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Dedication

For my husband, Romain, my biggest cheerleader. Thank you for the endless love and support over the past seven years.

For my son, Austin, I’m so proud of the man you’ve become. I owe so much of who I am today to you.
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Oh Baby

“Oh my God. What am I going to do?” I turned to my best friend, Shelly, who was seated next to me in the driver’s seat of her car, with what must have been a look of sheer panic. I was freaking out, and I couldn’t hide it. I’ve never been particularly adept at concealing my feelings.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered, rubbing my arm reassuringly. “It’s going to be okay.” It was the right thing to say, even though it wasn’t the truth. In her heart, she knew it, and so did I.

“I’m not so sure,” I said, emotionally paralyzed, still gripping the positive pregnancy test I’d just taken, alone in a gas station bathroom, at only fifteen years old.

The moment I found out, I knew my life was going to change forever. Not just my present, but my future too. Suddenly, everything I’d envisioned for myself seemed uncertain. Would I keep the baby? And, if I did, would I be able to stay in school? How would I manage that while taking care of a newborn? These types of questions flooded my mind as I tried to weigh my options about what to do next.

“We’re going to come up with a plan,” Shelly declared, nodding her head. I was grateful that she was trying to comfort me, but I could hear the apprehension in her voice.

“Oh my God,” I repeated as I buried my face in my hands. “This can’t be real.”

“We’ll figure it out. I promise.” But she averted her eyes from mine. She was probably afraid that if she looked at me, I’d realize that her bravado was laced with doubt.

“How did this even happen?” I asked. It was a ridiculous, rhetorical question—I knew the answer.

My boyfriend Mike and I had been dating for a few months, and we’d had sex only a handful of times. Of course, I understood it takes only one time to get knocked up, but—clearly—that wasn’t a compelling enough statistic to stop me. I actually remember one of my friends urging me to be careful, since I wasn’t using protection. She warned me of the risk, which—despite my carelessness—I already knew to be true but ignored because I didn’t have easy access to birth control. My parents were devout Catholics and didn’t believe in premarital sex. And I was too young to have a driver’s license or my own car. I was planning to ask my older sister, Sarah—who’s three years my senior—to help me, but before I could do that, the writing was on the wall.

I realized instantly that I was pregnant. Not because I had any obvious symptoms. There was no nausea or exhaustion. No swollen boobs. I just felt it in my gut; it was an instinctual sensation that I couldn’t ignore. Still, I had to confirm my suspicion with actual proof.

Thankfully, Shelly was able to drive and did have a car, so she got me my first test, which came out negative. You’d think that would have made me happy, but it didn’t. Because I knew it was wrong. A few days later, Shelly took me to Hook’s, a drugstore in Anderson, which is the main town on the outskirts of my hometown of Lapel, to buy a second test. And, from there, we went directly to the gas station down the street so I could pee on the stick in relative privacy. I couldn’t very well take it at home and discard the evidence in our trash. What if my parents found it?!

As expected, the second test came out positive. I stood there, by myself in the bathroom, staring at the two solid lines that declared my fate. I was like a deer caught in the brightest headlights, frozen and frightened, unable to retreat or advance. I squeezed my eyes shut and willed one of the lines to disappear. No such luck. My intuition had been spot-on, which was shocking and terrifying all at once. It’s one thing to have a strong hunch. It’s another to hold the verification in your hands, to see it in black and white—or in this case, pink—and to know that exactly what you’d dreaded had become a reality. I walked out of the gas station and climbed into Shelly’s Chevy Cavalier, which was waiting for me in the parking lot.

“Try to calm down,” Shelly urged. “Deep breaths.”

I inhaled and exhaled, as she’d instructed, but nothing could ease the tightness in my chest or dissolve the lump in my throat.

Shelly offered a heartfelt smile, put her car in gear, and exited the gas station. We had snuck out to take the test after school, and we were able to go while not being supervised by either of our parents. She kept her eyes on the road as I sat silently, unable to find the words to describe the sheer panic that was  pulsing through my veins. Fortunately, I didn’t have to. My reticence spoke volumes, which Shelly heard loud and clear.

“You can’t tell anyone. Not a single soul,” I said, finally, more for my own benefit than for hers. I knew I could trust Shelly to keep my secret.

