA. Mother wanted him to attend Harvard. Deciding on his own where to study was the only time, he’d done as he wanted regardless of Mother’s plans and ideas. I hadn’t decided if I wanted to display my absentee siblings in my home or not. I studied on my handsome brother and frowned. I hate to say it, though it is the truth, there was no love lost between us. Jordon in my opinion didn’t love anyone.

“Have you heard from Jordon?” I asked Father mainly for something to say and handed him one of the beverages in my hands.  He walked away from the fireplace taking a long sip before he looked back at me. “Father?”

“Did you know about your brother?” He hitched up his pants then sat down crossing his long legs. “Don’t give me the wide eyes, child.”

“Did I know what?” Jordon had lots of secrets. Secrets I happened upon rather than being taken into his confidence. All the same, I wasn’t a blabbermouth. “You know Jordon and I aren’t exactly pals.” He never even claimed me as his sister, I wanted to add. But why bring that business up again?

“You were the only one who didn’t visit him at college. What teen girl besides you wasn’t interested in meeting college boys?”

“Well, I wasn’t interested because all the college boys I’d meet were his friends. And any friend of Jordon’s were sure to give me indigestion.”

“Val.”

“A bunch of bigoted snobs thinking they were on the verge of recreating the world!” I tossed my twisted locks back and took a chug from my glass.

“Your brother got over all that,” Father said. 

“He never got over his parents adopting a Black child.” I looked him in the eye daring him to rebuke my accusation. For once he didn’t. “Why did y’all adopt me?” I used the vernacular on purpose. He and Mother winced whenever I used the words ya'll or ain’t. “Neither of you were infertile, right? You had a child before adopting me and two other after me. What was the point of bringing me home?”

“We wanted you. I saw you on the news and I fell in love with an orphan. Is that so hard to understand?”

“And Mother just went along with it?” That was the part that made it hard to believe. I couldn’t imagine her caring so much what somebody else felt, even as a young woman all bright eyed and busy tailed about the future. “She fell in love with me too?”

“What are you asking me, Valentine? Are you asking if your own mother was a racist or something?”

“No,” I said. My mother was prideful, stern, and hard to love sometimes, even a snob about some things but not hateful, or a racist. She didn’t care what color you were, what religion you professed, or who you slept with. She judged you hard on the caliber person you presented to her. She didn’t allow ghetto talk in her house. A male in her opinion should always wear a belt to hold his pants up on his hips. And girls should always minimize everything. I was sixteen before I could wear makeup. I knew her attitude wasn’t about fear of me acting Black because growing up all my friends were white or Asian. And they’d embraced the hip hop culture while I was taught better. “I’m asking why she agreed to raise someone else’s child,” I told Father. “Mother isn’t that kind hearted.”

“No, I suppose she isn’t. But Valentine, she did grow to love you.”

“Until one fateful summer,” I said rising. “Don’t get me wrong, Father. I know I let her down. She thought she was raising a strong person.”

“You are strong. All my children are,” Father said with what I thought as little conviction. “The weak one in the family is me. I was weak when I married your mother. I was weak when I remained married. I was weak when I allowed you to step out of life. You should have gone away to college. Learned more about life and gotten a job. I let you stay upstairs reading and painting because I was scared you’d never come back like the others.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not like the others,” I joked. Father rose his six feet four frame up over me. With a smile he pulled me into an embrace. We hadn’t hugged since I graduated high school. “Is something wrong, Father?

“I don’t know. But something has to change, doesn’t it?”

Quite a few things I wanted to add, but who was I to criticize other people? I had no idea what I was doing or what kind of human being I was to become on my own. Well, living on my own that is. I wasn’t ready yet to turn over the credit cards. I also wasn’t ready for Father to walk out of the door yet either. I was dreading the moment being alone started. But it was after four o’clock and by the time he motored back to the house he’d be late for dinner. And if he were late Mother would be drunk- and sloppy. 

“Father, thanks so much for helping me move in today,” I said. “I know you had other things you could have been doing on a Saturday.”

