CHAPTER ONE
Little Girl Lost

My younger brother Cam and I spent a lot of time with our grandparents when we were children. By a lot of time I mean there were stretches—sometimes days, sometimes weeks—where our grandparents cared for us. Grandma Batty called such visits “Mom’s vacations.”
I used to think, “Wow, being a piano and singing teacher must have an awesome job if she can go on vacation so much!” Then I decided that my mother couldn’t have been going on very fun vacations since no one ever talked about them. There were never any pictures or souvenirs from those vacations, like when Grandma went to Hawaii. Whenever Cam or I asked questions or tried talking about the vacations, we were told, “Your Mom is just going through a rough time. She’ll be okay in a few days.” Of course, I was never satisfied with that answer.
At five years old, I was way more curious for my own good, at least that’s what I was told by almost anyone older than I was. I was one of those kids who just needed to know things and wasn’t afraid to ask the questions that made all the adults in the room shut up: “What’s a ‘rough time’?” “How long will she be okay before she needs to go away again?” “Why can’t we go with her?” “Why do you put those bottles away when mom is here?” Questions like those made my grandmother’s lips purse, her face turn red then she said something like, “You know, you’re far too curious. It comes from your strawberry blonde hair and your Scottish background. You let us worry and ask the questions, thank you very much.”
I’m not sure what my hair color had to do with my “feistiness” (another Grandma-ism). I think not knowing or understanding things drove me nuts so if people weren’t going to tell me what I needed to know, I took the initiative to figure things out on my own—even if it meant listening in, spying or taking things apart.
At five, I also realized things were more serious than my grandparents had let on. I had a feeling that I wasn’t being let in on the big secret everyone else around me was in on.
“Why won’t you just tell me what’s going on?” I shouted at Grandma one evening before bedtime, stomping my foot. It was the second week of the latest “vacation” and I wanted to know where Mom was. Or if she was even coming back.
Grandma never even looked up from her knitting. “Curiosity killed the cat, Tami,” she said. “And don’t stomp your foot at me again or you’ll get a spanking.”
I crossed my arms and glared. “You can’t spank me. You’re not allowed.”
Grandma’s knitting needles stopped mid-knot. Her hazel eyes peered at me over her reading glasses. “Young lady,” she said slowly. “I may not be your mother but you are staying in this house and you will follow our rules. I won’t allow you to speak to me in that tone, do you understand me? I know you don’t get the discipline you need at home but, by cracky, you’ll get it here. Now go get ready for bed and I’ll come tuck you in.”
I thought about stomping all the way to my bedroom but thought it wasn’t a good idea. But I did get an idea while I got ready for bed. I’d just have to make sure I listened in when Mom called my grandparents. Curiosity wasn’t going to kill any cats at my grandparents’ house anyway. They had dogs.
So later that evening, I stirred awake at the sound of Grandma’s voice. I snuck out of bed, tiptoed to the railing at the top of the staircase and heard my grandmother’s loud whisper. It was the voice she used when talking about something interesting that the grandkids weren’t supposed to hear. I just knew I had to listen in.
I slid the bedroom door closed so Cam wouldn’t wake up, crept across the hall to the upstairs den, carefully avoiding the creaky boards right in front of the staircase or the jig was up. I made it to the den door then carefully dodged the small parcels of dog poop Grandma’s dogs left. Clearing the poopy booby-traps, I picked up the telephone extension, covered the receiver, and listened.
Grandma hissed, “Just when do you plan to come and get these kids, Janet? They’re starting to ask where you are.” 
Mom’s speech was slurred. “They don’t care about me. You do a stupendous job at being their mom.”
“Are you drinking?”  Grandma asked.
“No,” Mom said. “I already drank.”
“You’re supposed to be getting help. You come back here tomorrow and get these kids. You take some responsibility. Dad and I aren’t going to be parents to your children.”
For a good five seconds all I heard was the sound of the old pipes in the house creaking and clanking. I stared at the receiver with a furrowed brow. Then I heard crying.
“Don’t start,” Grandma said. I heard her slap the phone table. “Just get back here and be a mother to your children. They need you. Why can’t you understand that? If you can’t pull yourself up by the bootstraps for you, can’t you do it for them?”
Mom sobbed. “I don’t want them. Why don’t you keep them? Please. Just take them. I can’t take care of them. Besides, they’re better off without me.”
Grandma’s voice deepened. “I won’t listen to anymore of this. I’m telling these kids that their mother will be here tomorrow to get them. And you’d better be here or we’ll just bring them to you.”
A loud whisper from behind me startled me, “What are you doing?” 
It was Cam. 
“Shhh…” I said, waving frantically at him. “Be quiet. If Grandma hears us…”
My eyes widened as I realized the receiver wasn’t covered. Just before I slammed the phone on the cradle, I heard Grandma ask, “What was that?”
I grabbed Cam’s hand, scanned the floor for the clearest path out and ran back to our room. As we sped past the staircase I heard Grandma say, “Wilf, go up and check on the kids. I think they heard us.”
“Get back into bed and pretend you’re sleeping, Cam,” I said, jumping into my own bed.
“What for?” Cam asked.
I rolled my eyes and gritted my teeth, “Just do it!”
We pretended to sleep as Grandpa thundered up the stairs and pushed our bedroom door open. A few seconds later, I heard the bedroom door slide shut. The room was silent except for the occasional car whizzing down the main street behind my grandparents’ house and Cam’s rhythmic breathing.
I rolled over onto my stomach and smushed my face into my pillow, gripping it with both hands. As I cried, I wanted to believe it was the alcohol that induced Mom’s words. I had to believe it was the alcohol.
I don’t want them.
That’s the night my heart first broke. 