“I would never,” she confirmed.

“Thank you.” I smiled appreciatively. Certainly I knew I couldn’t hide my pregnancy indefinitely, but I was also well aware that I needed a hot second to figure things out before it became public knowledge. And even before I told my mom and dad, which was the most daunting prospect of all—especially since my sister Sarah had gotten pregnant just six months earlier. The only difference was that Sarah was eighteen years old and away at college, which was slightly more palatable for everyone. She chose to keep her baby, a girl named Rebecca (who’s now twenty-eight!). She also chose to drop out of college—engineering school in Ohio—to marry my brother-in-law, Steve, and have two more kids with him.

As Shelly drove me home, I compared my sister’s situation to mine. Would it make telling my parents easier, because they’d already gone through the shock of my sister’s pregnancy? Or would it make their reaction worse?

I stared out the window at the passersby going about their day, most likely without a positive pregnancy test to agonize over. I would have given anything to return to that state of normalcy. To have my greatest concerns be my upcoming math test and how much homework I’d have to endure that night. Things that had once seemed so important were suddenly frivolous by comparison.

Once we arrived at my house, I took another long, deep breath and then forced myself out of Shelly’s car. I told myself I had to bury my worries for the time being while I formulated a plan.

Easier said than done.

As I passed through the motions of my evening, the baby in my belly was all I could think about.

I was a cheerleader at the time, and the most pressing issue I had to deal with was our impending competition that weekend. It was a big one, and I couldn’t back out of it a few days beforehand. If I did, I’d need a solid excuse, and divulging my situation to even one more person was simply not something I was prepared to do. Sure, I was nervous that a false move could hurt me or my baby, but I couldn’t let my teammates down. Disappointing people is not in my DNA. I kept my head down and focused on school and the competition for the next few days. Luckily, we both made it through the competition unscathed and with my secret intact.

With this first challenge under my belt, I knew I had no choice but to figure out my next move. I’d already concluded that, in my case, an abortion wasn’t an option. I understood that it would be the simplest solution. An easy “out,” if you will. I’d had friends who’d had abortions, so it wasn’t entirely taboo or even off-limits, but I just couldn’t wrap my head around it. And it wasn’t purely because I’d been raised in a staunchly Catholic household. I firmly believe that women should have a right to choose and that every circumstance is unique. All I can say is that I couldn’t do it. I wanted to keep the baby.

This meant I had to confess to my parents. Above all, that was one of my ultimate fears, along with the crippling anxiety inherent in making the best decision for me and for my baby.

But before I shared the news with my mom and dad, I needed to tell Mike—the father. Honestly, I had no idea how he was going to react or how I was going to receive his reaction, one way or another. At the time, Mike was living at his friend’s dad’s house because of some unfortunate turmoil at home. His friend’s dad owned a construction company, and I’ll never forget pulling into his gravel driveway in Shelly’s Chevy. There were a bunch of construction trucks parked in front of me, the house was on the right side and an office trailer on the left. Mike walked out of the trailer, and we stood beside Shelly’s car, my stomach in knots as I summoned the strength to speak.

“So, I have something to tell you,” I started, my voice quivering. If he noticed, he didn’t say anything.

“What’s up?” he asked casually.

“I’m pregnant.” There was no reason to beat around the bush. I couldn’t. I had to release the burden I’d been bearing for what felt like forever, even though it had been only a few days.

“Seriously?” His eyes widened, though his demeanor remained unruffled.

“Yes.” I nodded.

“Uh, okay,” he replied, wrinkling his brow. He was quiet for a moment as I shifted from one foot to the other anxiously. “Do you know what you’re going to do?”

“I’m going to keep it,” I answered definitively, searching his face for feedback.

“Okay,” he said. One word. Nothing else. I couldn’t tell if he was truly fine with it or if he was reeling internally, as I was.

Inherently, Mike wasn’t a terrible guy, but he was young and reckless, and raised without much guidance, so he didn’t have much of a chance. He treated me nicely most of the time, and he’d remained faithful up until that point. But his childhood hadn’t been easy. His parents were divorced, his father was remarried, and Mike was raised in a very challenging household, which meant he got into trouble often. He had a very complicated relationship with his dad and stepmom and had witnessed a lot of crazy shit. I remember seeing strange behavior as well, though Mike was often reticent to share anything too private or embarrassing. Mike idolized his dad, and they were very close. They mainly fought when his dad was drunk.