“True,” he agreed. “But since you asked for my help how could I refuse my pretty girl?” He kissed the top of my head and hugged me up. “It’s been a long time since you asked me or anyone for help. Until recently, I thought I’d lost you too.”

“You haven’t lost anyone, Father. Neither has Mother. People just need to love her at a distance.”

“Do you still love your mother?”

“I suppose I do. At the least, I’ll always be grateful she raised me when my birth mother couldn’t be bothered.”

“I’m almost certain she did the right thing giving you up. She was so young with no family to support her.”

“Other people manage just fine.”

“And some don’t, Valentine.”

“Yeah, well.”

“I know our lives have not been picture perfect...”

Not by a long shot, I wanted to add. “Father, I’m glad you and Mother chose me. I regret not living up to your expectations of me.”

“You are not a disappointment. You grew up with one major mishap that changed you, but you became a fine young woman. How many people can speak three languages besides her native tongue? And your painting, Valentine, is amazing. You never gave your mother and me one ounce of trouble. So what if you can’t dance or want to ride those damn horses? As long as you are satisfied with your life that is all that matters.”

“Father, what were you asking me about before? What do you think I knew about Jordon?” I moved out of his embrace and crossed my arms over my chest. I wondered if Jordon was the real reason he seemed almost eager to help me unpack the Jeep. The real moving of my furniture and such was done by a moving company. Of course, he could be doing two things at once. Helping me out on moving day and getting the 411 on his son. But what was on his mind after all this time? Jordon had been living on his own for nearly nine years. Nearly nine secret years. “You knew he was bisexual, didn’t you?”

“Bisexual?” Father’s brow rose. “You mean, he likes girls?”

“Well, I don’t know if he likes anyone, but he’s done the deed with a girl more than once.” I kept that it was his attraction to a big fat ass more than a pretty face on a girl. Also, I kept the fact that he made me watch one time after I called him a booty freak. He’d bent back my pinky finger and threatened to do worse if I disobeyed him. Of course, I did as told because of my back. The girl enjoyed every two minutes of it. I wished I could have thrown up on both of them while in the act. To this day, I don’t know what making me watch him was supposed to have proved. I already knew he was a pervert. Not because he was gay though. Jordon was sadistic and probably had a few more unsavory personality traits.

During the time I was laid up, he enjoyed watching the nurse or Mother change my clothes or help me into the bathroom. The nurse noticed the sick pleasure on his face too. The next time she had to adjust me or get me up, she closed and locked the door. But no, I don’t believe he desired me. Or wanted to violate me. Once I was on my feet, he paid me no mind at all. Maybe that was another reason I became obsessed with protecting my backbone. But that wasn’t what Father was asking me about. I looked up at his wrinkled brow. No, it wasn’t about Jordon’s sexual orientation. “What’s up with Jordon, Father?”

“When was the last time you talked to him about anything pertinent?”

“I don’t know. It’s been a long time. Since we were kids. Is he into something?”

“Yes. If Lana found out, it will kill her.”

“Come on, Father,” I scoffed at his serious expression. “Mother...” then I stopped myself. Mother was a wreck these days. And Jordon was a sociopath as far as I understood the term. He’d do anything, and he didn’t have to hide any more. “It’s really bad? Like drugs?”

“I fear drugs are involved, but it’s worse than that.”

Worse than drugs? I shuddered then looked my father in his pale blue eyes. “What has he done?” 

“He’s...” Father took a moment to wipe his face with his hands then shoved them deep into his khakis. “Valentine, please. You must promise to keep this to yourself. If Mother should hear it...”

“Is it sexual? Did he rape someone?”

“No! God no! Why would you ask that?”

“What else is there that’s so bad? Did he kill someone?” 

“No,” Father sighed. “I suppose it could be worse after all. He’s... uh..., he’s writing and directing films.” 

“He’s a filmmaker?” Sounded kind of cool to me. Hardly a reason for slow talking and rubbing hands together. 

