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For Kristin





  One


“If you get a fat letter, it means you’ve been accepted. If you get a thin letter, forget it.”

Becky Margeson made the pronouncement. No one was really listening; they’d all heard it before. It was part of the college-admissions folklore that circulated every spring. It was one of the myths that had been disproved two years before when the president of the student council had been accepted by an Ivy League college and didn’t know it for a week—​didn’t know it until his mother emptied the trash and found the (thin) crumpled letter, unopened, where he had thrown it in anger.

Natalie Armstrong, especially, wasn’t listening to the two friends who were sprawled in her bedroom on the spring Saturday. Natalie had been thinking about something else for a long time, something that she hadn’t told even her closest friends.

“Even if I get a letter six inches thick,” groaned Gretchen Zimmerman, “it has to say ‘scholarship’ at the end of it, or I can’t go.” She nudged her sneakers off with alternate toes and examined her feet in the sunlight that came through Natalie’s windows. “I wish it were summer, so I could get a tan. My feet look like haddock filets.”

“I hate this waiting.” Becky sighed. “Wait for the middle of April, to see if you’ve been accepted. Wait for summer, to get a tan. Then wait for summer to end, so you can go to college. Then what? I suppose you get there and end up waiting for the next thing.”

“To get married.” Gretchen grinned. She folded her bare feet under her and scrutinized her hands, spreading the fingers to imagine a wedding ring on one.

“Ha,” snorted Natalie, with disdain.

“Ha,” mimicked Gretchen, laughing. “You’ll probably marry Paul the minute he graduates from college, Nat. You’re so lucky.”

“Lucky?” Natalie looked at her in surprise.

“You are, Nat,” said Becky seriously. “Look at you. You’re so gorgeous. Honestly, if I didn’t like you so much I’d hate you. Has your face ever broken out, I mean ever?”

Natalie laughed. “I had a cold sore once. My dad said it was caused by a virus.”

“A cold sore. Big deal. I’m talking about zits. I’ve never known anyone who doesn’t have zits except you.” Becky leaned toward the mirror over Natalie’s bureau, glanced at her own face, stuck out her tongue, and sighed.

“And you have Paul,” mused Gretchen. “And you’ve already been accepted at MacKenzie. And your parents can afford the tuition. God, you are lucky, Nat. Did your application form have one of those stupid questions on it: ‘What do you consider the most interesting thing about yourself?’ What did you put, Nat: ‘The most interesting thing about me is that I’m incredibly lucky’?”

Natalie crumpled up a piece of notebook paper and threw it halfheartedly at Becky. “No,” she said. “I put, ‘The most interesting thing about me is that my best friends are insane’!”

They all laughed.

It was the kind of day when it was easy to laugh at things. The snow had melted at last, and the early April sun was the sort that promised summer before long. The hardest parts of senior-year classes were over; they were all marking time, and the teachers indulged them. The English teacher had assigned Hawthorne and Thoreau in the fall, and now they were reading Salinger and Vonnegut. Four years of French conjugations had been laid, pretty much, to rest, and the French teacher was teaching them something about cuisine. Some days they borrowed the Home Ec room and made crêpes. Sometimes they read the magazine Elle in class, and talked about fashion; the boys groaned and made vomiting gestures in the aisles between the desks, when they weren’t flipping the pages and looking for see-through blouses.

Becky and Gretchen would both get into college, and Gretchen, who had the highest College Board scores in the history of the high school, would win the scholarships that would make it possible for her to go.

Paul had been accepted, already, at Yale. That was a long distance from MacKenzie, but it didn’t seem important. She would see him during vacations; they would write; they would stay close; and they both looked forward to new things.

The springtime agonizing was just part of the senior ritual, part of the boredom. Something to talk about while they waited for time to pass.

There was a knock on Natalie’s bedroom door. Nancy, her sister, stuck her head inside. Nancy was a year younger: sixteen, chubby, blond, and freckled. The yearbook would, next year, describe Nancy as “cute as a button.” It had already described Natalie with the quotation “She walks in beauty.” They were not at all alike. But they were friends.

