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Prologue

ANNABELLE WATCHED THE LITTLE GIRL IN THE FRONT yard, smiled at the clumsy way she bent down to tie the laces of her yellow Batman high-tops. She was tall for her age, ten years old, and her dark hair fell unkempt around her face. On the front porch, a woman stood holding a plastic tray full of hot dogs. She too smiled at the girl as she placed the tray on a brightly painted picnic table.

“Mae, honey, go inside and brush your hair before the party starts,” the woman said.

The girl turned her back to the street and to Annabelle, but she could hear the girl say, “These earrings are making my ears itchy.”

“For goodness’ sakes,” the woman replied. She brushed the girl’s hair away from her face. “I told you that you have to clean them every day. How long have you been wearing these cheap things?”

The girl’s shoulders heaved up and down in that way only a child’s can when they have an answer that won’t be good enough for their mother. “They match my shoes” was all she said.

“It’s nice you want to match your brother’s party theme,” the woman continued, clicking her tongue against her teeth and working the earrings out of Mae’s ears, causing Mae to wince. “But was it really necessary to dress in yellow and black from head to toe?”

Again, Mae shrugged.

“Go on inside,” the woman said. “Hurry it up, or we’ll all be having cake and ice cream without you.”

Mae ran past the woman and up the front steps of the house, lingering just long enough to stick her tongue out at the woman’s back before disappearing inside. Unable to stop herself, Annabelle let out a laugh, and the woman in the front yard paused to scan the car-lined street.

Annabelle slid farther down into the driver’s seat of her Volkswagen Beetle as the woman surveyed the neighborhood. She hadn’t meant to loiter there, not really. She hadn’t meant to drive down the cozy tree-lined Seattle street or park just far enough away to escape being noticed. No, all she’d meant to do was visit the yarn warehouse on the south side of town and pick up her order. All she’d meant to do was follow the rules of the document she’d signed—no contact, and certainly not any borderline stalking—and return home.

It was as if she’d willed herself there, as if her hands had a mind of their own, straying from the ten-and-two position to make more left turns than she should have made, to park on a street she should have forgotten. If anyone asked her how she got there, she’d have to tell them she honestly didn’t know. She really hadn’t known that there would be a birthday party in the front yard. She’d just wanted a look, just a small glimpse, before heading home.

Of course, she’d been to this lovely house on the quiet cul-de-sac before. If Annabelle closed her eyes, she could remember every single detail of the way the house had looked over a decade ago, a sprawling executive ranch without the freshly painted front porch or new vinyl siding. She remembered thinking, when she’d been welcomed inside, that it looked like the kind of place a kid could play hide-and-seek in for hours and not run out of hiding spots. The owners, June and Michael Stephens, welcomed her with open arms and her favorite meal—chili dogs. At the time, it had been the only thing she’d wanted to eat for several months. That night, she’d eaten four.

After dinner, June showed Annabelle the rest of the house, showed her the clean bathrooms and the sunny laundry room and the finished basement that had one of those large-screen projection television sets. This was the kind of house Annabelle saw on television sitcoms. It was the kind of house that hosted family gatherings at Thanksgiving and Christmas. It was the kind of house, Annabelle thought, where a person could feel safe. It was a far cry from the house she’d grown up in, with its dingy carpet and flaking wood paneling. In fact, it was a far cry from everything she’d ever known. Most important, it was a far cry from the people she’d known.

June left for last the room where she hoped her daughter would one day sleep. As Annabelle wandered around the room, fingering the ballerina lamp and the pink-and-white gingham curtains, she could feel June’s eyes on her. She wasn’t looking at her the way some of the women did—with jealousy or pity or, worse, disgust. No, June was looking at her with what Annabelle could only describe as something akin to longing. Once in a while, June would reach down and touch her own belly, as if there was an ache—a hunger—that she couldn’t cure with a chili dog.

As Annabelle put on her coat to leave, she knew that she was supposed to say how nice it was to meet them and that she’d have someone from the Catholic Charities home where she was staying call the Stephenses to follow up. Instead, she put on her mittens, red wool that she’d knit herself, and took June Stephens by the hand.

“I choose you,” Annabelle said to her. “I choose you to adopt my baby.”
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Chapter 1

THERE’S THIS LINE FROM BRIDGET JONES’S DIARY BY Helen Fielding that goes something like, “Oh God, what’s wrong with me? Why does nothing ever work out?”

That’s all I could think the moment I saw a grainy video of my boyfriend, Mariners left fielder Derek Mitchell, sucking the face off another woman in a dodgy nightclub playing on Channel 33 Action News at 6 o’clock for all of the greater Seattle metro area to see.