“Adult films,” Father stated averting his eyes to his hands rather than look at me. “Adult films starring young people.”

“Kiddie porn?” Jesus! Mother would take to her bed. I wanted to faint myself!

“No, thank God. The young people are legal but just barely, Valentine! Honey, please keep this to yourself until I’ve seen your brother in person. I’m going to New York in a few days to reason with him. I’m not sure how deep he’s gotten into the business. I can’t imagine what we did so awful to deserve this!”

“Is producing adult films so terrible?”

“Don’t tell me you approve.”

“It’s not my place and I’m not about to bug over what Jordon does. Besides, he’s always been smart and careful with his money. Maybe he knows what he’s doing.”

“Or he could be a victim.”

“Jordon?” I wanted to laugh. Most likely he was running every aspect of the business. “Father, I wish I could say this is astounding news to me, but it isn’t. The pornography biz is probably the perfect fit for him.”

“He’s in debt and hanging on until his inheritance comes through.”

“That’s just few months, Father. He’ll be fine.”

“And what are you planning to do with your inheritance?”

“I don’t know.”

“Val, what do you want from your life? You are beautiful, smart and talented. Are you as content as you seem?”

“Who says I’m contented? I’m complacent to say the least about myself.”

“Why is that, dear? You could do anything you want.”

“I guess, I don’t want anything,” I quipped. This conversation was a bit late coming in my opinion. “What about you?”

“Me?”

“You are at a certain age and you’ve been a success in business. Are you content?”

“No, dear. If I’m honest, the best I can claim is tolerance for my personal life. You know what home is like, Valentine.”

“Yeah,” I said and felt sad for him. I don’t know if he’d done his best or not but he’d not done enough or gotten enough as a husband and father. 

“Well,” he said rubbing the back of his neck. “I hope this move for you proves well.”

“Me too.”

“Sure you are going to be all right on your own? These country towns might appear quaint and all.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said and smiled. 

“Still remember your dad is just a phone call away.”

“I’ll remember,” I promised. 

“Val, I’m sorry I wasn’t good with you kids.”

“Father, I might be an introverted nothing but I’m fine. I dare even say Jordon and the girls are actually happy.”

“You are letting your mother and me off the hook?”
“Sure, why not?” I wasn’t living in the past and I was almost certain Jordon and my younger sisters weren’t either. They’d shaken the dust off their feet years ago and moved on. I supposed it was different for parents somehow. “Father, we all messed up along the way. As far as I’m concerned, I’m grown and the rest of my life is up to me. I love you regardless if you let me down a few times when I was a kid.”
“I should’ve-”

“Yeah, well you didn’t,” I said. “Sometimes I think it doesn’t matter anyway. Patrice and Christina were gonna go to Japan and leave us behind. You know they always acted like conjoined twins with their own language. And Jordon, ain’t fit to live around humans.”

“Valentine!”

“It’s how I see him. I don’t believe it’s all anyone’s fault.”

“Always the diplomat,” Father said. “Always a good girl.” He kissed my forehand and put an arm around my waist and walked us out of the house to the front of his car in my driveway. “I love you, Valentine.”

“I love you too. Drive safely, Father.”

The next few weeks Father and I saw each other regularly or talked briefly on the phone. He made the trip to see Jordon in New York, Jordon hadn’t time for him, however. He and his production crew were in the middle of rebuilding his studios. He didn’t ask Father for anything. Father gathered he was legit and proud of himself. But I could tell he was concerned about Jordon’s choice in a profession. And he was downright worried about Mother finding out her first born and only son was a porn maker. Poor Mother. I did feel sorry for her then and hoped there was never a reason she had to find out. I doubted she watched porn, so I easily pushed Jordon out of my mind and concentrated on myself.
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After two years of living on my own, Mother out of the clear blue came to call. She was sober and looked pretty.  That day she wore a white silk blouse with gray slacks, no jacket. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her not wearing a suit outside of the house. And her hair was loose though pinned up on the left side. Except that her hair was auburn and her eyes were brown, she looked a lot like the actress Donna Mills.