“Mom wants you to set the table, Nat.”

“Nancy, do me a favor?”

“Mmmmm?”

“Bug off.”

Nancy grinned and closed the door.

“Well, listen,” said Gretchen, standing up. “I have to go anyway.”

“Me too,” said Becky. “Gotta go check the mail at home.”

“Tell Mom I’ll be down in a minute,” Natalie said, and listened to the muted thuds of her friends’ feet on the carpeted stairs, to Nancy’s called “See ya!” and to the front door’s open and close.

She sat where she was, and noticed that she could see herself in the wall mirror across the room. Her long dark hair. The startlingly blue eyes. Her skin was very light now, but she would tan easily and early in the summer. Her teeth were even and straight; she had never needed the braces that Nancy had worn, now, for three years.

They’re right, I guess. I am lucky. That is, if looks are what count. I suppose I’m good-looking. And I’m bright enough that I don’t have to study much, that I got into college, that I’ll probably get into med school.

I can do whatever I want.

Then why do I want something that scares me so much?

 

Natalie walked over to her desk, the pine desk that her father had built for her in his garage workshop, years before. It was marred now, and scratched, but she loved it still, as she had the day he finished the final sanding and rubbed in the wax carefully with a soft cloth.

Her father, a doctor, was very dear to her. In kindergarten and the early grades of elementary school, when she had made him paperweights and penwipers every Father’s Day (and who uses paperweights or penwipers? Nobody, she knew now, as she hadn’t, then) he had given them places of honor on his desk as if they were truly objets d’art. It was he who had bandaged the scraped knees of her childhood, bathed her in cool, medicated baths when she itched all over from chicken pox, and had been the one beside her bed, holding her hand, when she woke after a long night of pain and drugged sleep to find her appendix gone.

Kay Armstrong, Natalie’s mother, was the volatile one in the family. The daughter of gypsylike, artistic parents, Kay had traveled as a child in Europe and Mexico; had absorbed her parents’ passion for color, light, and change; and had inherited their exuberant emotions. She had settled as a young woman for the quiet, uncomplicated life of a small-town doctor’s wife because she loved Alden Armstrong; but she brought to the family spontaneity and vibrancy that startled them all, at times. The Armstrong household was not like any other, and it was because of Kay.

It was the only house in Branford, Maine, for example, that had, in the modern, copiously tiled upstairs bathroom, an immense old-fashioned bathtub, with feet, in the center of the room. And the feet had Crimson Passion polish on each toe. Kay Armstrong had painted it there, meticulously, herself one October afternoon when all the other doctors’ wives in Branford were listening to a speaker discuss The Art of Flower Arranging after their monthly luncheon, to which she had forgotten to go.

She was the only doctor’s wife in Branford, Maine, who hung her wash on an outdoor clothesline instead of putting it through a dryer, because she liked to look out the window and see the clothes blowing in the wind. She had been especially delighted, one day, when one sleeve of the top of her husband’s pajamas, prodded by the stiff breeze off the bay, reached over and grabbed her nightgown around the waist.

“I bet that’s the sexiest thing that’s ever happened in this back yard,” she had exclaimed, watching in glee from the kitchen window.

“Mother!” groaned Nancy. “Don’t be gross!”

“Well.” Her mother grinned. “If you know of anything more than that that’s been going on back there, I hope you’ve consulted your father about birth control.”

“Mother!” groaned Nancy again. Kay Armstrong had grinned and shrugged, still watching the striped sleeve making sporadic breeze-guided passes at the pink nightgown.

She was not your run-of-the-mill mother. Natalie adored her.

 

Natalie called downstairs from the door of her bedroom. “Mom! I’ll be down in a few minutes to set the table, okay?”

“Yo,” called her mother affably.

Yo. Natalie smiled. That’s Marine talk, she thought. Who else . . . who else in the world has a mother who talks like a boot camp Marine?

She went to the desk, opened the top drawer, took out the paper that was there, looked at it briefly, and sighed.

