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Chapter 1: What the Mailbox Holds






The letter came on a Tuesday, which Loretta Shaffer now thought was the hardest day of the week. Monday’s dread was at least straightforward. Tuesday crept up quietly, pretending to be normal until it suddenly made your heart ache.

She stood at the end of the driveway in her waitress apron, the one with a stubborn coffee ring on the pocket, and held the envelope without opening it. She already knew what it meant. The return address was printed in a specific blue that always meant the same thing to her: not enough.

Inside, her daughter Brianna was getting ready for school, banging cabinet doors like teenagers do when they are both hungry and annoyed. The smell of burned toast drifted through the screen door. Loretta listened, tucked the envelope under her arm, and went back inside without opening it.

She told herself she would open it later. She always said that. Later, when Brianna was at school. Later, after coffee. Later, when she was sitting somewhere safe.

Brianna showed up in the kitchen doorway, holding a burnt piece of bread as if it proved something. She was thirteen, with Loretta’s dark eyes and her father’s stubborn chin. She looked at her mother the way teenagers do when they know something is wrong but choose not to ask.