I was sitting out in my yard at the patio set enjoying the brilliant sunshine. She wouldn’t sit down when I asked her to please take a seat. Obviously, she expected me to invite her inside the house and air conditioning. I started not to, then figured why not, she was after all my guest. My not invited and unexpected guest. No, that wasn’t quite true, I had invited her to come see me any time when I first moved out. 

Inside the house, she took the time to check out everything. She appeared to like what she saw. And no wonder, all the tastes I had came from her. 

“Would you like something, Mother? Lemonade or tea?”

“I’d adore a Long Island Iced Tea. You remember how to make them?”

“Sure, but I don’t have the fixings.”

“You mean, you don’t have a bar?”

“Nope.”

She placed her clutch on my coffee table and walked her long legs farther into the living room. I supposed she was thinking what to say before she turned round to regard me with her big brown eyes. “I’m going to Tokyo next month and I’d appreciate it if you’d accompany me.”

“Why?”

“Your sisters live there.”

“So?”

“Just come with me, Valentine. I’m not begging you, I’m telling you.”

“Just like that I’m supposed to drop everything on your whim?”

“It’s not a whim. You have a month so there’s no reason to drop anything. You speak Japanese as fluently as your sisters and you have a passport.”

“I also don’t plan to go overseas,” I said. 

“Valentine. All through your childhood I never asked you to do anything. I told you what I expected, and you either did it or you didn’t. You and your siblings always had a choice. Today, you don’t! I’m going to Japan and you are going with me! If you had a life to consider, I would.”

She was serious. She was mad too. Mad at me for disappointing her all these years no doubt when she should be glad I was still around to talk to and fuss at, unlike the children she’d carried around in her belly. Nobody had to jump on a plane or get shots before they decided to come see me.

“Mother, you checked out of my life fourteen years ago. You don’t get to come in here using your disappointed mommy card. If you want something from me you better ask me nicely because I don’t feel all that obligated otherwise.”

“Are you really this evil, Valentine? You don’t feel any obligation to me or your sisters?”

“No.” Then because I wasn’t as cold hearted as I wanted to be with her, I said, “I’m grateful you adopted me and gave me a good life, but you aren’t the only one disappointed. As far as Christina and Patrice go we were never that close. Those two only care about each other. You know as well as I that they went to Japan to be alone with each other, or to get away from us. Skyping with them is good enough for me.”

“Well, it’s not for me. I want my babies back.”

“They’ve got their lives, Mother. So does Jordon. They did what you wanted of them and then booked.” I wanted to add that I’d done the opposite, and it took her five months to venture a thirty minute drive to see me.

“Do you at least have whiskey in this house,” Mother asked shaking back her bouncy hair.

“Sit down and I’ll see what I have.” She was still standing when I went to the kitchen. In my cupboard, I had amaretto and Jim Beam. I usually mixed them with cola or sour mix. I doubted Mother would like either. I fixed her a big glass of ice and poured on some whiskey and tonic water. I had a big icy glass of cola in amaretto. As I was about to turn for the door, Mother pushed through and looked at me. “Oh, I did have some whiskey,” I told her.

She sauntered her way to the island and took the offered glass from my hand then continued past me to the back door and opened it. I sat on a stool and watched her enjoy her drink while she gazed out the screen door. My back yard was clean and green with a few flowery bushes and dwarf sized trees. Soon her drink was finished, and she held the glass down alongside her leg. 

“I knew you’d refuse me,” she said.

“Well,” I said and remembered my own drink sitting on the island. “I’m sure you’ll have a good time none the less.”

“Are you being sarcastic or something, Valentine?”

Was I? I really had no idea what it might be like for Mother and the girls to visit live and in person after so many years. The girls were no longer girls at twenty two and twenty three.

Mother unlocked the screen door and pushed it open then walked out onto my small deck. Over her shoulder, she ordered me to fix her another drink. “Undiluted this time,” she snapped. I left her alone a few minutes to stew or brew over a few things. 

