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PRAISE FOR


Finding Loretta

“In Finding Loretta, Diane Wheaton deftly showcases the balancing act all adoptees face when launching a search: displaying loyalty to the only family one has ever known; navigating the closed adoption system; sifting through lies and missing information; staving off fears of rejection; honoring self in the pursuit of truth and identity. The battle between ‘right to know’ and ‘right to privacy’ is front and center in Wheaton’s gripping personal tale.”

—JULIE RYAN MCGUE, author of Twice a Daughter, Belonging Matters, and Twice a Family

“Diane Wheaton offers a thoughtful reflection on the realities of adoption for an adopted person. Finding Loretta takes an honest look at the complexities of adoptee loyalty and includes many compelling moments from start to finish.”

—HALEY RADKE, creator and host of Adoptees On podcast

“Most little girls would have felt lucky to have been adopted into a two-parent family in an upper-middle class community by the beach with a stay-at-home mother who kept everything just so. But for Diane Wheaton there was something more she yearned for. Something money or a formally set dinner table couldn’t buy. This page-turning memoir is full of twists and turns you won’t see coming.”

—LAURIE JAMES, author of Sandwiched

“Finding Loretta opens reader’s eyes to the complexity of adoption as Diane Wheaton searches for family and identity while navigating her relationship with her aging adoptive parents and their complicated issues. A moving, personal story of loss, love, and coming home to self.”

—ANNE HEFFRON, author of You Don’t Look Adopted and To Be Real

“In clear, well-paced prose, Diane Wheaton offers gentle insight into the effects of infant relinquishment on an adopted person’s life. Finding Loretta is an emotionally honest portrayal of the author’s choice to recover what was lost to her in adoption. Five Stars!”

—MARY ELLEN GAMBUTTI, author of I Must Have Wandered

“In Finding Loretta, Diane Wheaton offers a glimpse behind the veil separating fallacies from the shattered fantasies that guide her life as an adoptee. Mixed emotions color complicated relationships as she begins her brave journey toward self-discovery. Wheaton courageously rises after every fall, piecing together fragments of who am I and where did I come from, while risking abandonment and betrayal in turns of events readers will least expect. Every word of Finding Loretta is true; a rare opportunity to view adoption from multiple angles.”

—JUDITH CASSIS, book coach and author of Where Do I Go From Here?

“Finding Loretta unfolds like a good mystery, but it is so much more. It is a love story and a hero’s journey. Memoirs tend to be vulnerable to either of two pitfalls; one is the story of ‘poor me’; the other is the story that ends with a neatly gift wrapped resolution. Finding Loretta is neither one. Wheaton has written a captivating memoir that does justice to the complexities of real people and real life. I found it to be a moving story and a satisfying read.”

—LEAH FISHER, author of My Marriage Sabbatical

“One of the best books on adoption. This is groundbreaking work, far beyond a memoir. There is much that can be gleamed from Finding Loretta.”

—NICOLE NEUMAN, cultural consultant and psychologist
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For my children, Heather and Travis

And for my granddaughters, Alaina and Olivia And all my future grandchildren






AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is a work of nonfiction. I relied upon my personal journals, researched facts, and called upon my memory of events and times in my life. I have changed the names of most of the people mentioned in this book, but not all. I have modified identifying details in order to respect and protect the privacy of others. There are no composite characters or events in this book. Occasionally, I omitted people and events, but only when the omission had no impact on the substance of the story.






Prologue


I’M LINING UP WITH OTHER GIRLS MY AGE TO WALK onstage. We’re dressed in freshly cleaned, pressed Junior Girl Scout uniforms. White gloves. Patrol cords. Badge sashes proudly parading across our chests. I’m holding a large poster board in my hand. I’m the tallest girl in line. I’m always the tallest girl in line—and the tallest in my class. My heart pounds as I think about having to walk across the slippery pine floor of the school stage to stand in my designated spot. I’m ten years old. We’re exhibiting our ethnicity for a badge, of some sort, to an evening audience of parents and family members from several different Girl Scout troops. We’re to stand onstage, hold up our decorated signs, and declare where our ancestors came from before immigrating to America. We’re told to add stories of our family history when it’s our turn to speak.

