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Chapter One

 

It had been a long workday, and I was dragging my feet heading home. Mama was probably going to be in her usual rotten mood and would have done nothing all day except drink herself into a stupor. What a welcome home.

This week, I'd been working extra hours to help my neighbor, Ms. Graham. She'd twisted her ankle, so in addition to the other clients I cleaned for, I was helping around her house more than usual. It was the reason I was running late tonight.

Reaching the door, I took a deep breath, mentally preparing to face whatever hell was waiting beyond it. Don't get me wrong, I loved my little brother and sister; they were the best thing in my life, but Mama was too much. Abusive one moment, neglectful the next.

"Hello. I'm home," I called out.

"Mandy! Mandy! I'm so happy you're home." Missy came running to me, giving me a huge hug. Then she lowered her voice. "She's been so mean today."

"Well, I'm here now." I kissed her head, then scanned the messy living room. It would be a long night of cleaning for me. Between home and work, I was constantly cleaning. "Go play, and I'll start dinner."

She smiled as she skipped off to her room. She and our baby brother, Davy, mostly stayed in there away from Mama, only coming out when I was home.

No sign of Mama; she must be in her room. Hurrying to the kitchen to start dinner, I wasn't at all surprised by the mess that awaited me there as well.

The trash can overflowed onto the floor. A sticky substance had originated on the counter and dripped down the front of the cabinets. And then the dishes, piles of them. But I bet she hadn't even fed the kids.

Missy had probably fed them both. She didn't know yet how to clean up after herself, and who could blame her? She was only four. That's what a mother is supposed to be for: to teach and guide, nurture and love. Not our mother, but other mothers.

I muttered under my breath as I got to work.

Finally, with the kitchen cleaned, I could start cooking. That's when I heard the telltale sound of glass breaking from the living room, immediately followed by Mama cursing and Little Davy crying.

"Now what?" I whispered to myself as I rushed out of the kitchen. I rounded the corner to see that Davy had knocked over Mama's glass.

Her drink of choice was the indicator of her mood. Beer was the safest; anything else was bad, oh so unbelievably bad. A glass meant it wasn't beer because, for her, beer came in a can.

The sight that met me as I came around the corner caused something in me to snap like raw animal instinct. Mama was holding Davy up to her face and screaming at him. My tiny, two year old baby brother looked like a rag doll in her hands.

Pure rage boiled from my soul. I charged at her as a growl escaped my throat. I grabbed Davy and handed him to Missy, who was peeking from the safety of the hallway, and in the same motion pushed Mama back. She fell in a lump to the floor.

"Missy, you and Davy go back to your room and lock the door! Do not open it until I come to get you!"

Missy nodded and led a crying Davy down the hallway.

Mama tried getting up, but I pushed her back down. I didn't know and didn't care what her intentions were right now, but I had a few things to say to her first.

I crouched down so I was eye to eye with her, my body shaking with adrenaline.

"Don't you EVER touch him again! Either of them! Do you hear me? He didn't ask to be born." My voice trembled as I barked out the words. "You did that! You brought us all here. Don't you touch him or her or me ever again!"

She spat in my face and slurred out, "You little bitch!"

I straightened, standing above her with arms crossed to deter her from going after the kids. I'd stand here as long as it took to protect my brother and sister.

But after only a few minutes, she crawled down the hall to her room, I assumed to sleep it off. I stepped into the hallway to watch her, ensuring she made it into her room without further incident. When I was confident she wouldn't pursue them, I started cleaning up the broken glass and liquor, silently cursing her as I did.

While cleaning up yet another of her messes, I marveled at myself for standing up to my mom. She'd been my abuser and torturer, and I'd brazenly confronted her, defending my sweet brother.

"I'm a badass." I grinned.

I'd never defended myself against her, just always taking it, thinking I'd deserved it for some odd reason. Of course, it didn't make logical sense to feel that way, but perhaps it was all the belittlement I had received my entire life.

However, when it came to my siblings, I would not let anyone hurt them. To date, I'd kept them out of her way or put myself in the path when I couldn't. Today had been a bad day. The first we'd had in a long time. Months.

Heading down the hall with the skeleton key, I unlocked the door to their room to find Missy with a crying Davy on her lap, murmuring to him. She was trying to comfort him through her own tears.

"It's okay, Little Davy, it's okay. Mandy will take care of us," she said through her own sobs.