I came back out with a pitcher of amaretto and cola and glasses of ice. I filled our fresh drinks from the pitcher. She took one and sat back crossing her legs. I noticed the sun was in her face. I figured she had a pair of sunglasses in her purse and went to get them for her and grabbed my own pair from the table as well. On the deck Mother, crossed her legs, settling into the cushioned chair. Her countenance still held a frown, however.

“I was going to grill some salmon,” I said. 

“You?”

“Well, I don’t have servants, Mother.”

“Fish and salad sounds wonderful,” she said. “But don’t go through any trouble.”

“Grilling isn’t trouble.” I got up and pushed the grill from against the house and lit it.  After the fish was grilling, I went back to sit with Mother. 

“Are you happy, Valentine?” she asked.

“Why wouldn’t I be,” I answered. 

“How do you manage that?” She glanced around at my surroundings. Meager by her standards. “You have no friends. You don’t have a career! You don’t even date!”

“What gives you all those ideas about me?” 

“Oh. So you have become a whole person since you left home?”

“I was always whole, Mother. As whole as I wanted to be. You obviously have a different definition of a whole person.”

“Different, not wrong?” She smiled at my attempt at diplomacy. “Um, that young man you used to like- what was his name?”

“Kristoph.” As she very well knew.

“We ran into him at the club,” she informed me.

“What was he doing at the club?” He wasn’t a member, and I seemed to recall him acting all uncomfortable the few times he actually accompanied me and my family.

“He was out with some friends. I tried not to meet his eye but some people you cannot avoid.”

“Why would you want to avoid him? He was always nice and personable to you.”

“Well, I was thinking of you. Besides, his being there with another girl was awkward enough without him trotting over to say hello. He had a sad look in his eyes to me although he smiled and laughed.”

“Oh?”

“He didn’t say the words, but he misses you, Valentine.”

“Gee, it’s hard to tell from all those calls he never made.”

As if I didn’t say anything, she went on with her campaign. “Your father and I thought you two would get married. Did he ask you?”

“Yeah.”

“You turned him down.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

Why are you just now asking questions, I nearly blasted at her. Back then she acted as though she couldn’t care less about my future. Going around bragging on her birth children like it was teaching me a lesson or something. She wasn’t there to offer moral support, advise me about sex or anything. 

“Why didn’t you tell us you had an offer of marriage that you turned down?”

“Because frankly, Mother, I didn’t believe you’d give a damn!” There. I said it to her pretty face. And she didn’t even pretend to be shocked. “Why are you asking me about Kristoph now?”

“Because you are damn near thirty years old, Valentine! You’ve made so little effort for your own life. It’s as if you’ve given up on everything. Look at you living in this little house, in this poor neighborhood.  In a nothing town. No friends and not even a man to sleep with. What is wrong with you, Valentine?”

“For your information, I have friends. And this isn’t a poor neighborhood- it’s working class and I love it. People are polite and they mind their own business. And as far as what is wrong with me, maybe it was the fact that you checked out of my life when I was barely thirteen. And maybe because Father checked out later because of you being a bitch most of the time. But don’t worry, I’m not bitter.”

“Well, why aren’t you?”

I considered the question. Mother rarely asked questions she didn’t want answered. “Because it doesn’t matter. The past is dead.”

“I suppose Jordon and the girls feel the same?”

“Yes, Mother. I’m sure they do.”

“This is your way of telling me I wasn’t a good mother to you children? That everything I did for you was wrong?”

“You did some good things but you were only thinking of yourself. I thank God I fell out of the window and broke my back, if not, I’d have kept dancing and riding horses and dating the kind of boys you chose for me.”

“Is that why you broke up with Kristoph?”

“He broke up with me.”

“Well, now he regrets it,” Mother informed me. 

“Good,” I said. 

“I gave him your phone number.”

“What on earth for?”

“He wants you back, Valentine. I saw that skinny thing he was having supper with. You outclass her by at least four miles.”