I’m old enough to know that what I’m about to share won’t be my truth. It’ll be my adoptive mother’s history, not mine. I have to take on her truth because I don’t know my own. My adoptive parents, Stan and Madge, have told me that I am Northern European, like they are. Whatever that means. That’s all I really know.

I only have my parents’ stories to fill in for mine. My father was the first person in his family to be born in the United States. His family emigrated from Krakow, Poland. My mother was second generation, born in Fargo, North Dakota, into a large family of immigrants from Norway.

I don’t know my ethnicity. I could’ve been born under a rock or on another planet. Looking out at the audience, I feel bad that I’ll be lying to so many people. I feel like an impostor, pretending to be someone I’m not.

But standing on the stage, holding the sign in large blue, handwritten letters—NORWAY—would make my mother happy and proud, like when I’d use Sun-In to lighten my brown hair to blonde, like hers, like mine used to be when I was little. I want to make my mother proud of me. And so, I smile and tell her story because I don’t have my own to tell.






Part One
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In all of us there is a hunger, marrow-deep, to know our heritage—to know who we are and where we have come from. Without this enriching knowledge, there is a hollow yearning. No matter what our attainments in life, there is still a vacuum, an emptiness, and the most disquieting loneliness.

—Alex Haley, author of Roots








Chapter One


IT WAS 1961, AND WE HAD RECENTLY MOVED FROM VIRGINIA to settle for a few years in San Diego, California. My adoptive father, Stan, a naval officer, had been transferred from working at the Pentagon in Washington, DC, to the Naval Amphibious Base on Coronado Island. We rented a redbrick, ranch-style home in the Sunset Cliffs section that had floor-to-ceiling living room windows that overlooked the Pacific Ocean. I loved this house. I walked to kindergarten from this house. It was where I learned how to ride a bike without training wheels, lost my first tooth, got my first Barbie from my grandmother, and started swim lessons from Navy chiefs. Moving back to Southern California meant that we were again living near my grandparents, whom I adored. I made many fond memories living there, but probably the most profound was when my mother told me what adoption meant. I can still remember that day.

Sunlight streamed through the prism of the kitchen windows, offering a rainbow to offset the black-and-white tile floor. My adoptive mother, Madge, wearing navy capris and a white oxford shirt, was ironing. She asked me to sit on the barstool, up at the counter. She wanted to talk to me. I was between five and six years old.

Dangling my legs, I waited.

My mother put the iron upright and stood still. Finally, she asked me a question. “Diane, do you know what the word ‘adoption’ means?”

“No, but I know I’m adopted.”

“Yes, yes, you’re right. You are adopted. But it means something. I think you’re old enough to know what that word really means.”

I began to swing my legs under the counter, curious as to what this word might mean.

“Adoption means that you were born from another woman’s tummy. You didn’t grow in my tummy. You grew in another woman’s tummy.”

“I did?”

“Yes. Just like your brother, John. You know, he’s adopted too. He didn’t grow in my tummy either. Both of you grew in other tummies. Remember when we went to the orphanage and met John for the first time? We got to pick him out from all the other babies that were there?”

“Yes.”

“Well, we did the same thing with you. We got to pick you out from all these other babies, and we chose you. We loved you from the first moment we saw you.”

I’m not sure if I asked about my birth mother or not. I don’t know if in this moment I realized, really understood, I had another mother out there, somewhere in the world. I do remember crying inconsolably because I didn’t come from my adoptive mother. I didn’t want to be different, though I already was. I wanted to be like my little friends and come from my mother’s tummy like they had come from their mothers. I knew where babies grew. How could I have come from a stranger? I wanted to be connected to the only mother I knew, not some other lady.

Looking back, I realize she told me the usual story told to adopted children—that we were chosen—but in reality, nothing could be further from the truth. Years later, I’d find a copy of their actual request form that said they wanted a “Nordic” baby with blonde hair and blue eyes. My parents didn’t choose me; they put in their request for a white baby. And they didn’t choose me; I just happened to be the next blonde, blue-eyed baby in line.

As a five-year-old, it was too difficult to grasp the concept that my mother could have given me away. Instead, I settled for the absurd abstraction on offer—I was chosen by new parents who were the ones who really wanted me, more than my mother. It was a pretty good salve to cover the primal wound and add confusion—at least for a few decades in my case, and for some, a lifetime.