I don’t know where the quote from Bridget Jones’s Diary came from. I hadn’t read the book in nearly twenty years—not since the summer before my freshman year in college when I was on a mission to lose half my body weight and also my virginity. Neither worked out, and I have to admit that I blamed Ms. Fielding just a little bit for writing a book in which I imagined myself, Maeve Stephens, the actual heroine, not-so-patiently waiting for her Mark Darcy.

“Oh my God,” my coworker Alyssa said, hovering over me to press the refresh button on the computer. “Is that . . . ?”

“Derek?” I finished. “Yep.”

“Who’s the . . .”

“Whore?”

“I was going to say ‘skinny bitch,’ but I guess ‘whore’ will work.”

I pushed myself away from my computer, disgusted. I had no way of knowing if the woman Derek was with was a whore or a bitch, and I felt guilty that calling her both of those things made me feel better. But it did, and I made a mental note to self-deprecate for betraying feminism the next time I saw my friends. I thought about calling him, but he was likely getting plenty of calls already. Instead, I stood up and continued cleaning out my desk. An hour before the video, I’d found out that the newspaper I worked for as a sportswriter, the Seattle Lantern, was bankrupt. They weren’t going bankrupt. They weren’t facing bankruptcy. They were already bankrupt, and we found out at 4:55 p.m. that we had the evening to clear our desks. Tomorrow, the paper and our jobs would cease to exist.

This was total bullshit. I was thirty-six years old, out of a job, and had just been publicly humiliated. The only thing I could do was hope that my parents hadn’t seen the video. When I heard my phone ring in my pocket as I was walking toward my car, carrying a box full of the last two years of my life, I knew it was my mother.

I set the box down in the parking lot and answered. “Hi, Mom.”

“Darling, are you okay? Your father and I just saw. Your aunt Jolee called us. We went to the YouTube and found it.”

Oh great. YouTube. “I saw it.”

“I never liked him,” my mother continued. “Didn’t I tell you I didn’t like him?”

“No.”

“Yes, I did.”

“Mom,” I said. “You told me last week that you hoped we got engaged and had adorable, baseball-playing babies.”

“Softball would have been okay too,” she said, sniffing into the receiver.

“I’ll call you when I get home,” I replied. I just didn’t have the energy to tell her about the paper closing. She and my father would insist I come over, and all I really wanted to do was spend the next millennium curled up in my bed with my laptop and every season of The Office on Netflix.

“Okay,” my mother said. “Be careful.”

I hung up the phone and bent down to pick up my box. When I straightened, there was a man standing in front of me. He was wearing a dingy Mariners cap (of course) and a grim expression. “Give me all your money,” he said.

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” I replied. “Are you seriously robbing me right now?”

The man, who was also holding a small switchblade in one of his hands, was taken aback. “Ah, well, yes?”

“Great.” I dropped the box back onto the pavement. It bounced once and then toppled over on its side, spilling paper clips and flash drives out onto the man’s feet. “My day is complete now,” I said, pulling my purse from one of my shoulders and handing it to him. “I just lost my job an hour ago, and my boyfriend was caught making out with someone who was most definitely not me. They played it on the news. You see it?”

The man’s eyes widened as he took the purse from my outstretched hand. “You’re Derek Mitchell’s girlfriend?”

“I was Derek Mitchell’s girlfriend,” I replied. “He doesn’t know it yet, but we’re so over.”

The man brought the switchblade up to his scruffy chin and scratched. “You’re that sportswriter, huh?”

“I was that sportswriter.”

“You know,” he said, riffling through my purse and pulling out all the cash I had inside my wallet, a whopping $32.11. “I thought you’d be prettier in person.”

Everybody’s a critic.

“Are you kidding me?” I asked.

“Are you kidding me?” He held up the money. “This is all you got?”

I shrugged. “You can take the credit cards, but you won’t get very far. Most of them are at their limit.”

The man threw my purse on the ground, disgusted. “I ain’t stupid. I just want the cash.”

“Well, that’s all I’ve got,” I said. I looked down at his knife and briefly thought about running. I could probably get away from him, but in this neighborhood, in the dark, I wouldn’t get very far. “Can I go now?”

He took a step back from me, his ratty Chuck Taylors scraping the blacktop. “Close your eyes and count to a hundred. I’ll be watchin’ you. Then get into your car and drive away. Don’t call the cops.”

“I won’t,” I said. I closed my eyes and listened for him to leave, hoping he would take my word for it about my credit cards. It was a mostly true statement, but I did have one card that belonged to my mother. He could have gotten to Guatemala on that one.

“Count!” he yelled from a distance.