***
Breakfast was pretty quiet the next morning. Grandpa didn’t make eye contact with us. As Cam and I ate our already sectioned grapefruit, cereal with honey drizzled in the shape of the first letters of our names and toast, Grandpa whistled away like nothing was wrong.
Between bites of toast I wanted to ask what was going on with my mom, but I couldn’t. I frowned up at Grandpa. He looked back down at me with a little smile. He had such a kind face: deep blue eyes, chiseled cheekbones and strong jawline with a glimmer of his dimples we got to see when we’d make him laugh. I eased then he gripped my tiny shoulder. I guessed that was the answer to my unasked question:
We know, Tam. This is the way it has to be. But we’re here when things get too bad. And we love you.
Despite what I’d heard and what I saw, I loved my mother. And I knew somewhere inside of her bruised tortured heart, our mom loved us, too. But my trust for her weakened with each vacation, after each telephone conversation and with every unanswered question.
I just wished I understood where her pain came from, and why she’d be okay one day then take off the next. From that vacation on, I became determined to figure out what was going on, no matter what it cost or how much it hurt. Even if it made my grandparents angry with me; even if they cut off all my hair so the color of it would stop making me so curious; even if I got spankings or was grounded; or even if mom didn’t like me anymore…we deserved to know what was going on.
To me, it hurt a lot more not knowing…not understanding.
And I held on to that theory until she came to get us.

[bookmark: _GoBack]***
That next day was Sunday… We went to church every Sunday: Grandma’s orders. Mom was even in the church choir! I’m not clear whether it was because they were devoted Christians or that the Battys simply needed to maintain a certain social appearance. But everyone had to be in church on Sunday mornings—no matter what went on the night before, at least when mom wasn’t on her vacations. When she was on her vacation, Cam and I still had to go. Nobody ever asked where Mom was, though. 
Most of the people who went to church seemed to be the same age as Grandma and Grandpa. Everyone was dressed in his or her Sunday best—gentlemen in suits, ladies in dresses and big flowery hats—and on their most polite behavior.
“How do you do Mrs. So-and-So?”
“Oh, just fine, Mrs. So-and-So.”
Cam and I endured lots of pinched cheeks, pats on the heads and hugs from the huggers who knew we were Lillian and Wilf Batty’s grandchildren. It seemed as though people were much more interested in the social aspect of church than what the minister said.
We always sat in the middle pews. Cam and I were quickly divided because, for some reason, we always caught the giggles during the sermon. One Sunday, after a few unforgivable giggle-fests, I was wedged between Grandma and Grandpa with Cam stuck on the other side of Grandma. As the minister droned on with his sermon, I snuggled up to Grandpa’s chest and lifted my eyes up, high above the choir loft to the stained glass window of Christ and His Disciples.
I never knew why but whenever I locked eyes with Christ, I felt a warm tide build in the pit of my stomach then spread out to my extremities. It was…calming. He sat on a stool, surrounded by His Disciples. The artist magically captured the expressions of some of the Disciples’ personalities: Thomas’ face was filled with doubt—his eyebrows raised in question; ever-devoted Simon Peter with his head in Christ’s lap; and Judas faced away from Christ, guilt etched into his brow.
The scene was familiar for some reason, but it would be years before I truly understood its significance. I simply enjoyed the fullness in my heart when I’d looked into His sparkling aquamarine eyes before dozing off.
In my lowest moment, there were three things I credited for keeping me and my hopes alive: Grandma and Grandpa’s love, Uncle Craig’s (mom’s younger brother) undying devotion, and that stained glass window.
I saw each of their faces—in the stained glass window and my family’s—many times in my life. Each of them saved me in a profound way and reminded me that no matter what happened to my body, my soul would remain intact. 
It had to.