What I now know about what really happened is this: My adoptive parents, Stan and Madge, had to wait twenty-four hours after signing legal papers to adopt me before they could take me home. When they finally had me in their arms, there was no fanfare. After thirteen years of trying to have a biological child and losing six babies, my parents had no crib waiting for me that first night. There had been too many letdowns trying to adopt to keep a crib around, a constant reminder of their unintentionally empty nest. A crib would have only reminded them of their disappointment, their grief and pain, the loss they’d already experienced.

It was a cautious beginning for all of us. They borrowed a bassinet from friends. Nobody threw a baby shower to celebrate my arrival or their long-awaited parenthood.

I was born a secret, and before my adoptive parents brought me home with them, I had spent the first ten weeks of my life in foster care somewhere in Alameda County, California. I have no idea who took care of me or how well I was cared for. I don’t know if I was ever cuddled and comforted, and I don’t know how many different foster homes or cribs I slept in.

I was curious about my beginnings. Over the years, up until around age ten, I asked my mother questions. I was told my birth mother was twenty-one, not married, and couldn’t keep me. Supposedly, she was engaged to my father, but he didn’t like my mother’s family, which was why they never married. All I knew growing up was that my parents were Northern European, my father was an artist, and my mother had auburn hair and blue eyes. Later, I’d find out that half of this information was untrue.

As I grew older, it became more difficult to talk or ask my mother questions about my adoption. I could tell from her wincing and tears when I asked if my interest in my birth mother upset her. I didn’t want to upset her so I stopped asking questions around the age of ten—that’s when I began to fantasize to give myself my own answers.

When I was ten, my father retired from the Navy after serving twenty-four years. We moved into a new home and a settled life in Palos Verdes, a coastal suburb in Los Angeles County. It was rural, on the southern side of the peninsula. From the back of our house, we had a panoramic view of the Pacific Ocean, Catalina Island, and the cascading cliffs that welcomed kelp beds that calmed the waves so they gently splashed upon rocky beaches. It was here that my most memorable childhood fantasy arose, centered, understandably, on the nautical.

I pretended I was a mermaid. Not just any mermaid, but a mermaid cursed to live my life on land during the day with my human family who had adopted me. At midnight, I’d embark as in a trance, on my starlit journey down to the cliffs to home, to my “real” parents and family, who lived in the sea. I wouldn’t remember anything about my visit because that was part of the curse given to me. I only remembered vague things, so I’d know where I came from and that I was cursed.

Yes, I had a vivid imagination at ten years old. And the mermaid fantasy satisfied me, because it gave me the answers I needed as to why I was given up for adoption. For a while, I could believe it wasn’t my biological family’s desire to ever lose me—it was a curse that had separated us.

It certainly was a childish answer to serious questions, but it was the answer I needed at the time, something my adoptive parents couldn’t or wouldn’t give me because of their own issues. And as I grew older and understood more, it became too hard for any of us to talk about my adoption at all.

Eventually, of course, I grew out of my mermaid fantasy phase and put adoption in the back of my mind. Life was busy and growing up was hard; trying to figure out and understand why my birth mother couldn’t keep me would have been emotional overload.

So I simplified the story in my mind: The truth was she didn’t keep me. That must have meant she was a bad woman. She gave me away. Who does that? Who gives away their child? And if she was bad, wasn’t I also? Since I came from her, wasn’t I just like her? I was born in shame and grew up in shame. I was formed by it.

I was also doomed to never know anything about my past or who my biological parents were. I was born in the Baby Scoop Era (1943–1973), in a closed adoption, and this was just the way it was. The Baby Scoop Era was a period in American history characterized by a surge in premarital pregnancies along with a higher rate of newborns being surrendered by unmarried mothers. For decades, looking into the bathroom mirror, I’d wonder who I inherited my facial features from. My fine hair? My nose? My blue eyes stared back in the mirror, offering no answers.

I think I’ve always been wondering and searching. My mother told me that when I was little, I would go up to strangers and say, “I’m lost.” Those two words were profound. I was lost. I had features of unknown ghosts from the past. I wanted—needed—to know where I came from because maybe by knowing my history and my beginnings, I’d find myself and, with that knowledge, I’d be grounded enough to find my way home.