“I was counting in my head!” I yelled back. “Fifteen . . . sixteen . . . seventeen . . .”

“Don’t forget to break up with Derek!” he continued. “Me and my buddies all think you’re bad luck!”

* * *

I rent a 640-square-foot loft on the sixth floor in the Crossroads district of Seattle. It’s small, which makes it easy to keep clean, and I never have to worry about people asking to stay with me. My parents, who live in the suburbs, don’t understand my need to live inside the heart of the city, and neither does my younger brother, Eli. My parents have always enjoyed their roomy ranch-style house, and in the summertime, we took trips to national parks and went camping and kayaking. I loved it growing up, but now I leave nature to them and to my brother, and I stay in the city as much as possible.

When I moved into this apartment five years ago, my mother got me one of those herb gardens for my window ledge. I tried to keep it alive, but I kept forgetting to water it. The thing died within a week. I’m not exactly the best at keeping anything other than myself alive, and sometimes even that’s a struggle. The thought of actually having to be responsible for another life scares the shit out of me, so I keep my interaction with animals limited to trips to the zoo with my niece, Rowan, and my nephew, Theo.

The minute I was inside my apartment and had locked the door, I went to my wine rack and picked out a bottle. Tonight I wasn’t even going to bother with a glass. I’d ignored no fewer than twelve phone calls on my way home and twice as many texts. Everyone, it seemed, had seen the news video. Honestly, the things that are considered news nowadays when legitimate newspapers like the Lantern can’t even stay in business are infuriating. How was my love life a story?

Of course I knew the answer.

Derek was somewhat of a celebrity, and a newly minted one at that. We’d started dating last baseball season when he was brought up from the minors. I’d been sent out to do a story on him, and we went out for drinks afterward. Two pitchers of Bud Light later, and I was back at his place. It was the first time I’d ever dated the subject of one of my stories, but I thought Derek was worth it. He was funny and sexy, and he never bought me anything like an herb garden.

It wasn’t long before Mariners fans started to notice him—mainly for his ability to play, but the way he looked in that uniform sure didn’t hurt him any. I enjoyed being his girlfriend. We got invited places I never could have gotten invited to on my own. I got inside stories about athletes I never could have gotten on my own. I got box seats I never could have gotten on my own. I admit, our relationship was probably a little superficial, but we had fun together.

Now baseball season was over, and it seemed like he was having an awful lot of fun with someone else.

Halfway into my bottle of wine, my phone rang again. Figuring it was my mother, poised to scold me for not calling, I picked it up. When I saw that it was Derek, I considered going out onto my balcony and throwing my phone into the bushes.

“Hello?”

“Maeve, hi.”

“What do you want, Derek?” I asked. I took another swig of wine.

He sighed. “So you’ve seen it, then?”

“Everybody’s seen it.”

“I’m sorry, Mae,” he said. I could just picture him running one of his hands through his thick chestnut-colored hair. God, I loved his hair. “I swear I didn’t know anyone saw us.”

“That’s what you’re sorry about?” I asked, setting the bottle down and standing up. “You’re sorry you got caught?”

“I’ve been meaning to tell you.”

I closed my eyes and willed myself not to press the end call button. “So it wasn’t just a onetime thing with some random girl you met at a club?” I asked, verbalizing the silent hope I’d been cultivating since the drive home.

“Her name is Genevieve,” Derek replied. “We met during spring training.”

“I don’t want to know her name!” I said. “I was with you during spring training, remember? When would you have met her?”

“She’s a sportswriter too,” he said. “In Florida.”

“Oh my God.” Suddenly I had a flash of memory. I’d seen her before. She was the one Alyssa and I made fun of because her press pass kept getting stuck in her cleavage whenever she bent over, and she bent over a lot. She’d interviewed Derek. Twice. “It’s been going on that long?” I asked.

“She’s moving here,” he said. “She’s already got a job at the Post.”

“That’s fantastic,” I said, biting at each syllable. “That’s just fantastic, Derek. Because I just lost my job today.”

“What happened?”

“The Lantern is bankrupt,” I replied. I was squeezing my phone so hard that my fingers were starting to cramp. “We all lost our jobs, but I’m so thrilled to hear that the woman you’ve been cheating on me with for almost our entire relationship has managed to procure a sportswriting job in my city.”

“It’s my city too.”

“It was my city first,” I spat. “You’re just some Midwestern shit kicker from Kansas.”

“I have never in my life kicked any shit.”

I sighed. “Goodbye, Derek.”

“Don’t be like that, Mae,” Derek wheedled. “I want us to end on good terms. I want us to be friends.”