That's when she saw me. Her face was red, streaked with tears, and I could see fear and sadness in her eyes. At four years old, she was so mature, too mature for her age. I sometimes forgot how young she was by the way she acted. It broke my heart. She deserved to enjoy her childhood. Moments like this weren't helping.

I sat on the floor, gathering them into my lap.

"Yeah, it's okay now. Mama went to bed and should sleep until tomorrow." I hugged them a little closer, kissing their heads. "I love you both and will keep you safe."

After a few minutes of cuddles, I said, "I'm going to finish getting dinner ready. You both stay here and play quietly. Everything will be okay."

Honestly, I wasn't sure if it would be, but I had to believe I could keep them safe, or at least try. I wanted something different for their lives. Unlike my own childhood, which had mostly been about survival and hiding from Mama and her friends, I wanted them to laugh and play, be carefree. They didn't need to know about what I'd been through. No, I wanted them to be little kids, to the best of my ability, despite Mama still living in the house with us.

My siblings' father, Jimmy, hadn't been around in over a year. He and Mama had broken up before Davy was born, and while he used to visit the kids, those visits had become few and far between. I didn't entirely blame him for staying away. Whenever he came over, Mama would yell at him, then beg him for another chance, then curse at him when he refused. It was exhausting to witness, so I could only imagine how exhausting it was to experience.

Still, I couldn't help feeling a little resentful. He had somewhere else to go. I didn't. These kids were innocent in all of this, and someone had to look out for them. Since their birth, that someone had been me.

I sighed. I couldn't dwell on all of this now. First, I had to feed Missy and Davy, then follow our nightly routine and just try to keep things as normal as possible.

Dinner was ready, so I walked back down the hall to the kids' room to find them absently playing with their toys. Mostly just pushing them around but not making sounds. It was heartbreaking to see. I wanted to pack them both up right now and run away from here and her and this sad, angry life.

Instead, I put on a brave face and got them both seated at the table. They kept looking toward the hallway, listening for Mama. I tried to keep the dinner conversation light.

"How was fishing with Grandpa Dixon?"

He wasn't our grandpa, simply a friendly neighbor. His wife had passed a few years ago, which gave him extra time in his day to help us.

"It was good," Missy whispered and looked toward the doorway.

"Did you catch anything?"

"Grandpa Dixon did, but we didn't," she added.

Davy nodded his agreement. He often let Missy speak for him.

"It was nice of him to take you both fishing. We'll have to bake him some cookies or something as a thank you."

They looked at me but didn't reply. My distraction attempts weren't working, so next I tried asking about their favorite cartoons, which they usually talked about all the time. Nothing. Missy had always been my little chatterbox, but not tonight.

At least they still ate all their dinner. If I had to choose one over the other, eating was more important.

That night, I slept in their room to ensure Mama didn't try anything.

"Won't it be fun? It's like we're having a sleepover party," I said, as upbeat as possible.

I had hoped they would feel safer with me in there, but Missy kept eyeing the door. We hadn't had a rough night like this with Mama in months. It always set the little kids on edge.

Mama was always grumpy with us. Snapping when she was hungover, or verbally lashing out when she was drunk. But it was rare now that she hit us, and the times it came to that, I always put myself in the way so it wasn't directed at my siblings. Most of the time, we all just stayed out of her way. We had learned her cues. Unfortunately, today had just been a bad day.

"It's okay, Missy girl. I'm here."

She nodded in reply, giving one last look at the door, but finally settled enough to sleep. I listened to their breathing as they drifted off.

Sadly, for me, sleep didn't come as easily. Instead, I lay awake thinking about Mama and all she had put us through.

It would be my eighteenth birthday soon. My plan had always been to leave when I turned eighteen, though I'm sure I could have left sooner without Mama trying to find me. However, things changed once the kids were born. I had to think about them now, not just myself.

How would I be able to look myself in the face knowing I'd left them to be abused by the one person who was supposed to love them the most?

I stared at the ceiling in the darkness, listening to their soft breathing beside me. I didn't know what the future held, but I knew one thing for certain: I was going to do everything in my power to give them what I didn't have, just as I'd done since their birth.


Chapter Two

 

The next day, Mama was quiet. Too quiet. She didn't drink or have her friends over, as she usually did. For most of my life, she'd been predictable: drinking too much, partying too hard, taking out her life's problems on me. The silence scared me more than her wrath.

Each day I was nervous about leaving the kids, but I had to work so we could eat. None of my neighbors were available to babysit, not even Ms. Graham, who was always willing to help. She was still nursing that bad ankle, which made it near impossible for her to run after two young children, even ones as well behaved as Missy and Little Davy.