Chapter Two


I WAS SIXTEEN YEARS OLD WHEN, ONE NIGHT, MY FATHER had a rare evening when he had too much to drink. He drank every night, stopping on his way home from work at the 7-Eleven to pick up a bottle of sherry. Over the years, my mother had become quite good at limiting his drinking by having dinner nearly ready when he got home. That way, he didn’t have much time to drink and get too woozy before dinner, which was served promptly at five o’clock.

Growing up, I hated being the only one of my friends who had to leave at four thirty in the afternoon to go home and set the dinner table. Our ambience at dinner wasn’t like my friends’ either. It was formal, with sterling silver candlesticks, china, and cloth napkins folded neatly into engraved sterling silver napkin rings.

My brother and I, for the most part, kept quiet at dinner while we listened to my parents talk about their day. Sometimes they asked us about schoolwork or school activities. I look back and find it interesting my parents had coffee every night with dinner. I wonder now if that was my mother’s way of trying to keep my father sober after his bottle of afternoon sherry.

On this particular night, my father, who now worked as a project manager for an aerospace corporation, came home earlier than expected, which he sometimes did, so he had time to move on from sherry to Scotch whiskey, landing after dinner on the couch in his den to sleep it off.

I was sitting on the floor in my parents’ bedroom, across the hall from his den. The bedroom door was closed. I was using their phone for privacy, talking to one of my girlfriends, Ellen, when my father awoke from his drunken slumber.

I only heard the door slam against the bedroom wall as he clumsily and mightily threw it open, yelling, “Get off the goddamn phone.” I turned my head to see my father standing in the doorway, looking like a grizzly ready to attack. His stance said everything.

“Hold on, Ellen,” I said, as I put my hand over the receiver.

“I said to get off the goddamn phone! Now!”

“Okay. I will, Dad. Just give me a minute to say goodbye and hang up with Ellen.”

“Now!” he roared.

I jumped back. He was even louder than before.

Before I knew what was happening, I felt the rush of him charging toward me. He grabbed the phone from my hand and slammed it down on the base. Horrified, I quickly stood up and ran out of the room.

“I told you to get off the goddamn phone and you didn’t listen to me!” he yelled after me.

I angrily yelled back, “You didn’t give me a chance! I was going to hang up!”

He didn’t like that. We weren’t allowed to “talk back” to our parents. But he ticked me off and embarrassed me in front of my friend. He was unreasonable. Charging at me, like a bear! I ran toward the other side of the house, but he caught up with me in the hallway.

He pushed me against the wall, banged my head into it, and swung his fist at me. Soon, he was using both arms to punch. I put my arms up to protect my face, frightened by his wild behavior.

He reeked of alcohol.

I screamed, “Dad, stop! Dad!”

He yelled, “You’re a goddamn fucking mistake! A goddamn fucking mistake! You were never meant to be born!”

I burst out crying. Those words sank into my brain.

My mother and brother showed up. My mother yelled, “Stan, stop this!”

He stood back and stared at her. I ducked out and ran upstairs to my bedroom and locked my door. I fell on my bed sobbing. My arms hurt, and worse, my whole idea of who my dad was and our relationship was in tatters on the floor.

How could my father have said that to me? Did he really think that? Is that what he truly believed, that I was a mistake and should’ve never been born?

I sat up on my bed and wiped my face. My father had hit me before, but always with a belt for punishment and not often. He’d never slugged me, and he was so much stronger than I was. It was wrong.

A few minutes later, I secretly used the upstairs phone to call Ellen back and tell her what happened. Ellen told her mother, who offered me a place to stay. I loved Ellen’s mother, and she’d always been warm and kind to me. I accepted her offer. I packed a few bags of clothes and my schoolbooks and waited for one of Ellen’s older sisters to pick me up. I told my mother on my way out the door that I was leaving to stay for a few days at Ellen’s house. I needed a break and some time to think about what happened with Dad. She didn’t try to stop me.

I went to school and carried on as usual living at Ellen’s ranch house with her mother, three sisters, and an array of cats, dogs, and horses. She seemed to like me, and once when we were alone, she fixed me hot tea and taught me how to paint my nails the way a manicurist would.