“Well, maybe you should have thought about that before you cheated on me,” I replied. “You’re a pathetic excuse for a man. I hope you know that.”

“Fine,” he said. “Be a bitch. Have a nice life.”

“And your dick is tiny!” I screamed into the phone, even though he’d already hung up. It really wasn’t tiny. It was like everything else about Derek—just enough above average for people to notice.

I set my phone down on the coffee table and walked into the bedroom. I was almost glad that I didn’t have to go to work tomorrow. I wouldn’t have to acknowledge that I’d been publicly humiliated. I couldn’t imagine getting another job and being forced to cover a story about Derek.

I stood in front of the full-length mirror in my bedroom, yet another present from my mother I hadn’t wanted. I didn’t like to look at myself from top to bottom. The woman, Genevieve, was curvy in all the right places. And I was . . . I was curvy in no places.

As long as I could remember, I’d been one of the boys. I was tall “for a girl” at five ten. I had long legs, my favorite feature. I had thick, stick-straight brown hair and eyes that were the same color. I got lots of compliments on my matching hair and eyes. But everything else about me just sort of hung there. I was gangly, even at thirty-six, and clumsy. I couldn’t walk in a pair of heels if my life depended on it. I was jeans and T-shirts and light beer on a Sunday afternoon before the big game. If Derek had wanted a woman like Genevieve, he should have said so from the beginning. I would have understood. I wanted to be a woman like Genevieve.

I threw a dirty towel over the mirror and climbed into bed without bothering to take off my clothes. Maybe I’d wake up in the morning and realize that this whole day had been a dream. More than likely, though, I’d wake up still jobless, still boyfriendless, and still $32.11 poorer.

Maybe the bum in the greasy Mariners hat was right.

Maybe I was bad luck.

I shook those thoughts from my head. If I wanted to feel better, I needed to stop drinking and go for a run. It was too late and too dark to go for a real run in the park like I preferred. The gym in the building would have to do. It smelled like sweat and protein powder, and the two meatheads who shared the apartment below me seemed to be permanent fixtures. Still—it was better than nothing. I’d been running since I was about fifteen and needed a way to deal with what my mother called “complicated female emotions.” Right now I was having lots of complicated female emotions. I pulled a clean pair of Nike leggings from the clothing pile on my bedroom floor and the least wrinkled tank top I could find. I was pulling my hair into a ponytail when I heard a rapid knocking on my front door. It sounded like a tiny jackhammer, and I knew at once that it was my best friend, Holly.

She stood in the doorway, all five feet, one inches of her, looking me up and down and shaking her head. “Your pants are on backward,” she said, brushing past me. “They’ll evict you if you drunk exercise and puke in the trash can again.”

“I’m going to get evicted anyway,” I said, closing the door behind her.

“I heard about the Lantern,” Holly said, sitting down on my couch. “I’m sorry.”

“Thanks,” I replied. “So it really doesn’t matter where I puke. Either way, I’m puking and I’m evicted.”

Holly laughed. “You can always come work for me over at Bitch Rant.”

I sighed and plopped down beside her. “Nobody gets paid at Bitch Rant.”

“True,” Holly admitted. “But your mom would hate it.”

“There’s an upside to everything,” I said.

Holly had been my best friend since our first semester in college, when we’d been paired up as partners in our biology lab. She was a whiz in science and math and managed to drag me through the class, kicking and screaming. Now Holly worked as a geneticist in the lab at one of the local hospitals. In her spare time, she ran an underground feminist magazine called Bitch Rant. She lived with her wife and twin daughters in a gorgeous house in an affluent Seattle neighborhood that made my parents’ sprawling ranch in the suburbs look like a doomsday bunker.

“Well, you know you’re always welcome to come and stay with me and Christine and the girls,” Holly said. “We’ve got plenty of room.”

“I love you,” I said to Holly, picking up a half-empty bottle of wine and taking a swig. “But we tried living together once, remember? It did not work out well.”

“Surely you’ve learned to take your dishes to the sink,” Holly replied. And then, glancing around my chaotic living room, added, “Okay, you’re right. That’s a bad idea.”

“Speaking of your house,” I said. “Why aren’t you at home right now? Didn’t you promise Christine you’d be home in time for dinner on weeknights?”

Holly touched my hand and gave me a look so sympathetic that I nearly burst into tears. “Christine saw the video,” she said. “She told me to stay as long as you needed me to stay.”

“In that case,” I said, kicking off my running shoes. “Let’s order a pizza. I’m starving.”

Holly grinned. “You order, I’ll pay.”