I tried to finish all my houses quickly, and since most of the homes were within walking distance, I could easily stop by between clients to check on things.

After a week of paranoia, I let my guard down a bit and stopped checking on them as often as I should have. Mama hadn't done anything in a week, and things had started to feel more normal. I was beginning to think things were going to be okay.

I should have known better. That's how life worked. When you let your guard down, or when too much good was happening, something awful followed. Or maybe that was just my life.

One afternoon, I arrived home to find the little kids on the living room floor, crying hysterically. Missy was trying to comfort Little Davy but not doing a good job, as she was crying herself. When I walked into the house, they both ran to me, throwing themselves into my arms.

"Mama's gone, Mandy. Mama's gone," Missy sniffed.

"What?" I asked, thinking I hadn't heard her correctly.

I wouldn't have expected them to be upset about her being gone. Maybe they were simply scared of the unknown, like I suddenly was. This was both frightening and a dream come true.

"Mama's gone. She packed some things and left." Missy choked out the words between sobs.

"Gone? Did she say where she was going? Did she say anything?" I tried to keep my voice calm, but in my shocked state, I don't think I pulled it off.

"She said... she said she was going away and never comin' back. She left this." Missy handed me a crumpled, soggy piece of paper.

I read it, then reread it to make sure I understood it correctly.

Mandy,

I'm done. I can't do this anymore. Since you think you know so much, you can have the kids. Here's your chance to prove that you're better than me. Don't fuck it up as I did!

Love,

Mama

She was really gone. My wish had come true, but the timing was awful. I wasn't prepared, and I wanted this on my terms, not hers.

I felt the room spin, so I sat down without saying a word. I didn't know what to say or what to think. The note crumpled further in my fist as I tried to process what was happening.

Part of me wanted to laugh. Part of me wanted to scream. And some small, traitorous part of me felt the sting of abandonment, even though I knew better than to want her here.

Immediately my brain started hopping from thought to thought. What was I going to do? I had almost raised myself to this point and was already raising two children, but this was different. There was no adult over the age of eighteen in the house. Not yet. Soon I would be, but soon wasn't now.

How was I going to pay the bills? I had money from working, sure, but was it enough to cover the electric bill, water bill, cable, and phone bills each and every month? Maybe for a few months, but then what? And when were they due? Had Mama paid them for this month?

I made enough to easily handle our food and clothes, plus I saved as much as possible. I shopped with coupons, planned meals carefully, and watched every penny. Without Mama around, and more specifically her partying friends, the food should last us longer. That part should be doable.

Then there was the house. I knew there wasn't a mortgage on it, but I thought I'd heard about property taxes and insurance. I might be able to handle the monthly bills with what I had saved, at least for a little while, but I had no idea about the bigger expenses. I would have to research those.

When my grandmother died, she'd left Mama the house, her car, and a large cash inheritance. I didn't know if any of it remained or if I had any right to access it. I doubted it. Mama's drinking and partying had started after grandmother passed, and she'd probably drunk it all away. I would have to investigate that later, too.

Too many questions and not enough answers. I realized the little kids were watching me, waiting for my reaction. Looking down at their red, tear-streaked faces, I shook myself out of my own shock and panic, putting on a happy facade for their benefit.

"Do y'all want a snack? How about some TV?"

"Yay, yeah." They cheered, but the joy was muted.

I sliced up an apple and an orange, then got them settled in front of the TV. One of their favorite Disney movies was on. It would be a good distraction while I tried to figure out what to do.

While they were busy with the movie, I took the opportunity to sift through the piles of bills on Mama's desk. I found all the ones I knew of: electric, gas, water, and cable combined with our home phone line. We were probably one of the few households left with a landline.

"Good. One less bill," I muttered to myself.

Nothing about the inheritance from grandmother. I found a few of Mama's bank statements, but my name wasn't on the account, so I had no right to any of that money.

As I skimmed the statement, I saw she had quite a bit in her account.

"Wow. No wonder she doesn't work." I rolled my eyes.

She hadn't spent any of this on us. The household bills, I supposed, but nothing beyond the bare minimum. All those years I'd worked and scraped and saved, and she'd been sitting on money the whole time.

It looked like all the bills had recently been paid, so that was at least one positive. It meant I had some time to figure out how much I had stashed away in all the jars and cans I'd hidden in the yard over the years.

For now, my priority was to feed the kids and act like everything was normal. I had been faking it for most of their lives. What was one more day or two until I had a solid plan?