Their home was always busy and staying there felt like freedom, but in my downtime, I felt alone. My mother didn’t check on me and that hurt my feelings—didn’t she care what happened to me? I had more support from my friends and their parents than my own family. Why didn’t they check on me? Why didn’t they call to see how I was and to say how sorry they were this happened?

I knew I wasn’t at fault in this. My father had brought this on. He should have taken the high ground. He was the one who hit me and said those horrible words. I refused to come home until he apologized. He called once, insisting he never touched me. Maybe he honestly didn’t remember, but my mother knew, and I told him that I had bruises to prove it.

My father’s words were hurtful. As an adoptee, to be told I was never meant to be born, that I was a fucking mistake, cut deep. Adoptees already know we’re unplanned or unwanted and many of us already feel we’re a mistake. Abandoned. Lost. Disconnected from our roots. My father’s words cut to my core and haunted me for years because I thought this was how he really felt about me.

One week later, he called again.

“Hi.” His voice seemed to crackle a bit. We were both nervous.

“Hi, Dad.” I held the phone to my ear with one hand while my other hand waved to Ellen and two of her sisters who were standing in the kitchen, staring at me. I knew they were wondering what was going to happen. I silently mouthed, Oh my gosh, as I widened my eyes.

“Are you doing okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Well, I think it’s time you come home.”

“I’ll come home when you apologize for hitting me.”

“That never happened. I never hit you.”

“Ah, yes, you did, Dad. I had bruises. You hit me hard that night. Mom and John were there too. You also said some pretty horrible words to me. You probably don’t remember because you were drunk.”

“I don’t remember saying anything mean to you or hitting you.”

“Well, you did and I’m not coming home until you apologize for it.”

There was silence on the other end of the phone.

His voice was low. “I’m sorry if I hurt you. I’m sorry I hit you and said some hurtful things.”

I couldn’t believe it. He did it. I heaved a big sigh.

He picked me up in his Cadillac several hours later, waiting in Ellen’s driveway for me to climb into the front seat. We drove home in silence.

When I woke up the next day, breakfast was served as usual. My father went to work early in the morning like he always did and my brother and mother acted as if nothing had ever happened. I didn’t say much. It would take me some time to feel comfortable, to feel at home again.

I was still hurting from everything that had happened. I knew my parents weren’t going to talk about it, and I was afraid to bring anything up. Besides, I wasn’t sure I could handle talking to them either.

I was glad that at least I had some good friends at school I could talk with. It helped, but still, we were so young and inexperienced. I was on my own to cope. My brother and I were raised not to bring up conflicts, and we were not allowed to argue with our parents. It just wasn’t tolerated. They ran a tight ship. So, I had no choice but to move on, thinking my father, and possibly my mother as well, felt I was a mistake and perhaps that they thought it had been a mistake they had even adopted me.

At sixteen, I felt alone beyond the normal teen angst, but my belief and faith got me through some tough thoughts about myself. I believed in God, and in the possibility of fate, and so I believed that since I had been born, I was meant to be here. I had to believe this. I was thankful for my high school girlfriends, for the boys I dated who fulfilled my need for affection and intimacy, and for my determined and independent nature gifted me from my unknown birth parents.






Chapter Three


LIKE MANY ADOPTEES, I WONDERED WHAT IT WOULD BE like if I found my birth mother. I wondered where she was and wondered about my birth father too. Who were these people? They had to be living somewhere on this planet. I knew they saw the same sun, moon, and stars that I did, but without anything tangible to go on, it seemed impossible that I’d ever find them. Did other adoptees wonder where they came from? I didn’t grow up knowing any other adoptees except for my younger brother John, who wasn’t interested in talking about being adopted or in finding his birth mother, so I didn’t know.

I did learn more as a teenager, though it wasn’t much, just a small sliver of truth I discovered accidentally. As I’ve gotten older, I have come to consider this moment of truth a gift and have learned over the years to be grateful for what I found; it was special enough that it changed my thoughts about my beginnings and my relationship, in my mind, to my birth mother.