I reached for my phone and replied, “As if I’d ever argue.”
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Chapter 2

TWO WEEKS AFTER I LOST MY JOB, AND AFTER ATTEMPTING to pay my rent with a maxed-out credit card, I moved back in with my mom and dad. My parents owned a sprawling house in a suburb of Seattle—a bedroom community. They’d had the house built in the late 1970s, several years before I was born, and it was my mother’s pride and joy. She liked to talk about how it had been, for a time, the only house on the street—right at the end of the cul-de-sac, and she believed that every house built after it was built to model hers. During the summers, when most of my friends were taking family vacations to the beach, my parents were “working on the house.” One summer they remodeled the kitchen. The next they ripped up all the old shag carpeting and installed hardwood floors. The summer I was ten and Eli was six, my parents remodeled the den, and we got a big-screen television set and beanbags to sit on for when we played Nintendo. My very favorite summer, however, was the summer I turned sixteen.

I’d been begging my mother for two things—my own phone line and to paint my bedroom. I’d long outgrown the pale pink walls and ballerina decorations, and despite my spectacular fail at my one and only ballet recital nearly a decade before, my mother was hesitant to give up on the dream that I would one day morph from the sullen teenager who wore too much eyeliner and listened to the Smiths into the frilly, lace-wearing daughter she’d apparently always wanted.

This fact had become something of a feud between the two of us—a fight that carried over into every single conversation we had for months. One weekend, after I’d flounced off in a huff to a friend’s house, I returned home that Sunday to find my bedroom completely bare—even the ceiling fan was gone.

My mother stood in the doorway of my bedroom and held up a finger. “Before you say anything,” she said, “why don’t you follow me downstairs.”

Reluctantly I followed her downstairs. Two brand-new walls now partitioned off what had once been a large, open room. There was new vinyl flooring, and I audibly gasped when my mother led me into the room on the left.

“Your father and I have been working on it for a few weeks,” she said. “I knew you’d never come down here and see it before we finished, since you absolutely refuse to do any laundry.”

I glanced around the room. My bed and dresser were there, and so were the posters I’d hung in my closet, because my mother wouldn’t let me hang them on my walls. There was the television set that had been in my parents’ room and one of those clear phones I’d been asking for since Christmas.

I dropped my overnight bag and gave my mother a hug. “I can’t believe this,” I said.

“This doesn’t make you any less grounded for storming out of the house the other night,” my mother replied. “The television and the phone will both be turned on in two weeks. You’ll just have to stare at the ceiling until then.”

I hugged her even tighter. “Thanks, Mom.”

I now found myself back in my old bedroom staring at a faded picture of Morrissey and a useless clear plastic phone. My parents left me alone for a few days, allowing me the space I needed to wander around the house in an oversized T-shirt and stare aimlessly into the refrigerator.

After a week of this, however, my mother was over it. She started waking me up for breakfast and demanding I shower. She started sending me emails full of links for job openings.

One morning she swanned into my room at ten a.m. and said, “Today is lunch with the girls. You can go with us!”

I groaned.

The “girls” she was referring to were her two best friends, Carol and Melissa. The two of them and my mother were retired public schoolteachers. They both had daughters a few years older than me, and those daughters were both wildly successful. One of them was a lawyer like her father, and the other one, Kate, was married to a dentist who also happened to be my brother, Eli. In my mother’s world, being married to someone successful also equated with personal success. Eli was successful because he was a dentist, and Kate was successful because she was married to him. I didn’t want to go to lunch with them and spend the entire time explaining why I was thirty-six and back at home with my parents.

“You can take a couple of hours out of your day to go to lunch,” my mother replied. “It’ll be fun! And maybe they know someone who could give you a job.”

“Doing what?”

My mother shrugged. “I don’t know, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

“Am I at beggar status?” I asked. “Besides,” I continued, “I was thinking about, I don’t know, maybe going to graduate school.”

“For what?” my mother asked. “Your one degree in English literature wasn’t enough? You know English literature majors are only qualified for one thing—door greeters at Walmart.”

“That’s not true,” I protested. “I could also clean off greasy countertops at McDonald’s.”

My mother sighed. “Oh, Maeve.” That was her favorite expression—Oh, Maeve. She’d been saying it since I was old enough to talk. “Do you really want to go back to school?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Maybe.”

“Well,” she said. “I guess it beats nothing at all.”

My mother looked around my bedroom. “Look at this as a new start,” she said finally. “Your options are limitless.”

“I feel like my options are completely limited,” I muttered.

My mother ignored me and walked to the closet, examining its contents. Finally she pulled out a pair of gray knit slacks and an aqua blazer—both items she’d given me and that I never wore—and said, “This will do, I suppose.”

“For what?”