I organized and stacked the bills to go through in more detail later, thankful that Mama hadn't switched to paperless billing and that she'd at least kept up with paying what was due.

For all her flaws, we'd always had a roof over our heads, power, and running water. We'd never slept on the street. Some people couldn't say that. I'd learned not to take those things for granted, even if I resented everything else.

I pushed away from the desk and headed to the living room to check on the kids. They were happily munching their fruit and watching the movie. Missy caught me looking and smiled brightly before turning her attention back to the screen.

Their eyes were still red and puffy from crying, but they looked calmer. The hiccupping sobs had stopped.

I sat down with them to watch the end of the movie. Little Davy climbed into my lap, and I wrapped my arms around him. It was the little things like this that I treasured.

When the movie ended, I took them outside to play. Anything to keep their minds and bodies busy so they wouldn't dwell on the change. Plus, I often took them out after work. I liked to keep us as close to a routine as possible.

After a few games of tag, I went inside to start dinner and let them continue playing. I would make their favorite: spaghetti with meatballs. Funny how I'd already planned to make it today, before any of this happened.

As I cooked, I watched them from the window. They ran, laughed, and played without a care in the world. I was glad to see them acting like regular little kids, that the drama of Mama leaving hadn't affected them too deeply. Time would tell if there would be any lasting effects.

I had worked hard to shield them from her so they could grow and develop as children should. Compared to some others their age, they seemed a bit more reserved, a bit more watchful. But they still knew how to play. They still knew how to laugh. That had to count for something.

Once dinner was ready, I got them inside and washed up. They were good eaters, which made my job easier. I remembered all too well what it was like to go hungry. I was thankful for all those who had helped me along the way, especially in those early years.

Missy was back to her old self at dinner, chatting away about their games.

"... and then Davy jumped over the bucket, and I missed him. I almost tripped, but I didn't. I'm too quick to fall." I stifled a laugh because I knew she believed that with her whole heart. "I finally caught him when he went around the tree, but I went around the other way."

Davy giggled and nodded along with her story.

"Wow. That sounds like fun."

"It was." She giggled.

After dinner, I cleaned up while the kids played in the backyard some more. Missy would invent various games and adventures, then direct Davy in his role. I'd overheard them go on an African safari once. Another time, they were fish underwater: she was a clownfish, and he was a swordfish. I loved her imagination and that she was helping to build his.

Tonight's adventure was pirates looking for buried treasure.

"Arr, Pirate Davy, we need to find the treasure. Arr, let's look at the map," Missy commanded.

"Arr... Arrr..." Davy seemed to like the pirate word.

Once I was satisfied with the kitchen, I joined them outside. It was a perfect evening. We got out here as much as possible. The house itself was sad and run down, despite my efforts to keep it clean.

When it started to get dark, I got them inside for baths, story time, and bed. Our nightly routine. I always read to them before they fell asleep.

Reading had given me an escape when life got too heavy, and I wanted to pass that love on to my brother and sister. We were currently working through Charlotte's Web. I'd recently taught Missy to read, and she loved to practice. She would ask to read small sections aloud, and though some parts were above her level, we would work together to sound out the harder words. She tried so hard, and she was getting better every day.

After story time, I tucked them in and kissed them goodnight. It was only then, with them safely asleep, that I could let myself fall apart.

I wandered into the living room and sank into the old couch, letting out a sound that was half moan, half sigh. For so long, I'd daydreamed about being free of Mama. But on my terms. Not like this.

It all came down to money. I needed money to leave and to live. That was one of the reasons I'd started my cleaning business in the first place.

I'd been about ten years old when Ms. Graham found me hiding in her garden shed. I'd been crying, though I wouldn't tell her why. She didn't push. Instead, she asked if I'd like to earn a few dollars helping her with some chores around the house. I think she knew I needed an escape more than I needed the money, at least at first. Over time, I asked other neighbors if they needed cleaning or yard work, and soon I had a small business going.

It gave me purpose each day and income that enabled me to care for my brother and sister. While it began as an escape from Mama, her friends, and her parties, it became much more. I had independence. I could provide things Mama wasn't willing to, like food that wasn't scraps and clothes that actually fit.

From the beginning, I'd tried to save more than I spent, hiding cash in various jars and containers buried in the backyard. I made myself a rule: what went in stayed in. If I needed to spend something extra, the next deposit would just be smaller.

I had no idea how much I'd accumulated out there. I really needed to dig it all up and see just how fruitful all that work had been.