Yo. Her mother had not said “Yo” when she read that paper. Her mother’s face had crumpled like an old Kleenex, and her mother had cried.

And her father had turned away, his face set in the stiff and puzzled lines that formed there when he had a patient he could not help. “Natalie,” he had said, and the word, her name, was almost a question. It was filled with pain.

They had not spoken of it again. Natalie had always felt that there was nothing she could not discuss with her parents. They had talked, often, over the years, about feelings: about anger, about grief, about love. But they had read the paper, when she gave it to them, and she had seen all those same feelings in their faces; she had seen their anguish, as well. And it was something they had not been able to talk about.

It had been two months. They had not mentioned it. Life went on in the Armstrong home, in combinations made up of Nancy’s boisterous cheer, Natalie’s more introspective calm, Kay Armstrong’s splashes of color and craziness, and the doctor’s dignity that kept them all moving in smooth and well-directed currents. But there was an undercurrent to the life, now. The murky hurt she had inflicted hung like a translucent curtain; they all looked through it, around it, over and under it, and pretended that it had never been hung there at all.

Once her father’s sister, Horrible Aunt Helen, had sent them a hideous ceramic lamp for Christmas. It was a pale green panther with a dim bulb suspended from his underside. If they placed it on top of the television, Horrible Aunt Helen had explained in her enclosed note, their eyes would be protected from damage that was likely to ensue from the flickering light of the screen.

“This guy is going to have terrible sexual problems,” Natalie’s mother had said, holding the panther upside down to examine the bulb and its dangling electric cord. “Why don’t we just pack him up again and send him to Masters and Johnson in St. Louis?”

“Kay,” her husband had said, “Helen stops here unannounced all the time. We have to put it on the TV, at least for a while, so we don’t hurt her feelings.”

“All right,” said Mrs. Armstrong. She moved the small piece of Peruvian sculpture that had always stood on top of the television, and put the panther in its place. “But we shall consider it invisible.”

They all looked at the panther. It was posed in a sinuous lunge, its fangs exposed. It was very large. Very, very green.

“Do you see a panther on top of the television?” asked Kay Armstrong.

“Nope.” Nancy, who always caught the tail of her mother’s fancies as they flew past, giggled. “Can’t see a thing.”

“A panther?” asked Natalie solemnly. “On the TV? Who in their right mind would have a panther on their TV?”

“Not the Armstrongs,” said their father resolutely. “The Armstrongs are very tasteful people. I see nothing on the television at all.”

The green panther had stayed there for a month. One afternoon Natalie, in her room, had heard a crash. When she went downstairs, her mother was picking up green ceramic pieces and dropping them into a wastebasket.

“Isn’t it amazing,” Kay Armstrong had said calmly, “how when something is invisible you are very apt to bump into it very hard with your elbow?”

“Amazing.” Natalie grinned, helping her with the last green bits.

 

Now they were all playing the game again. If they pretended the paper didn’t exist, it wouldn’t exist.

But it does, Natalie thought. I had to write it. I had to ask them to read it.

And they will have to talk to me about it. Even if it hurts.



  Two


Mackenzie College’s application blank had not been very different from any of the others. After the routine questions about Natalie’s high school grades and activities, and after all the information about SATs, CEEBs, BOGs, and PCSs that sometimes made the whole college application procedure seem like something left glued to the bottom of the bowl when the alphabet soup was all gone, they had the question for which they had left an entire page of blank space.

Most colleges did. It was usually a question about the most interesting or meaningful thing that had happened to the applicant in the past few years. It was a question that panicked Branford, Maine, high school seniors and their guidance counselor, because nothing very exciting happened in Branford, Maine.

They all were very, very sure that the rest of the country was filled with high school seniors who had spent their summers working in leper colonies.