“Well.”

“Valentine, give the boy another chance.” I simply smiled at Mother hoping she’d assume I was agreeable. “Change of subject,” Mother said brushing her cascade of locks from her face. “Your father gave me an ultimatum. I had to cut back on my drinking or go to a clinic and get help. He thinks I am an alcoholic.”

“Aren’t you?”

“I like to drink,” she shrugged. “For a while nobody else seemed to care how much I drank. I have cut back drastically. But even so your father hasn’t treated me any differently. He still goes out three nights a week and returns around noon the next day. What do you think that signify, Valentine?”

“I couldn’t say, Mother.”

“Of course you can. He has a woman.”

“Or he could just be staying over at the club.”

“He’s getting ready to leave me finally,” she shared without venom.

“I don’t believe that,” I lied.
“I’ve seen this woman and I’m sure it is love between them. The way it never was with us.”
“Mother, don’t be saying such things. Why would he leave now when you are working on yourself?”

“Oh, I don’t believe it is about me. It’s about you. You left, so there’s no reason to stick around me any longer.”

“You are his wife of thirty four years.”

“But your birth mother is the love of his life,” she announced as if we spoke of her all the time or something. I just stared at her stunned. “No, they weren’t messing around all this time,” she continued. “Their reunion is just a few years old.”

“No way.” I didn’t believe her. My real mother was just some wretch who never got her life together. Not a lover my Father abandoned. Father wouldn’t have kept that secret from me. Or so I hoped. “Mother, are you telling me the truth?” I asked. Or are you just being a bitch again, I wanted to ask.  

“Valentine, I have never lied to any of you children about anything your whole lives,” she pledged.  I knew better than that but let it go. “Valentine, can I please fix a real drink?” I went into the kitchen and grabbed the whiskey bottle and an ice bucket from the fridge. While she prepared her drink, I went to turn the salmon on the drill. “Valentine, don’t overcook it, now.”

“It’s doing all right,” I said rejoining her at the small table.

“Am I going to lose you too?” Mother asked in a demanding way. “I guess, it would serve me right.”

“No, it wouldn’t.”

“You feel sorry for me?”

“Sometimes.” I had no idea what my father and birth mother were up to back then or now, I just knew Lana Nichols was the woman who raised me. I believed she loved me too. Somewhere down the line she got things twisted. “Mother, did you know I was Father’s love child all along?”

“He told me not to ask unless I really wanted to know.”

“How did you do it?”

“I figured if he was bringing another woman’s child to me, the child’s needs came first. Besides loving a baby isn’t hard work.”

“But you regretted it.”

“Maybe I did. I regret other things now.”

“Like what?”

“There are things a parent should not discuss with a child. No matter how old the child.”

“Okay,” I said. I’d learned a lot more that afternoon than I wanted to know anyway.

“Mind if I have another drink?”

“You can drink all you like, Mother. But you can’t go home drunk.”

“Are you suggesting I spend the night here?”

“I have a guest room.”

“You don’t think I should bother your sisters?” Mother poured whiskey over the remaining ice in her glass. “You don’t think they want to see me in person?” 

“Only they can assure you of that, Mother.”

“Why didn’t you run away, Val? I did my best to make you.”

“And where was I going to go, Mother?”

“Oh, Valentine. The world was your pearl. So damned talented and intelligent. There was nothing you could not have had,” she stated as if it were a simple fact and sat back to cross her legs and take a long gulp from her glass. “If you trusted your own backbone,” she added looking me right in the eyes. That much was true, I still felt I needed to protect my back from normal wear and tear. “It isn’t too late. You are still all those things. If you won’t accompany me to Japan, take a world cruise on your own.”

“A cruise is going to solve what you think I missed out on growing up with you?”

“Nothing can make up for my failures with you and your siblings. You going out into the world is for me. I want to see you doing something. They way you’ve lived isn’t healthy. I think your sisters and brother leaving was healthy, and you aren’t so much different from them.” She frowned at my non reaction to her opinions about me and her other children. “Well?”