It was the summer of my nineteenth year and I was rummaging through my mother’s bottom dresser drawer in her bedroom, looking for a scarf to borrow. She was out running errands that morning. It wasn’t a big deal to borrow one of her scarves. As my hands parted layered fabrics of colored scarves, looking for that perfect match to my outfit, something odd brushed against my fingertips. Something that didn’t belong among silk, cotton, and polyester.

I lifted the scarves and saw, resting comfortably on the bottom of the drawer, an old, worn-looking manila envelope. What’s an envelope doing here? My parents were organized people. Paperwork belonged in my father’s den or in my mother’s desk, not in her dresser drawer.

I pulled the bulky envelope from its hiding place and sat down on my parents’ bed. Pushing my hair behind my ears, I wiggled into a comfortable sitting position. The envelope was typed, addressed to an armed forces college on an Army base in Washington, DC, which was odd because we were Navy. The return address was the same as the addressee. I unfastened the rusted clasp that held whatever treasure was inside.

A batch of papers fell out. A small booklet tumbled from the top—it was titled Your Adopted Child, and featured artwork reminiscent of the 1950s. Several yellowed newspaper clippings on adoption from Dear Abby slipped out too. As I unfolded the papers on my lap, I saw articles geared toward helping your adopted child understand adoption, offering advice about how to tell your child they’re adopted and at what age.

I also found several handwritten letters tucked carefully inside a white envelope. They were addressed “To Whom It May Concern” and dated 1955, the year before I was born. I felt my pulse rise along with my curiosity. The letters were perfectly written on formal stationery, praising my parents as kind, caring people who would make wonderful parents to some lucky child. It was strange to see letters from people I didn’t know who seemed to know my parents well enough to be character witnesses. I wondered how well they knew them and assumed they were friends from the Navy.

The last set of papers was different. There were three documents, folded into thirds, each copy with light blue construction paper as the bottom layer. Unfolding the papers, I knew right away they were legal documents because of the delicate, onion-type paper, plus there was an attorney’s office and address at the top. My heart began to pound. What is this? Was this about John? Or me?

My parents’ names were typed in capital letters in the header. Next to them was an unfamiliar female name. The document was about custody of a female child. Well, this couldn’t be about me because my name wasn’t mentioned. It wasn’t about John either.

Turning to the second page, I stopped short after reading the first paragraph. My mouth dropped open. Gasping at the sight of my birth date and the city where I was born, I began to slowly comprehend what I was reading. Oh my God. My mind spun wildly, realizing what this meant; this document was about me. I quickly turned back to the first page and stared at the strange name at the top of the document. The name Loretta Annette Stewart stared back at me, a witness to my past, to my truth, to myself.

It only took an instant for me to know my birth mother had seen me. I had grown up thinking she never saw me because they, the doctors or whoever, wouldn’t let her or maybe she didn’t care. She gave me away, didn’t she? Why would she name me? She didn’t want me. She let me go. There was no mention of my birth mother in the document.

I was stunned. This was such a revelation, such a turning point in my adoptee psyche. She named me. She saw me. A deep sense of relief poured over me as I sat on my parents’ bed. No longer would I wonder if she ever knew if I was born a boy or girl. I was sure she had held me. Tears welled up and fell down my cheeks. She knew me. And now, so did I.

I put everything back in the manila envelope, just as I had found it, except for one copy of the document. Not thinking my mother would notice one missing document, I hid my stolen copy in the bottom of my desk and left to share my miraculous news with my friend Ellen. Upon returning home that evening, I checked my desk drawer and it was gone. Crap.

Obviously, my mother had noticed the missing document and went searching for it in my room. Years later, I thought she might have purposefully left the envelope in her drawer for me to find because it was never there before and I never saw it again. Why was she hesitant to share it with me in person? What was she afraid of? Was it just too difficult to talk about? Even though it was long overdue and a possible passive act on her part, I’m grateful.

In all the years we were together—decades—my adoptive mother and I never said anything to each other about this incident. She knew that I knew, and I knew that she knew. We were both fearful and insecure about our relationship with each other, so we chose silence. I guess it was safer that way.

It was all so secretive. I hated that secrecy as I grew up, but I was raised to be caught up in her dance, and not to question her decisions. All these years later, I feel sad we could never talk about the truth of who I was with each other, and I certainly couldn’t talk about any of this with my father.