One time when I was at Mike’s dad’s house, his dad and stepmom had a bad fight. What was particularly odd about that incident was that, during their fight, his stepmom lost one of her large diamond earrings, and Mike’s dad told me to get a metal detector. He said, “If you find it, you can keep it.” I didn’t want the earring, obviously, or anything to do with their argument, so I kept my mouth shut and waited for the moment to pass, as I was extremely uncomfortable. I also didn’t want him to turn his anger on me.

I smiled nervously, unsure how to react.

He nodded and gave me a reassuring hug.

Even though I didn’t really know where he stood, I was grateful that he handled the news pretty well and didn’t make me feel any worse than I already did. In that conversation—and later ones—Mike never tried to push me toward abortion or adoption. He recognized, despite his own tumultuous situation, that it was my body and my choice.

The fact was, I couldn’t hold the secret in much longer. I’m the worst liar ever, even if it was only a lie of omission. Typically, when I’m hiding something, everyone notices, because I look and act guilty. On some level, I assumed my parents already sensed that things weren’t copacetic. Still, I was scared to death to tell them.

I waited a full week after confessing to Mike, until eventually I couldn’t put it off for another day. I had already told my older sister, Sarah, and even though I don’t remember the specifics of our conversation, I do recall that it was helpful to have her support, because she had just gone through the same situation. And my younger sister, Anna—who’s two years younger than I am—knew as well. The proverbial elephant in the room was awkward for all of us. It was time to bite the bullet.

I remember pacing my bedroom and repeating to myself, “Mary, you have to do this. You can do this.” I rehearsed exactly what to say and decided to go with something very simple, like “Mom and Dad, can I talk to you guys? I’m pregnant.” I swear that was it! I knew it would be all I’d be able to get out. I was literally chanting it in my head as I walked down the stairs, through the dining room and kitchen, and up to the entryway of our sunroom at the back of the house.

When I got there, I opened the sunroom door slowly, to find them both watching TV. Under my breath, I counted to three and said exactly what I’d practiced.

“Mom and Dad, can I talk to you guys? I’m pregnant.” Just like that. As soon as the words escaped my mouth, my stomach roiled, and my heart started pounding against my chest.

My mom, who was lying on the couch, shot up to a seated position and blurted, “What?!” Then she promptly lost her shit. “How could you do this and be so irresponsible?!” she screamed. “Did you not learn anything from what happened to your sister?”

My parents were still recovering from Sarah’s bombshell when I dropped the same one, only so much worse, since I was just a sophomore in high school, and I had no interest in marrying Mike or raising a family together.

I stood in silence while my mom continued to carry on, hurling pointed questions at me, such as: How could you have been so careless as to ruin your life in this way? What are you going to do now? How are you planning to take care of a baby while you’re in school? How could you have been so stupid?

The odd thing is that her anger didn’t upset me that much. I’d anticipated it. And I understood it. It was when my dad stared at me blankly, tears pouring down his face, that I died a little inside. His intensely visible disappointment nearly tore me apart. I knew I’d broken his heart. And, in that moment, I started to cry too.

There was a big part of me that was relieved they finally knew. Concealing the secret was far worse than bearing the brunt of their anger and disappointment, but neither felt good. I was terrified that I’d completely messed up my life. I didn’t know what to do. I was so scared and ashamed.

For a short while my parents did push me to give up the baby for adoption. My mom was much more vocal about it than my father was, but neither of them wanted me to “ruin”my life by becoming a teen mom. And as others began to find out—like the parents of kids at school—they weren’t very kind about it. I had a huge scarlet letter emblazoned on my chest, which was mortifying for my family.

I can’t pinpoint exactly why I was so adamant about keeping the baby. I’ve never considered myself to have a strong maternal instinct with kids. I do with my friends. I’m the first person to step in if one of them needs help or taking care of. I’m sort of a mother hen. But I don’t love all babies in general. I’m not the person who wants to hold other people’s newborns or coo over them. I’ve always been someone who’s very focused on other things in life, like succeeding academically and professionally. But I stuck to my guns, despite my mother’s strong opinion to the contrary. And, eventually, my parents accepted my decision, as long as I promised to stay in school, which wasn’t even a question in my mind.