I allowed myself another moment to wallow before I jumped up. Now was a good time to dig. It had gotten dark enough to conceal what I was doing. I didn't need to give the neighbors any more gossip.

Not that Ms. Graham would talk, but Mrs. Maxwell on the other side of us was the worst gossip in Glenn Lake. Once she heard Mama had left, she would spread it all over town.

I tried not to think about that as I went out to gather my money. It took a while in the dark to find all my hiding spots. When I was done, I hoped I'd found them all.

I had started out at thirty dollars a week helping one neighbor. It slowly grew to a few more people, and now I was working for ten clients who paid me anywhere from fifty to seventy-five dollars a week, sometimes more with tips or holiday bonuses.

In the first couple of years, I'd saved almost every dollar, taking out only small amounts for necessities. But in the last few years, I'd become the sole provider for two children. Mama allowed her friends to eat our food, the food I bought, so I had to purchase more than we needed and hide the non-perishables where they couldn't find them.

I didn't mind providing for my brother and sister. I minded providing for Mama and her freeloading friends. And now, knowing she had money in the bank the whole time? It felt like a slap in the face.

It didn't matter now. The trash had taken itself out, so to speak. My hope was that she stayed gone.

I brought my nest egg into the house. It took several trips. Nearly six years of saving, all of it here on the floor in front of me. I knelt down and started counting.

When I finished, I couldn't believe it. Nearly thirty thousand dollars. I counted it again. Then again. It was correct.

I sat back on my heels and stared at my small fortune.

"Not bad for a kid doing yard work and housecleaning for neighbors," I said aloud, fighting the urge to roll around in it like some cartoon character.

This was a huge success. Almost unbelievable. But that was my life: unbelievable in all the wrong ways, and now maybe, just maybe, in the right ones too.

I might actually be able to make this work without Mama. It would take careful budgeting and planning, but I made enough to support us. If I could pick up a part-time job somewhere, that would help even more.

Tomorrow I would open an actual bank account. That was probably a better option than hiding cash in the backyard. But for tonight, I split the money into three piles and hid them in three different places in the house.

To say I was paranoid would be an understatement. With this much cash and after the childhood I'd had, who could blame me?

I checked every window and door twice to make sure they were locked. Then a third time, just for my own peace of mind.

I made my way down the hallway to peek at the children. They were sleeping peacefully, their faces soft and untroubled.

I wandered through the house, picking up stray toys, a random sock, and a shoe. The place was beat up and neglected, but I did my best to keep up with what I could.

Once I was done, I grabbed my pillow and blanket and settled on the couch for the night.

Sleep came in fits and starts. The slightest sound woke me. What if she came back drunk? What if she tried to take the kids?

I could call the Sheriff, but I doubted a seventeen-year-old half-sister had as much legal standing as their mother. I didn't think I had a leg to stand on if she tried to take them.

Mother. She didn't even know what the word meant. Nearly everyone in Glenn Lake would side with me, but that wouldn't matter if she took them somewhere else. We were strangers outside this town. Houston was only thirty minutes away. She could disappear with them, and no one there would know us.

If that happened, there was a good chance I would never see them again.

I stared at the ceiling in the darkness, listening for sounds that never came. That thought, losing them, was too painful to hold for long. I pushed it away and waited for morning.


Chapter Three

 

The kids woke up happy and bouncy, less stressed than most days.

"Good morning, Mandy!" Missy said, hopping into her seat at the table.

I set a bowl of cereal in front of her and kissed her head, then helped Davy into his chair and gave him his breakfast. I kissed his head, too.

"Good morning, sweeties. Did you sleep well?"

"I did. I had the bestest dream ever. It was about kitties. I love kitties." She chatted away while Davy ate his cereal and nodded along with her.

Today was the first day of our new life. I had to open a bank account, find a regular babysitter, and look into getting a part time job to supplement my housecleaning work. I also had two houses scheduled, so it was going to be busier than usual.

After breakfast, I got them dressed, packed a bag, and headed next door to Ms. Graham's house. I hated to ask, but I needed them somewhere safe while I ran my errands.

"Good morning, Ms. Graham," I said when she opened the door.

Ms. Graham was a special person in our lives. She had built not one but two successful businesses from the ground up, during a time when that was rare for women. She'd never married or had children, though I didn't know the reason. She was beautiful, kind, and thoughtful. Even now, at eight in the morning, she wore pearls, and her white hair was styled in a perfect French twist.

The kids ran to her. "Grammy!"