“Nothing. I’m not going anywhere. In case you missed it, Mother, your birth children and I aren’t close. Jordon was always a strange case, and the girls walked away and hasn’t looked back. I say screw ‘em.”

“I know you don’t mean that.”

“Maybe not but I’m not running up behind them.”

“Honestly, Valentine, do you care what happens between your father and me? Will it make a difference to you?” I wished I could’ve told her it mattered to me, but it didn’t. Whether they lived together or not was moot. Their hearts and souls had not been together in years. In my mind, they were already divorced. Our whole family was divorced. “Valentine, have you met her?”

“My birth mother?” I shook my head and went to the grill to see about the salmon. They were a little over cooked for my taste but they’d still make a good meal. I took them off the grill and back inside. Mother trailed behind me and went to the fridge. She looked inside as if looking for something. Probably vodka.
“Your father,” she said grabbing a lemon from the counter top and tossed it at me. “Did he speak to you about her?”
“No.” 

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” I answered slicing into the lemon. Then it occurred to me. Father never once mentioned her name to me. What the hell was up with that? I turned to Mother. “So Father is my real daddy. I’m half white.”  I stared at my brown skin. I wasn’t what people call light skinned at all. “Why didn’t he tell me?”

“Said he was embarrassed.”

“Embarrassed about what?”

“For being a bastard, I would imagine.”

“Mother, I have to tell you I’m having a hell of a time believing you. Why are you telling me stuff now?”

“I’m not lying! And why shouldn’t the truth finally come out? I don’t have to keep his secrets any longer!”

Wow, what a bitch. “Is there anything else?” I demanded. “Tell me what you came over here out of the blue to tell me?”

“I love you,” she said then straightened her back. “I want you to know regardless of the past and whatever happens to this family in the future, I love you as much as my other children. I always have.”

“Right.”

“It’s true,” she insisted.

“Thanks, Mother.”

“Valentine.”

“On second thought, I don’t want you sleeping over. I’m going to call a cab to take you home.”

“Fine, but hold off until after lunch. There is still something you don’t know.”

After lunch, Mother lay her slim body on my couch and snoozed the rest of the afternoon away. I watched her with conflicting emotions. On one hand, I was mad. Really pissed at her. She finally decided I was worth some effort on her part, too bad it was all about telling on Father. She had to know I’d rather live the rest of my life not knowing his secrets. And hers. And then, on another hand, I felt sad. She was a woman in pain, on the verge of losing everything she’d taken for granted. I figured she was scared. 

I covered her with a light knitted blanket then went into the kitchen to place dishes into the dishwasher. After wiping down the table and counter tops, I poured myself a stout whiskey in a water glass and downed the hot liquor in two gulps. Mistake. I wasn’t much of a hard drinker and coughed myself down on the kitchen floor to my knees. 

“Valentine!” Mother ran in to help me to my feet. “Did you fall?”

“No,” I choked and grabbed a towel to dry my face. “I’m fine.” 

“Are you sure,” she asked still holding me around my waist. I was reminded of when she helped me with therapy. Holding me steady as I learned how to walk with a broken back. “You didn’t slip down? All that racket-”

“No, Mother. I thought you were sleeping.”

“You know I can’t sleep well.”

Actually, I didn’t. Unless she meant without drinking a bottle of something to put her out.  “Are you ready to tell me what you came over here for?” I slipped out of her supportive arms and walked over to the fridge. I’d made a banana cream pie the day before and decided we’d have it for dessert. I watched Mother pull out a chair and sit down while I cut us generous slices of pie. I sat down and waited for her to speak.

“My, this looks delicious,” she complimented then took a big bite. “Mmm. Did you make this?”

“Yes. Would you like some coffee? I’m going to have some.”

“Oh, no. However, I would like another glass of whiskey.”

“Sure,” I said then got up to fill a glass with ice. I poured a dollop of alcohol over the ice then added water. I challenged her with my eyes to object. After taking my seat again, she finally began to tell me some more rotten stuff about my birth mother.