On March 26, 1997—during my junior year of high school—my son, Austin, was born.

I’ll never forget that day. I was sitting on the sofa in the living room of our house with my younger sister, Anna, and our parents were in the sunroom. I suspected that I was in labor as soon as I felt the first contraction, but I was so frightened of what was to come that I didn’t say anything to anyone.

After a few minutes, Anna looked over at me, saw the discomfort on my face, and the way I was shifting in my seat, and asked, “Mary, what’s happening? Are you having the baby?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I might be having some contractions,” I said, trying to sound breezy. I thought there was a possibility they could be Braxton-Hicks, which are false labor pains, even though they were getting really close together.

“Mary, what are you doing? You need to go to the hospital right now!”

“I’m still okay,” I insisted, gritting my teeth through the pain.

“Oh my God, Mary! Are you insane?” She stood up to try to encourage me to do the same. “You have to tell Mom and Dad and go.”

“I hear you,” I answered. “Just give me a few more minutes.” I was terrified that I wasn’t ready. It’s one thing to have a baby in your belly and quite another to become a mother.

I called Mike, but he didn’t answer. Finally, I went into the sunroom to alert my parents, and off we went to the hospital in Noblesville, Indiana, where my mom’s friend was an obstetrics and gynecology nurse. Our families had been close for many years, so her presence was a big comfort for me.

Unfortunately, there was still no sign of Mike—it turned out he’d gone snowmobiling before he knew I was in labor. We were still dating, but just a month before I gave birth, I found out he had cheated on me. I didn’t take it well and nearly broke it off with him, but I ultimately decided to forgive him. He made it to the hospital right before I gave birth.

We didn’t know Austin was going to be a boy. If you can believe it, the doctors didn’t do any ultrasounds on me, because I wasn’t high risk. And I didn’t push them to, because I was scared to death. Actually, they were pretty mean to me throughout the whole process. I assume it was because they were judging me for being so young and irresponsible. But, from the way I was carrying Austin—like a basketball, all out in front—everyone kept telling me he was going to be a boy, so that was my expectation all along. You couldn’t even see that I was pregnant from the back. I wasn’t spread out, which is apparently what happens when you’re having a girl, or so people told me.

Regardless of my parents’ initial anger, disappointment, and embarrassment, from the second Austin was born, everyone adored him, including me. I just had no idea what I was doing as a mother!

After the birth, I remained living in my parents’ house while I homeschooled for the last three months of my junior year and for my entire senior year. I would go in to school to take tests, but that was it.

My mom and dad were very clear from the onset that they weren’t going to take care of Austin so I could hang out with my friends. He was my responsibility from day one. With that said, my mother was great about teaching me what he needed and how to provide for him. She was very firm with me, because she wanted me to thrive and do it on my own.

She’d explain, “When he’s up, you should be up. When he sleeps, you should sleep.” I’ll admit that she was riding my ass all the time! But I know it was out of love.

Without a doubt, there were many restless nights. I was exhausted all the time and really trying to figure things out. Thankfully, Austin was a well-behaved baby, so I never felt frustrated or resentful. It was just a lot to handle, especially at sixteen years old. Still, I never thought about dropping out of school. And I never took any kind of government support. I refused to be a statistic.

As for Mike, he was around, on and off. He came over for the first few months to visit and drop off little gifts, like mini Nike sneakers and cute outfits. He didn’t spend a ton of time with Austin, or act in the accountable way a father would and should. But I was okay with that—he was making some really dumb decisions, including getting arrested multiple times for doing stupid shit, so I wasn’t particularly eager to have him around the baby, especially without me or an adult I trusted there too.

I was working at Texas Roadhouse, where at age sixteen I started as a hostess, then eventually became a waiter. One day, while I was at work, I left Austin, who was just six months old, at Mike’s family’s home, where I trusted he’d be safe, thinking Mike wouldn’t be there. I later learned that Mike ended up coming home and then spontaneously decided to grab Austin and take him for a “spin” in his truck. When I heard he had done that, given his history, it scared the crap out of me.

The last thing in the world I wanted was to keep Austin from his dad, but unfortunately, I just couldn’t trust Mike to keep him safe. With my mother’s guidance, I saw the importance of how big an impact these decisions could have on Austin’s safety. And once that lightbulb went off, I had this feeling that unless I established some boundaries, something really bad was around the corner.