She'd come up with this nickname for them to call her, a play on her last name and her role as a grandmother figure in their lives.

"Oh, good morning, dears. Are you scheduled to do work for me today? I thought..." She trailed off as she hugged the little kids.

"Oh no, not today. I wanted to ask if you'd watch them for me this morning. I'm sorry it's last minute."

"Mama left us," Missy added flatly. Little Davy nodded.

"Oh, my." Ms. Graham glanced at me. "Yes, yes. Of course I can watch them for you. For as long as you need." She gestured for us to come in.

"Thank you. I just need to walk into town to handle a few things." Downtown Glenn Lake was close enough to walk from where we lived, which worked well since I didn't drive. "I need to open a bank account. I also want to apply for some jobs."

"Oh? You're not going to clean any longer?"

"I'll still clean houses, but I feel like I need a little more income."

She nodded. "Do you want me to drive you? I know you can walk, but it would be easier in the car."

"No, I'll be okay. It'll be good for me to clear my head. Plus, it's a nice day."

"It is lovely today." She looked at the kids and then back at me. "Well, take your time. And if you need me to watch them this afternoon so you can do your houses, I'd be happy to keep them longer."

"I don't want to impose."

"No imposition at all." She smiled at the kids. "We'll have so much fun. Maybe we can go to the park and then make cookies."

"Oh, yay! I want to go to the park," Missy said, jumping up and down.

"Cookie, cookie!" Davy chanted.

They each had their own agenda. Ms. Graham and I shared a laugh.

"I really appreciate it. Thank you."

As I was leaving, I realized I needed a cell phone. I was probably one of the few seventeen-year-olds without one. I would have to stop by the hardware store to see if it was doable on my budget. An odd place for cell phones, but that's where they were sold in our small town.

When I stepped into the bank, Mr. Mulroney greeted me immediately. He owned and managed the bank, which his family had started when Glenn Lake was founded back in the late 1800s. It had passed from his grandfather to his father to him. He had three daughters, so I supposed one of them would take over when he retired.

"Good morning, Ms. Mandy. How are you today?" He had a big, booming, friendly voice that matched his warm smile.

"I'm well, Mr. Mulroney. How are you?"

"Good, good. What can I do for you today?"

"I'd like to open a bank account with some money I've saved."

"Great. Step into my office, and we can get started."

I followed him down a short hallway. He offered me water or coffee on the way; I declined and took a seat across from him. His office was neat and organized but filled with personal touches: family pictures, a small plant, a pencil holder shaped like a golf bag, and a slinky on the corner of his desk.

"Alrighty," he said, settling into his chair. "We can open a new account, or I can add it to your current account. You know about that, right?"

I sat up straight. "What current account?"

"Didn't your mother ever tell you...?" He paused and shook his head slightly, as if stopping himself from saying what he really thought. "No, I suppose she wouldn't."

I was used to people's reactions to Mama. I had emotionally disconnected from her years ago, so when people commented, it didn't hurt my feelings anymore. But I had a feeling what he was about to say was going to shock me.

He clicked through some screens on his computer, moving too quickly for me to follow.

"When your grandmother passed, she left money for both you and your mother. Yours is in your name only. Your grandmother was insistent on that." He turned from the computer to look at me. "Your mother tried many times to get it, but your grandmother had given me strict orders not to allow it. I would never cross her. Even from the grave, that woman scares me." He winked.

"Really?" I exhaled and sat back in the chair, stunned. "I didn't even think she knew I existed. Or at least, that she didn't care that I did."

"Oh no, Mandy. She was disappointed in your mother's choices, certainly. But she loved you. She bragged about you whenever I saw her. She thought you were so smart, always talking about your good grades and how quick witted you were."

I twisted a piece of hair around my finger, trying to process his words. "Wow. I didn't know. I always thought she hated me. I never really got a chance to know her."

I sat with that for a moment. All those years living in her house, and I'd believed she wanted nothing to do with me. I remembered how she would look at me sometimes, her expression unreadable. I'd assumed it was disapproval, or worse, disgust. Maybe I'd been wrong. Maybe she'd been looking at me the way a grandmother looks at a grandchild she loves but cannot reach.

The thought settled in my chest like a stone. A lost opportunity. A relationship that might have been, if things had been different. If Mama had been different.

I mentally shook it off. I couldn't change the past, and I had more pressing concerns.

"So, um, how much is in the account?"

"About thirty-two thousand dollars." He turned the monitor so I could see the total. I nearly fell out of the chair. "She left
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