“For lunch,” my mother replied, sighing deeply, a sign she was through asking me and was now telling me what I was going to do. “I’ll iron these pants, and you can wear one of my shirts under the blazer.”

I rolled over in bed and pressed my face into my pillow.

“And for God’s sake, take a shower and wash your hair,” she said on her way out of the room.

Two hours later, I was squeaky-clean and sitting beside my mother at her usual lunch spot. My sister-in-law, Kate, and her mother walked toward us, mirror images of each other in their tailored suits, shiny chestnut hair, and perfect posture. My mother gave me a look that told me to sit up straight, and I slumped down in my chair and scratched at my leg through the wool trousers. I was pretty sure they were giving me a rash.

My mother stood up and gave them both an air-kiss on each cheek. “Carol and Meredith are running a bit late,” she said to them. “They said to go ahead and order when we’re ready.”

Kate sat down beside me and said, “I heard you were coming today, but I didn’t believe it.”

“Well, I for one am thrilled,” Kate’s mother, whose name was Melissa, added. “Your mother says you’ve just been moping around the house for the last couple of weeks. It’s good for you to get outside and get some fresh air.”

“Yes,” I replied. “It’s way more fun to be depressed in the sunshine.”

“She’s joking,” my mother said quickly, waving the waiter over to our table.

The waiter scurried over, and the other women proceeded to order white wine or some variation of it, and when it got to be my turn, I said hopefully, “What do you have on tap?”

Beside me, my mother cleared her throat, and I sighed and said, “I’ll just have white wine.”

“Any preference?” the waiter asked. There was a slight twitch playing at his mouth, as if he might want to smile but knew better.

I gritted my teeth. “Whatever you recommend.”

He nodded and turned to leave just as Carol and her daughter Meredith rushed toward us. They gave him their drink orders (more white wine), and then filled the remaining places at the table.

Carol was a small woman with a pinched face and a mop of dark hair. She and my mother had been friends since high school, and I didn’t have many memories from childhood that didn’t involve Carol and Meredith in some way. I liked Meredith. We’d never been the kind of bosom buddies that my mother and Carol would have liked, but we had a mutual respect for each other. We’d been roommates for a semester in college before Meredith joined a prelaw dormitory, and she’d helped me out once when a creditor threatened to sue me. Meredith didn’t look a thing like Carol. She looked more like her father, who’d been an offensive lineman for the Seattle Seahawks before a knee injury ended his career. Meredith was nearly six one, and as a lawyer, I figured she was a pretty intimidating force in the courtroom.

Meredith looked up from her phone and over at me. “What are you doing here?” she asked. “You never come to lunch.”

Carol shot her a look. “We discussed this on the way over, Mer, remember?”

Meredith shrugged and looked back down at her phone. “You said a lot on the way over.”

I stifled a giggle and looked down at the menu. I knew from experience that from the lunch menu my mother would order a dainty salad with a vinaigrette dressing on the side. I also knew that she would be starving before we got home, which meant that dinner in the evening would likely consist of pork chops or some other savory dish. I decided to humor my mother by ordering a salad as well. I’d have ranch dressing, though. With God as my witness, I wouldn’t allow that to be taken from me.

There was sporadic conversation while we waited for our food—the kind of discussion that is polite but not too intrusive. I wondered if my mother had pulled each of her friends aside before meeting and asked them not to ask me any questions about my job or my love life. If she had, I was grateful. I smiled at her from across the table, and she gave me a little wink.

I was just going in for my second bite of ranch-covered happiness when Meredith looked over at me and said, “So, Mae, how is the job search going?”

I put the fork into my mouth and chewed as slowly as I could, while the entire table watched me. “Well,” I said finally. “There’s not a lot out there for a journalist these days, except for a little bit of freelance work.”

“Your mother says you’re thinking about graduate school,” Meredith said. “What would you go for?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know,” I replied. “I’ve always really liked the idea of marketing, but since my degree is in English literature, I’d probably have to go back and take some undergraduate courses before I could apply for any program like that.”

“Sounds expensive,” Kate’s mother said.

“Nothing’s been decided yet,” my mother replied, shooting Kate’s mother an annoyed glance.

“Eli can always train you at the clinic to be a hygienist,” Kate said. “We never can keep anybody, it seems.”

I bit at the insides of my mouth to keep from telling Kate that the reason they couldn’t keep any help was because she was the office manager and completely unbearable to work for. I knew firsthand what that was like, having played receptionist for them when the clinic first opened several years ago. Instead I said, “I don’t think I’d be very good at that. You know teeth freak me out.”

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” Kate’s mother interjected.