“She was a stupid woman, Valentine. Not desperate or in a bad fix. Her name is Tomeko Patterson.” She paused to allow me to realize the significance of my birth mother’s name. 

“You are lying,” I feebly accused her. “Tomeko Patterson?”

“Yes,” Mother answered watching me as she took a gulp of her drink. “Tomeko Patterson is your birth mother and the woman your father is leaving me for.”

“I suppose you think you are better than her.”

“As a matter of fact I do!” Mother pushed out from the table and grabbed the whiskey bottle. She filled the glass glaring at me. I wasn’t sure to still me from snatching the bottle out of her hands, or if she were enraged over Father and Tomeko. “For all my faults,” she said. “I am still a productive member of this god damn society we live in! Your birth mother chose to live with thugs who didn’t want a half white baby around! I allowed my husband to tell me some cock and bull story that made no kind of sense so he could bring his child into my house. So yes, Valentine. I know I am a much, much better woman than she will ever be!”

“You don’t know her whole story,” I said. “If Father still loves her she has to be worthy in some way.”

“Okay,” Mother smiled wiping her lips. “I’m a lush but I took care of my own children plus you and my husband. I didn’t run behind drug dealers and murderers. I didn’t win three million dollars from the lottery and throw it away on a criminal who spends more time in jail than with me! Three million god damn dollars she never thought to use for you. She didn’t clean up her life for you because she’s a ride or die chick for a man that didn’t want you around. I don’t want or need to know her whole story. Because nothing can excuse the rottenness in her.”

“Fine,” I said. “While I appreciate you allowing Father to bring me home, I’m not going to kiss your feet and act like you are Mother of the Freakin’ Year.”

“And why not, Valentine? I saved you from living in the system. I saved you from a life with thugs. I gave you my family, Val. I don’t deserve to lose my life to the likes of her! Your father is doing too much to me, Valentine!”

“Why don’t you just let it go?” I got up to go stand beside her. She was crying before me like a little girl. Face and eyes all red. “Oh, Mother. I understand you are hurting, and I know Father has done you wrong. But why don’t you just let him and Tomeko go off and do them? Why do you want to live this way?”

“It’s my life, Val. After all these years, he can’t bring her into my house! Tomeko is trash and she won’t set her nasty feet inside my home! Ever!” Her hectic wet eyes bore right through me. “I’ll burn it down before I am forced to leave and-”

“Mother!” God she was on the verge of raging right before me. A real life woman scorned was scary to behold when she was your mother. 

“I mean it, Valentine!”

“No, you don’t!” I screamed back at her. “A house is not the sum of your life. And who says you have to leave? Father won’t put you out to bring Tomeko in. Haven’t you talked to a lawyer yet?”

“No.”

“I’m not up on divorce law,” I said. “But I doubt the adulterer will be rewarded with the house.”

“Then you are on my side?”

“I’m not on any side. You and Father are a mess together. Why don’t you let him loose?”

“Why would I do such a thing? Why make it easy for them?”

“Make it easy on yourself. Do you still love Father,” I asked. “Is he worth holding on to?”

“That isn’t the point,” Mother said. She picked up the napkin near her plate and blew her nose. “I deserve better than to be left alone. Why did he wait until all you children were gone?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he doesn’t either. I mean, why did he insist you cut back on the drinking if he was leaving?”

“I don’t know.” Mother meet my eyes and held my gaze. “Valentine, you are my daughter. All I have left. She can have your father, but you won’t leave me alone, will you? I- I couldn’t take it if you wanted her more than me. I know I don’t deserve your devotion, but I think I’d die if you want her more than-”

“Mother, stop it.” Not for one second I believed she might die over me. But her distress bothered me some. “I’m not going to abandon you the way you abandoned me.”

“I guess, that makes you better than me,” she sniffed.

“You did me wrong,” I shared with a bitterness I thought I had forgotten. “And I know it was because I wasn’t your natural
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