One summer, a pack of wild, rabid dogs had menaced the town of Branford before they were lured into a fenced area and shot by members of the state police. In truth, it was only four wild dogs traveling together; one of them, it was later found in the state laboratory, did have rabies. They had killed numerous chickens and one small calf in a pasture before they were destroyed. It had been a frightening two days; the townspeople were warned, by radio and TV and by police vehicles with loudspeakers, not to venture far from their houses. Small children were kept indoors until the danger was over. Branford high school boys had volunteered to help in tracking the dogs; in Maine, most teen-aged boys were experienced in tracking deer during hunting season. But the state police had refused the offer. Some of the boys had gone out on their own anyway, and one of them had shot the Episcopal minister’s Saint Bernard by mistake. Of the five boys involved, none would tell which one had done it; they were all ordered home. They pooled their savings and bought Father Simms, who was reasonable about the whole thing, a new puppy, which he named Expiation and called Pete for short.

The incident nourished Mr. Flanagan, the high school guidance counselor, for two years. When seniors asked his advice on answering the big question of their applications, his eyes lit up. “Tell about the time the whole town stalked the rabid dog pack,” he would say.

After a while, no one reminded him anymore that it had been three policemen shooting four dogs in a fenced yard. Most of the kids found themselves writing about the French Club’s weekend trip to Quebec. Some preferred to tell of the time that the shack in which the local derelict lived, on the outskirts of town, burned to the ground with him in it; the Athletic Club had sponsored a quick raffle to raise money for his burial, and the entire high school turned out for the funeral. Most of the boys, at one time or another, had paid Willie, the derelict, a quarter to buy them a six-pack of beer. They didn’t include that information on the college applications, but they liked to write about how the Branford Glee Club had spontaneously sung, “Where Have All the Flowers Gone” as what was left of Willie was laid to rest.

 

MacKenzie’s application had worded the big question a little differently from most. Their question read, “What is the one thing about you that makes you different from the nine hundred high school seniors who will apply, this year, for admission to MacKenzie’s freshman class? How will that one quality affect your life in the next four years?”

Natalie had looked at the question for a long time. Then she had taken a yellow legal pad from her desk, uncapped her fountain pen, and written,

 


The one thing that makes me different is that I have no idea who I really am.

My name is Natalie Chandler Armstrong. I was named for my mother’s mother, Natalie Chandler, who is a famous sculptor. She was married to a painter who died before I was born, and they traveled all over the world. They were both very well known. My mother, who was their only child, is not a famous person, but she is artistic, like her parents, and tells fascinating stories about growing up with such an unusual family.

My father, Alden Armstrong, is a very dedicated doctor. He graduated from Harvard Medical School and worked for a while at the Lahey Clinic in Boston before he decided to come to Maine. For a while he was the only medical doctor in our small town. Today there are others, but one wing of our local hospital is named Armstrong after my father. Two years ago, people who had been my father’s patients during his twenty years in Branford got together and raised the money to help pay for it and to name it in his honor. It makes me very proud to see his name there.

My younger sister, Nancy, looks exactly like my father, but she has my mother’s personality. It’s a nice combination.

But my parents adopted me when I was five days old. Of course I have developed characteristics that are like theirs, because they have been my family for seventeen years. But my real parentage is a complete mystery to me. Somewhere there are two people who created me, and I don’t know who they are. I have dark brown hair, and light blue eyes. Genetically, that’s an unusual combination. Where does it come from? I don’t know.

Sometimes I lie awake at night, wondering what the story is behind my birth. Why would anyone give away a baby? Why did they give me away? It makes me angry, puzzled, and sad. Somewhere, I think, it must make them feel the same way. I can’t believe that they have forgotten me.

I am sure that this will affect me not only for the next four years, but for my entire life, at least until I find the answers.

I intend to work very hard at college, because I want to be a doctor like my father. But at the same time, I have determined that I am going to try to find my natural parents. I don’t know how. But I am sure there must be a way.



 

The essay, written in Natalie’s small, meticulous handwriting, covered the entire sheet of extra-length paper. After she had written it, she set it aside.

On a second sheet, she began again.

 


The one thing that makes me different is that I want so much to be a good doctor. For two summers I have worked in my father’s office, learning how to do simple lab tests, and watching how he deals with patients who entrust their lives and their health to him.