I never found the documents over the years I looked for them. I figured my mother had thrown them away, or better yet, burned them. Finding my birth name was a gift, my secret treasure. I thought my birth name beautiful. It hinted of Southern roots and a Scottish ancestry.

I now felt different knowing my birth mother had named me, whoever she was. No matter what her circumstances were, that name was her message across time, telling me that she once had loved me enough to have named me before sending me on my journey in life without her. This was the only gift she could give me. Loretta Annette Stewart was who I had once been, and who I could’ve been. At nineteen, this ghost name became etched on my heart and became my own, a private secret. I felt love from an unknown woman from the distant past before my memory was ever formed.






Chapter Four


I MARRIED MY HUSBAND, MICHAEL, IN THE SUMMER OF my twenty-eighth year. Fifteen months prior, we had met at a friend’s wedding. He knew the groom and I knew the bride.

Two weeks after we met, we had our magical first date. Michael brought me flowers—long-stem, white carnations—and had the evening planned: pre-dinner drinks overlooking the marina in Redondo Beach, then dinner at the Bottle Inn, in Hermosa Beach, known to be the best Italian restaurant in South Bay. We were the last couple to leave that night.

I remember going into the restaurant bathroom that evening, looking into the mirror, and thinking, There’s something different about tonight, about Michael. By our third date, I knew he was the one. Three months later, wildly in love, Michael asked me to marry him and I said yes.

As I got to know Michael, he stood out from the types of guys I usually had been involved with. I was intrigued by his genuineness, his generosity and kindness, and down-to-earth manner. I usually dated much older men—older men who were successful business-wise, but complicated with commitment issues, self-absorbed, and somewhat shallow. But thanks to my ongoing therapy, I was making different choices. Michael was an anomaly. He was an electrician at the same aerospace company my father, brother, and I worked at. He had a great job and was ambitious. He was thirty years old, still attending college, and was just a few classes shy of an associate’s degree in electrical science.

We had a lot in common. We both loved sailing, hiking, camping, and bike riding. We liked the same music and attending concerts. Michael grew up two blocks from the beach in Hermosa Beach, a Los Angeles South Bay suburb, and like me, enjoyed anything to do with the beach and ocean, something I desired in a life partner.

When I met Michael, he had blond hair that hung loosely to his shoulders and the bluest and kindest eyes. It impressed me that he had a young golden retriever named Shelby that he adored. And I was in awe of his open affection for his family, especially his parents. He couldn’t wait for me to meet them, and for them to meet me, whereas I rarely, if ever, brought home anyone I was dating.

It was difficult for me to know how to approach my parents about the feelings I had for Michael. I lived a private life because they never seemed interested in meeting anyone, nor did they ever seem to like anyone I brought home, whether it was someone I was dating or one of my friends.

I figured Michael wasn’t the type they’d warmly embrace, either, but I was falling in love and wanted them to be a part of my happiness. I mean, they were my parents and I thought they should know I was becoming serious about him.

When they first met him, at their invitation for dinner on a Sunday night, I think they tolerated him, silently hoping this wouldn’t last long. Michael didn’t do anything wrong. They were just snobby people. They were polite to him, because they were polite people even when they didn’t like or approve of you.

A few weeks later, when I was over at my parents’ for another Sunday night dinner, my father caught me off guard walking past his den, announcing, “I don’t care to hear about your love affair with this guy you’re dating. We have nothing in common with him or his family.”

I was shocked. My mouth felt as though it dropped to the floor. How could he say this to me? His words stung. My father was shutting me down.

“Well, Dad, that will be hard to do because I’m getting serious about him,” I answered. “It’s not just an affair. It’s more than that.”

My father looked up at me, snickering. He said, “This is not going to go anywhere. We have nothing in common with those people.” He turned back to the book he was reading, a signal that our short conversation was over.

When I left that night, I felt alone, and sad that I couldn’t share my excitement and fondness for Michael with my parents. I couldn’t believe they had already made up their minds. Sure, his parents were different but they weren’t horrible people. They were down-to-earth, raised-at-the-beach people who didn’t care about status or making a lot of money. They cared about family and enjoying life.