“I’m not begging anyone for anything,” I said. Why did people keep suggesting that term applied to me? I mean, sure, I’d lost my job and my apartment and my boyfriend, but that didn’t mean I was desperate, did it? I certainly didn’t feel desperate. What I felt, at the moment, was annoyed. “Besides,” I continued, “Holly offered me a job writing for her magazine.”

My mother almost choked on her salad. She shot me a warning glance from across the table, which I chose to ignore.

“Holly who?” Meredith asked. “Oh, Holly. I remember her. She has a magazine?”

“Bitch Rant,” I said, not looking at my mother.

“Bitch Rant?” everyone at the table said in unison.

“It’s a feminist magazine,” I replied, and then I gulped down the rest of my wine. “It’s very well respected in some circles.”

“In some circles, I’m sure,” Kate’s mother said.

Kate’s mother wasn’t looking at me. She was staring over at my mother with such a look of pity that I was almost ashamed for mentioning Bitch Rant.

Just as I opened my mouth to smooth things over, my phone began to ring. I pulled it out of my purse and stared down at the screen. I didn’t recognize the number. I sent the caller to voice mail and put the phone facedown on the table.

“Aren’t you going to answer it?” my mother asked. “It could be about a job.”

I rolled my eyes. She and I both knew that nobody was calling me about a job. She also knew I wasn’t in the habit of answering numbers I didn’t know. And random numbers flashing across the screen almost always meant one thing—debt collectors.

My phone started to ring again, and we all stared at it. When it began to ring for a third time, I snatched it up off the table and hurried out into the lobby to answer it, annoyed that whoever it was wouldn’t leave me alone.

“Hello?” I said impatiently into the phone. “It’s rude to call someone over and over, even if I probably do owe you money. I lost my job, though, so good luck squeezing anything out of me.”

There was silence on the other end, and I felt triumphant that I’d likely scared off whoever it was. Then, after a few seconds, there came a timid, “Hello? Is this Maeve Stephens?”

I sighed. “This is she.”

The person on the other end cleared her throat and continued, “My name is Alice, and I’m, well, I know your birth mother, Annabelle.”

I pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it. Surely I hadn’t heard that right. I hadn’t heard from my birth mother, well, ever, and I certainly hadn’t ever gotten a random phone call from someone claiming to know her.

“Uh, yes?” I said, putting the phone back up to my ear. “How can I help you?”

There was a pause, and then, “I’m sorry to call you like this. I, uh, I got your number from the website of the newspaper where you work . . .”

“Used to work,” I said automatically.

“I’m so sorry to tell you this, really I am, but Annabelle died two days ago,” the woman named Alice said, her words coming out in such a rush that I had to ask her to repeat herself.

“I’m sorry,” I said finally, because I didn’t know what else to say. “How did she—I mean, she wasn’t very old.”

“She drowned,” Alice replied, her voice cracking. “She was out on the lake in her little johnboat fishing, and she must’ve slipped and hit her head. She went overboard, and, well . . .”

I hadn’t known Annabelle had a boat. Of course, I hadn’t known Annabelle. In fact, everything I knew about her could fit on one hand—she was my birth mother; she was from Timber Creek, Washington; and now I knew she had a friend named Alice and apparently a johnboat, whatever that was.

“There will be a funeral, of course, here in Timber Creek,” Alice went on. “I thought you might want to know.”

“Thanks,” I said, swallowing. That ranch dressing was really starting to stick in my throat. “I appreciate the call.”

“The funeral is on Sunday,” she said. “At the Timber Creek Disciples of Christ. Two o’clock.”

I peered around the entryway of the restaurant. I could see my mother sitting at the table, smiling up at the waiter as he refilled her glass of wine. Her blond hair was parted neatly down the middle and styled into a sleek bob. Her blue eyes, sparkling now, I knew would cloud over when I told her the news. She’d set her thin lips into a hard line, which caused them to nearly disappear. Sometimes I forgot, despite our obvious physical differences, that we were not related by blood. I forgot that she and my father had adopted me, a squalling, dark-eyed infant with a head full of even darker hair, at a few days old. I forgot there was another woman who’d given birth to me, a birth mother, she’d been called, living her life for the last thirty-six years like nothing ever happened—like I never happened.

“Are you there?” Alice asked, when I failed to say anything else.

I pressed the fingertips of my free hand into one of my eyelids. I just wanted this conversation to be over. “I’m sorry,” I said, already pulling the phone away from my ear. “But I don’t think I can make it.”
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Chapter 3

I FOUND OUT I WAS ADOPTED WHEN I WAS SIX. ONE OF MY cousins, a scabby-kneed tomboy named Jamie, told me on the Fourth of July during our family barbecue. She asked me if I ever wondered why I was so tall and dark when my mom and dad were both short and light. I said no. Of course I hadn’t. I was six. It hadn’t yet occurred to me that I should look like my parents.