 

She went on, and filled the second sheet. It was the second essay that she copied carefully onto the application form, and mailed to MacKenzie College.

But it was the first one that she had shown her parents.

“Why?” her mother had asked, shaken. “Why, Natalie? What does it matter? You’ve been our daughter since you were an infant. Your father and I never think about the fact that you were adopted. Have we done something wrong? Have we made you feel different?”

Natalie had shook her head, biting her lip, mutely. There was no way to explain something she didn’t really understand herself. But the feeling was there: the need. She looked at her father, hoping he could help them all. But his face was troubled, too.

“Nat,” he had said, finally, “I don’t know what to say. I think this search will be a terrible mistake on your part. What possible good could come of it?”

“I don’t know,” she told them softly. “I don’t know. Except that the secrets would be gone.”

The word made her father angry. “Secrets? Natalie, your mother and I have kept no secrets from you. We know nothing of your natural parents. That’s how it should be. Your adoption was arranged through professionals who never disclosed that information to us. Nor did we ask them to. You became our daughter as much as Nancy did, a year later. And as far as we’re concerned, there isn’t any difference between the two of you. You were conceived; born; you entered our lives; became our daughters.”

“It isn’t the same. Nancy was conceived by you, born to you. Don’t tell me that’s the same. Who was I born to? Why did they give me away?”

Her mother touched her hair. “Natalie. Those things don’t matter. Really, they don’t.”

“They do,” Natalie insisted. “They do to me.”

“Nat,” said her father finally, “let your mother and me talk about this together. Right now we’re both upset. Give us time, and then we’ll all discuss it again.”

Natalie nodded reluctantly, and the translucent curtain came down between them. In the two months since their conversation, her parents had not mentioned it again.



  Three



  I
  
    t was May, and she was arguing with Paul.
  


Being able to argue comfortably with Paul was one of the things that Natalie liked about their relationship. He was like her father, that way; he listened to what she said, took her seriously, and encouraged her to stick to what she believed, even if he didn’t agree with her. Most of the time.

But right now, Paul looked at her for a long time, frowned, and said, “Bullshit.”

She had just told him, as she had told Becky and Gretchen that afternoon, about her desire to search for her natural parents. The girls had both said, “Why?”

Paul didn’t ask why. He shook his head, and said again, “Bullshit.”

They were sitting in his battered Volkswagen, in the driveway of the Armstrongs’ house. They had been to a horror movie, and had laughed about it all the way home. The monsters had had visible seams and poorly synchronized eyes, and Paul had imitated a malfunctioning dinosaur as he drove. But the good humor had worn off when they began to talk.

“What do you mean by that?” Natalie was angry. She had expected Paul to understand.

“Nat,” he said, “you have great parents, and you have no right to do that to them.”

“My God, Paul, you’re making me sound like some sort of a creep. I’m not doing anything to them. I love my parents. I just have to find out, that’s all.”

“Why? What difference does it make? None.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You know your ancestry all the way back to the Mayflower, practically. You have no idea how it feels not to know what your heritage is.”

“Who cares? Natalie, I don’t know who my ancestors are. It’s all written down, and I’ve never read it. It doesn’t matter to me. It only matters to my mother because she likes to go to those damn DAR conventions. Is that what you want, Nat, to put on a flowered hat and sing ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’?”

“Cut it out, Paul. You know me better than that. Listen to me for a minute. I don’t care about the distant past. I want to find my mother. I want to find out what happened, why I was born, why she gave me away. Who she was. Who she is.”

He was silent for a minute. Then he said quietly, “And what if you found out she was just some prostitute from Boston?”

Natalie felt as if he had slapped her. “You’re rotten,” she said.

“No, I’m not. I care about you, Nat. Listen, what a person is has nothing to do with where they come from, not with what body they come from.”

“That’s not true.”

Paul sighed. “Natalie, do you remember Brenda what’s-her-name, the girl who dropped out of school in tenth grade?”

Natalie looked at him. “Yes,” she said. “She
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