From then on, a new rule was established: Mike could visit Austin only under the supervision of my mother, who was extremely strict with him. She would write down what time he arrived and what time he left. If he was supposed to be there at 5:00 and he came at 5:03, she would document that he was three minutes late. It was a relief to know that my mom was so supportive of me. Unlike her, I was much more laid-back. As long as he was showing up for his son and making an effort, and either me or my mom could be there to make sure Austin was safe, that was fine. But I was wrong. When I was with Austin, and Mike would show up, he had a far greater interest in hanging out with me than he did with Austin. He’d come over to our house to see me and ignore his baby.

On more than one occasion my mom had to say to him, “Mike, this is your time with your son, not with Mary. You need to watch him, take care of him, and play with him.”

Eventually, I’d make myself scarce during his visitations, hoping that my absence would force him to focus on Austin. But that tactic backfired, and Mike just stopped showing up altogether.

He kept taking me to court to try to gain some form of custody. He ended up screwing himself over because the judge would find out that he’d violated his probation from previous traffic offenses and also failed to pay child support that the court had ordered him to pay. So, sometimes, the judge would throw him in jail for a brief stint. The judge would also explain that Mike could see Austin as long as the visits remained supervised. But Mike wasn’t cool with being overseen, which meant that—ultimately—I stopped hearing from him and was granted full custody of Austin. The court eventually revoked all of his parental rights.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t relieved by the verdict. I knew without a shadow of a doubt that this was the right thing for Austin at that time. Mike had shown me time and time again that he did not want to be a devoted or responsible father. This made me believe Austin would not be safe under his care, and my job as a mom was to protect my son. We were both young and dumb, so I forgive him for not knowing what he truly missed out on. But it also made me incredibly sad. My heart broke for my son, knowing that his father would never be in his life. But this was really not my choice.

The first time this really hit me hard was when Austin was about three years old. One morning before preschool he woke up and started to cry.

In tears, he looked up at me and said, “I can’t go to preschool today. Please don’t make me.”

“Why?” I asked. “What’s wrong? Are you feeling sick?”

He shook his head and replied, “Because I don’t have a daddy.” It turned out it was Bring Your Father to School day, which, for obvious reasons, no one at the preschool had bothered to tell me. I was heartbroken, but I asked my dad to step in and he went as Austin’s proud grandfather. It really does take a village!

I’m so grateful for my dad making that effort, but it didn’t eliminate the absence of a true father in Austin’s life.

In the years following, Mike reached out less and less and, finally, not at all. Ultimately, he disappeared from our lives altogether. When Austin was nine, I got a random phone call from him—the first time I’d heard from him in eight years. I was surprised but not unhappy about it; I thought, and hoped for Austin’s sake, that perhaps he’d matured and wanted to get to know Austin. I let him do the talking.

“Hey, what are you up to?” he said nonchalantly when I picked up the phone.

“Not much,” I replied, eager to hear what his agenda was.

“What’s new with you?” he continued as if no time had passed and nothing had changed.

“I’m just living my life in Los Angeles. I’m married to a great guy and taking care of Austin.”

“Austin, huh.” He paused, like he was unsure whom I was referring to. And then he said, “Oh shit, how is that kid?” That kid?! It was all I could do not to completely lose it at him. But I knew he wasn’t worth it.

“He’s fine, thank you,” I responded, as evenly as I could.

“Cool. Do you like living in LA? What do you do out there?” he persisted.

I was speechless. I’m not sure why, since he’d been MIA for so long, but I was still in disbelief that he appeared to have zero interest in his child, and I wanted to get off the phone as quickly as possible.

“I’ve gotta go,” I said, suddenly. Then I hung up and sat there in shock, allowing the magnitude of our conversation to set in.

Mike didn’t care about Austin. He didn’t think about him every day. He wasn’t even a blip on his radar, which wasn’t a crime, but it was a shame—for Austin, although more for Mike. He had no idea what an amazing son he had. That was his loss, even if he didn’t realize it and never would.