“It’s cuz you’re adopted,” she said, confident in her ten-year-old superiority. “My mom said you have another mom somewhere else. That’s why you look different.”

I didn’t believe her. She had a tendency to lie, especially when she was angry with me, like she had been at that moment. I wouldn’t let her play with my Polly Pocket. The last time I’d let her near any of my toys, she’d flushed them down the toilet and then blamed me for it. “I don’t believe you,” I said.

“It’s true,” she replied.

“Then why don’t I live with that mom?” I wanted to know.

Jamie shrugged, already bored with the conversation. “She didn’t want you, I guess.”

I wondered about this Other Mother.

Who was she?

Where was she?

Why didn’t she want me?

Most of all, I wondered if this Other Mother would show up at my house one day and want me back. Would my parents have to give me back to her? What would my life be like then?

I got myself so worked up that my mother found me sobbing underneath my Strawberry Shortcake comforter.

“What’s wrong, pumpkin?” she asked, pulling the comforter back so that she could see my face. “Why are you crying?”

I pulled away from her and drew my knees up to my chest. “Jamie says I’m dadopted.”

“She says you’re what?”

“Dadopted!”

That was when my mother picked me up and took me into the living room, well past my bedtime, and sat me down on my father’s lap. “I am your mommy, and Daddy is your daddy,” my mother said. She said it carefully, slowly, pronouncing every syllable. She wasn’t smiling.

“So I’m not dadopted?” I asked.

“It’s called adopted, sweetheart,” my father said. “And yes, Mommy and I adopted you.”

“But all it means is that you came to us differently than Jamie came to her mommy. It doesn’t mean we love you less. It doesn’t mean we aren’t your parents,” my mother replied. “It just means that we got to pick you out, especially for us.”

“Oh,” I said, chewing over this new information. “Do I have another mommy somewhere? Like Jamie said? Another mommy who doesn’t want me?”

My father shifted me on his lap and stole a glance at my mother. “We want you,” he said. “You’re our best girl.”

I grinned at him then, because it was always something he said to me, and I was forever telling him that I already knew I was his best girl. I was his only girl, after all. He let me ride on his back to the bedroom, and he pulled out the top drawer of his dresser, the one that held socks and silver dollars. He handed me a picture of a girl I’d never seen before. She looked young. She looked like she could be my sister.

“This is your birth mother,” he said. “Her name is Annabelle.”

I stared down at the picture. The girl wasn’t smiling, but she looked like maybe she wanted to. Her hair was dark and straight and parted down the middle. She had large green eyes and a wide mouth. Her nose was slightly turned up at the end. “She looks like me,” I said.

My father nodded. “She does. She’s very pretty. This is an old picture, taken a year before you were born. She’s older now, but she probably still looks like you.”

“Why did she give me to you?” I asked.

My father sat down next to me on the bed and rested his hands on his knees the way he sometimes did when he was thinking about what he wanted to say. “Mommy and I couldn’t have a baby,” he said. “Annabelle loved you very much, but she couldn’t take care of you. She was very young, and she didn’t have a mommy or daddy of her own to help her. So she asked us to take care of you and to love you and to be your parents.”

“Why didn’t you just adopt her?” I asked. “Then we both could have been yours.”

“That isn’t the way it works, sweetheart,” my father said. “I wish it was, but it’s not.”

My parents let me sleep with them in their bed that night, right in the middle between them, the way I liked it. Neither one of them complained when I accidentally kicked them or got up three times to go to the bathroom. I didn’t ask any more questions.

The next morning, I heard my mother on the phone with her sister Brenda, Jamie’s mother, and she was crying. Jamie didn’t come to our house much after that, and my mother seemed more than a little pleased when, ten years later, Jamie got arrested for check forgery at the local CVS.

The next year, my mother and father became foster parents through a Catholic charity in Seattle, and Eli came to live with us. At first I thought my parents becoming foster parents meant that we’d have a baby in the house. I’d already envisioned myself walking the new baby up and down the cul-de-sac in the stroller I’d gotten for my Baby Alive for my seventh birthday. I’d planned to dress the baby up













































OEBPS/images/9780062748324_Cover.jpg
- ‘ez,

WAYWARD
PETS

s
f P.S.

INSIGHTS,
INTERVIEWS
& MORE...






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
St. Francis Society
for Wayward Pets

A Novel

Annie England Noblin

s

WILLIAM MORROW
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





