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    To my granddaughter Annabelle—Your bright spirit, curious heart, and boundless imagination inspire me every day. This story was written with you in mind, woven from the gentle strength I see in you and the love that surrounds you always. May you never stop listening to the waves, trusting your feelings, or believing in second chances. You are deeply loved, just as you are.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Forgotten Birthday
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Annabelle sat on the edge of her bed, legs dangling over the side, the hem of her blue pajama pants brushing the golden fur of her dog, Bella. The small cake her dad had picked up from the corner bakery rested on the nightstand.

Nine candles stood proudly in the icing, flickering with quiet determination under the ceiling light. The frosting smelled of vanilla, sweet and heavy in the air, as if it were trying too hard to make the day special. 

It should have been a perfect moment—balloons in the corner, the smell of cake, and the soft hum of the ocean just outside their window. Her dad had even blown up three balloons, taping them unevenly to the wall. One sagged sadly, as though it had already given up. The sound of the waves carried in through the window, steady and endless, like a song that never stopped.

But something was missing.

No. Someone was missing.

“Happy birthday, sweetie,” her dad had said earlier, trying to mask the sadness in his voice. He’d wrapped her gift in blue paper with neat folds and tied it with white ribbon. He made pancakes for breakfast, burning the first batch but laughing it off. He even offered to take her surfing—something they usually only did on special weekends. He was trying so hard. Too hard.

But all she could think about was the one person who hadn’t shown up.

Her mom.

Bella nudged her hand with a wet nose. Annabelle gave her a weak smile and ran her fingers over the dog’s silky ears. The dog’s steady presence was like a soft blanket she couldn’t take off. “She forgot again,” she whispered, barely loud enough for Bella to hear. “She really forgot.” The dog laid her head on Annabelle’s knee with a quiet sigh, as if she understood.

Annabelle’s thoughts wandered to last year’s birthday. Her mom had shown up late, carrying a half-wrapped gift and smelling faintly of perfume. She’d promised to stay the whole evening but had left before the cake was cut, muttering something about not feeling well. Annabelle had told herself this year would be different. But here she was, staring at a cake that suddenly looked too big for just two people and a dog.

She blew out the candles without making a wish. What was the point of wishing if it never came true?

Afterward, she carried the half-eaten cake to the kitchen and set it on the counter. 

She remembered when she was six—her mom had baked a lopsided chocolate cake, laughing when it collapsed in the middle. 

They had eaten it anyway, scooping pieces out with spoons. That memory flickered in her mind like a film reel, so bright and painful that she had to blink away tears. 

She longed for that version of her mother—the one who showed up, even imperfectly.
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Chapter 2: The Letter
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Two days later, a letter arrived. Ms. Bennett, her teacher, handed it to her during writing time. “Someone left this for you at the front office,” she said softly. Annabelle turned the envelope over. Her name was written in loopy, familiar cursive.

“Annabelle.”

Her heart did a strange twist. She ran her fingers over the letters, tracing each curve. She could almost hear her mother’s voice as she opened the envelope. The paper inside smelled faintly of lavender soap, the kind her mom always used. Annabelle unfolded the sheet, her hands trembling.

My dearest Annabelle,  

I am so sorry I missed your birthday. I’ve been feeling very low lately—like I’m lost in a fog I can’t find my way out of. Sometimes, I lose track of things, even the ones that matter most.  

You are always in my heart, even when I’m far away or not doing well. I love you more than anything, even if it doesn’t always seem like it.  

Love,  

Mom

Annabelle read the letter three times. The words blurred until they danced across the page like seafoam. She pressed the paper to her chest, then folded it up again, then unfolded it, unable to stop. She wanted to believe every word, but they felt slippery—like seashells in wet hands, beautiful but impossible to hold onto.

She slipped the letter into her notebook, hiding it between her homework pages. She didn’t want to show her dad yet. If she showed him, he might frown, or sigh, or worse—tell her not to get her hopes up. And Annabelle wasn’t sure if she wanted hope right now. Hope hurt.

If Mom loved her, why hadn’t she called? Even a simple “happy birthday” would have been enough.

She clenched her pencil so hard it snapped in two.
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Chapter 3: Pancakes and Silence
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That night, her dad made her favourite dinner—banana pancakes with whipped cream and strawberries. He stacked them high, drizzling syrup in a smiley face on top. “Special order for my birthday girl,” he said with forced cheer.

But Annabelle barely touched her plate. She sat on the couch with Bella, the letter crumpled in her hand. The sweet smell of syrup made her stomach churn. Bella licked her fingers once, but even the dog seemed subdued.

Her dad came over and set the plate beside her. “You okay?”

She shook her head. “She says she loves me, but she didn’t even call.”

Her dad sat beside her, shoulders heavy with silence. “I know, sweetheart. She’s not herself lately. And that’s not your fault.”

“I just... I wish she had picked me. She picked him. And she forgot me.”

Her dad’s eyes softened. He put an arm around her, pulling her close. “She didn’t forget you in her heart. She’s just... sick. And sometimes sickness doesn’t look the way we expect.”

Annabelle buried her face into his chest, breathing in the smell of soap and the faint trace of engine oil that always clung to his clothes. Bella looked up at her, tail thumping once, as if to say, “I remember.”
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Chapter 4: Driftwood Memories
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On Saturday, they went to the beach. The sun was warm, the tide low. Annabelle walked along the shore with Bella at her side, the leash dragging loosely between them. Children laughed as they built sandcastles, their towers rising like small kingdoms before the waves toppled them.

She picked up a piece of driftwood and turned it in her hand. It was worn smooth, as if the ocean had been sanding it down for years.

“It’s like memories,” she said aloud.

Her dad looked over. “What is?”

“This wood. The ocean makes the edges soft.”

He nodded. “Sometimes, time does that too. Makes the hard stuff easier to hold.”

Annabelle studied the horizon. The waves kept rolling in, no matter what. She wondered if her heart would ever feel like that driftwood—less jagged, easier to carry.

Later, they sat on a blanket with sandwiches and juice boxes. Bella dug in the sand, unearthing a broken toy shovel. Annabelle laughed for the first time that week. For a brief moment, the ache in her chest felt lighter.
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