After my father’s pronouncement, it was hard to invite Michael over for dinner or for anything, so I kept him at a distance from them, which I’m sure made my parents happy and hopeful I would soon come to my senses.

On the other hand, keeping Michael away didn’t help our situation. Looking back, it would have been better for all of us had I continued inviting him up to my parents’ house so they could get to know him better. It was all so uncomfortable and complicated. My brother John really liked Michael, and they got on well together and had a lot in common. John couldn’t figure out why my parents felt the way they did about him either.

When Michael and I became engaged so quickly, we didn’t know how to tell my parents. It was easy to share our good news with Michael’s parents. They were elated. But with mine, it was going to be difficult to navigate around their already suspicious and adamant feelings toward him.

I decided it would be best to go by myself to show off my unconventional aquamarine engagement ring, and thus share my happy news. My brother agreed. Michael wanted to go with me, but I told him no, because I wasn’t sure how my parents would react. I expected a nasty, unforgiving scene.

They proved me right. They were taken aback by my news and weren’t excited. My mother ignored any kind of wedding talk, and my father left the room. I left their house listening to sad songs in my car when I should’ve been listening to uplifting, happy ones.

Thank God I was in therapy. I was slowly learning to stand firm in my own decisions and this was one of them—a testament to how much I loved Michael. I was determined not to give up on my chance for happiness and a good relationship because my parents didn’t approve. Heck, they didn’t seem to ever approve of anything I did. They were impossible to please.

Two weeks later, my father surprised me by calling me at work.

“Say, your mother and I were wondering if you and Michael wanted to come up this Sunday night for dinner?”

It was my turn to be taken aback, but I was pleased. “Sure, we’d like that. What time should we be over?”

“Why don’t you come up around four o’clock?” He sounded upbeat, which made me suspicious.

“Okay, thanks, Dad. We’ll see you in a few days.” I hung up the phone and wondered what prompted this change of heart.

[image: ]

We arrived a little after four o’clock, both of us nervous and curious. My father barbecued his signature T-bone steaks, and we shared friendly, polite conversation over dinner. I don’t remember any talk of our engagement or of any wedding plans, but there must’ve been some because the next day, my father took the day off from work and went around to various wedding venues. This warmed my heart. Sometimes, my father could be sweet and thoughtful. In this moment, he was.

Several days later, he asked me to meet him after work at my favorite wedding venue, La Venta Inn, in Palos Verdes Estates. La Venta Inn was built in the 1920s, as a Spanish-style inn overlooking the South Bay beaches all the way to Malibu. That afternoon, after talking with the wedding coordinator at La Venta, my father put a deposit down on a wedding date for the following spring, in March. I was thrilled that my parents were accepting Michael, which meant they were accepting me too. I felt validated, happily engaged. All was well with the world. We could announce our wedding date and start planning our lives together.

The calm didn’t last. One month later, I received an unsettling letter from my mother. She was big on writing notes, especially when she was upset. The note revealed that my mother had suddenly become paranoid about Michael. Everything had been going along just fine, but for some unknown reason, she had convinced herself that Michael was using me to get money, though I had none, and that he was going to “dump me to the curb” just days before our wedding. It didn’t make sense, but then crazy doesn’t.

She informed me in her letter that she and my father would not be attending our wedding, but that they’d still pay for it. What? Not attend our wedding? What the hell? But they’d pay for it? She wouldn’t answer my phone calls and took the phone off the hook for hours every day. She told me my father and brother would be coming over to my apartment the following Friday after work to pick up personal items she had loaned me: purses, jewelry, belts, scarves, dishes, and my grandparents’ antique coffee table I loved, which I was using in my tiny beach apartment living room. She didn’t want Michael or his family to have anything of hers. I was shocked, sickened, and embarrassed by her sudden paranoid outburst. This time, her crazy righteous rage affected not only me, but Michael and his family.

I was ticked. My mother was having a tantrum, but why? Why was she suddenly paranoid? I had finally found someone who was a decent, good person. Someone I loved, who loved me back, and cared about me. If she and my father were going to be weird about it, that was their problem. I was marrying Michael no matter what they said or did. My mother’s childish stomping wasn’t going to change my mind.

Geez, I was nearly thirty years old, had a career as an administrative assistant at a large corporation, and
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