I haven’t heard from Mike since that day.
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The Beginning

When I became a mother at sixteen, no one really saw it coming. Prior to getting pregnant, I hadn’t had a lot of boyfriends, and even the ones I did have were more in name than in physical contact. Mike was the first guy I had sex with, and we had slept together only a handful of times before I got knocked up.

After watching my older sister, Sarah, have the same experience, I guess I shouldn’t have been that surprised, but—again—she was older than I was. And, for my own part, I was always a good kid who played by the rules. If I could pick one word to describe my childhood, it would be idyllic.

From the day I was born, in Muncie, Indiana, on July 29, 1980, I was a happy baby. My mom says that, as an infant, I never needed more than five hours of sleep, which absolutely killed her. But, according to her, I wanted to be awake and alert, so as not to miss anything.

Apparently, I was so eager to get on with life that I skipped crawling altogether and started pulling myself up to standing so I could walk. Since I wasn’t even one, I was slightly bowlegged, which most toddlers normally grow out of by around two. But to correct the way my knees curved outward, I had to wear leg braces like Forrest Gump for about a year. Of course, I didn’t let those bother or hinder me. I’d still try to run all over the place and get into everything.

I also wore glasses as a kid. Thankfully, our neighbor Charlotte worked for an optometrist. At least once a week, my mom would have to take my glasses to Charlotte to be fixed, because I’d either fall asleep in them and bend them or crack them when I was messing around. In addition to the glasses and leg braces, I went to speech therapy, because I couldn’t say the letter R. Fortunately, all three of these situations were resolved pretty quickly, and I was free to evolve into a tomboy throughout elementary school.

From kindergarten through sixth grade, I attended St. Ambrose, a small Catholic school in Anderson, Indiana, where we lived. Our classes had only about ten students in them, so you really had to follow the “letter of the law” and stay out of trouble, which I did—for the most part. There was one time when I got sent to the principal’s office for yelling at the priest on the playground; he was trying to play kickball with the kids, but accidentally hit my younger sister in the head, and I went into big-sister mode, scolding him to be careful.

She called my parents in and said, “Mary Catherine isn’t a horrible kid. She’s got a very sweet soul. She’s just . . . spirited.”

My mom replied, “That’s a really good word for her.”

The principal then added that sometimes, certain behaviors in children that adults tend to disapprove of become the things they are admired for in adulthood.

Sure enough, it’s exactly who I am: an advocate for the people I love and things I am passionate about.

I guess I was somewhat rambunctious and always trying to figure things out. I had not only a lot of energy, but also a strong sense of right and wrong. If I ever did anything I felt guilty about, I would come home and punish myself even more than my parents would have punished me. I’d tell my mom everything I’d done wrong and what my self-imposed sentence was going to be.

I’d say, “I’m so sorry. I’ll never do it again. I’m going straight to my room right now.” And I would usually ground myself for much longer than my mom would’ve.

She’d grin and reply, “Okay, but don’t you think you’re being a little hard on yourself?”

And I’d shake my head and insist, “Oh, no, I deserve it.”

I credit this discipline to my Catholic school experience.

The other kids in my neighborhood went to the public school, but we were still good friends and after school spent all of our time playing together. I lived on a dead-end street with about fourteen houses, and there was a lake at the end of the road. We would race around every evening and all day on the weekends, riding our bikes, roller-skating, and playing all sorts of games. It was exactly what you’d expect of life in the country in the Midwest. The only rule was that we had to head home once the streetlights came on. I’ll never forget the summers of my youth, which were filled with sunshine, laughter, and unadulterated fun.

One of my best childhood friends, Lindsey, lived down the street from us. We used to call her Dennis the Menace, and although my mom adored her, she also drove my mom crazy at times. Lindsey had such a kind heart, but she was very rambunctious and was always causing trouble (the good old-fashioned kind). We used to leave the windows in our house open in the summers, while we were sleeping, and Lindsey would wake us up in the morning by standing outside my window and yelling, “Hey, Mary, are you awake yet? Come on, let’s go play!” And then my mom would scream back, “Lindsey, go back to bed. It’s not even six a.m. yet!” This was a daily occurrence. Reflecting on it now still makes me smile.

As I mentioned, I was a total tomboy. I loved climbing trees and catching tadpoles and frogs at the lake. I can’t tell you how many times my dad would have to drop whatever he was doing and run out to scoop me up because I’d broken another bone. I’d
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