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I FLASHED THE GUARD the ID card then pointed to the badge on my shirt pocket and flowers in the front seat.

“Floral delivery, eh? Your company doesn’t have a van with signage?” He eyed me as if he knew I was an imposter.

“I guess they’re trying to save on gas.” I practically hiccupped an awkward laugh and worried my antiperspirant would give out. 

I waited for him to write down the make, model, and color of my vehicle, capture my license plate, pass me the clipboard to sign in, and call to the house to announce my presence for permission to enter. That would be my second obstacle: getting through the neighborhood gate. The first was coming up with a plan to get close to my birth mother.

I placed my hands visibly on the steering wheel and waited for the ten-foot iron gates to welcome me. The guard passed me directions.

“Enter to the right. Drive past the lake. Turn left at the third street. If you take too long or we don’t receive a clearance call, there will be a safety check to ensure our resident is okay.” He warned me, “In other words, do your job and leave.”

I nodded to acknowledge him and proceeded cautiously – partly to ensure I didn’t speed and partly because I thought I’d lose my nerve. My adoptive parents never hid that I was not biologically theirs. I loved them, but I needed answers from my birth mother. Why did she give me up? Does she know what happened to my father? Are there any genetic concerns I should know? Does she lay in bed at night, like I do, wondering how our lives would’ve been different?

As I drove past “McMansions,” I ruled out drugs, undereducation, and struggling teenage mother. Those had been rationalizations I’d had for the last ten years. I needed for there to have been a devastating event to explain why she would be separated from me. Maybe she was abused and didn’t know how to love others. No mother leaves her child willingly.

Pulling into the driveway was like parking next to a life-sized Barbie dreamhouse. It looked as big as a retail warehouse, built of light gray stones, and could be a city of its own. The landscaping was immaculate. Every bush was lush green with not a leaf out of place. Smooth stones formed an “s” along the gardens, clearly separating the lawn from plants. Even the air smelled like I couldn’t afford to check it out from the library. The water trickling from the pitcher of the maiden statue into the fountain was the only thing that helped to calm my racing thoughts. I considered tossing a coin in for good luck but decided against it. Rich people probably don’t engage in that sort of wishful thinking.

I picked up the flowers and walked toward the main entrance, careful to avoid getting too close to the cars already parked. These must be cars for every day of the week. My feet have never felt so sluggish nor my arms as heavy as they did at that moment. I wanted to turn back, but my best friend’s encouragement was in my heart. “Go find your mother. Let her know you just want to know about her to learn more about yourself. If all goes well, you’ll get answers to questions and have a foundation to build on. You’ll never know if you don’t try.”

Facing the reality of what could await me, that advice was easier said than done. Brenda had known of my wanting to meet my birth mother for the past several months. It was only after she began work at the flower shop that I presented the plan to her. I had expected more resistance since there was a possibility that things might go awry and cause her to get fired. However, she jumped on board immediately. I took it as a sign that destiny had lined everything up for me. Every lone step I took made me question if I interpreted the sign incorrectly. 

My stomach was in knots, and my lunch threatened to come up. I can’t ask to use her bathroom. I’m supposed to be the delivery girl. The walk to the porch and moment before the doorbell rang felt like an expectation of sentencing. In all truth, I was excited at the possibility of finally being able to satisfy my curiosity and realize the hopes I’d dreamt since childhood – to embrace my biological mother. It was impossible to tell whether this was a good or bad idea, and the one to determine it was on the other side of the door.

A man in a suit answered and attempted to take the flowers.

“I’m sorry. I have instructions to give these to her personally,” I lied. “My boss said the last time we left an important delivery with staff for a high-profile client, she claimed it wasn’t received and insisted we eat the costs for a replacement.”

He gave me a once-over and curled his lip. “Fine. Make sure you wipe your shoes off well. Madame doesn’t want dirt tracked across the floor.”

I followed him to the second room where five ladies sat and waited to be served. Apparently, people do drink tea in the afternoon. Three wore flower dresses with bonnets. I was thankful that I was “in uniform” because I didn’t own clothes appropriate for the occasion. The three facing the door watched us approach. I hadn’t planned for her to be entertaining anyone during the day. I had envisioned her reading by a window or making calls for a volunteer project. The fact that her peers would be free to join her midday had not been a consideration. All the vehicles in the driveway makes sense now. They belong to her guests; her cars must be parked in the garage. I locked eyes with a woman in green who wrinkled her nose at me. This could get tricky.

The man I believed to be the butler indicated the recipient of the flowers sat in the highbacked chair nearest me. She’s my mom? Wow!

“Mrs. Isaac? Tara Isaac? These are for you.” I handed her the bouquet like a fan might request an autograph of her idol – in awe. Her hair, nails, and makeup were flawless. She had to be a perfect size eight, had glowing skin, didn’t look a day over thirty-five, and wore a stunning white dress that could rival anything a royal heiress wore. I mentally sculpted her image into my heart until she spoke and snapped me out of my admiration.

“I said, ‘Thank you.’ Do you need something else?” My mother looked up expectantly. “You can get a tip at the door.”

I hadn’t planned anything past the delivery. I thought we’d be exchanging hugs by now. With company observing and Tara not getting the hint, I had to improvise. “Yes, there’s a card. Please read it.” I can’t believe I’m related to someone who lives like a star. Could this be my life? Will I look like you in 20 years? Look at that high ceiling, this plush carpet, fine – 

“’Dear Mother,’” She put her hand to her heart. “Aw, one of the boys decided to send flowers and insisted on having them delivered by one of the working girls.”

Working girls? Does she mean me? Is that the way she gives compliments?

“Listen up, ladies.”

This is it.

“‘Dear Mother, I have longed for this day. I appreciate the thought and care that you put into how my future should look. Now that I am an adult, I want you to share it with me starting on my eighteenth birthday. Love, your daughter, Renee.’” Mrs. Isaac turned the card over and searched the box before looking at me. “I don’t understand why my son would send this. What kind of practical jokes are kids doing nowadays?”

My response popped out of me before I had time to think. I raised my arms as if cheering. “It’s me! I’m Renee. I’m your daughter. I wanted to call or write or something, but I had to see you. I know it’s the last thing you expected, but I wanted to do something special for my birthday. This is for us, Mom. Mother? I don’t know how you want me to address you. Mother is probably more proper.”

The women exchanged disapproving glances before fixing their eyes on me with looks of disgust. I didn’t know “callous” could be a facial expression until I saw my mother stare me down.

“This is not ‘Annie,’ and I’m not looking to adopt conwomen claiming to be my children. The only daughter I had died after birth. I don’t appreciate scammers trying to dredge up my pain to throw it in my face!”

Died? Why would she think I died? I’ve heard of hospital horror stories, but I could’ve sworn she knew about me. Did some cruel person convince her that her newborn didn’t make it? I had to smooth things over before she saw me as the cause of her pain and hurtful memories. The thought of losing her child must have devastated her.

“No, no, I’m very much alive. I was adopted, and I wanted to get to know you, Mother. I mean, we can’t go back to relive my ‘firsts,’ but we can start from here.”

She didn’t move but looked at me as if trying to determine my true intentions.

“I don’t want anything from you if that’s what you’re wondering. I just hope to know more of my history – my family. About you.”

I stepped forward to offer a hug. Mother pushed my hand away, grabbed my upper arm, dug her nails into my bicep, and led me to the front porch where she proceeded to unleash a flurry of words more damaging than a heavyweight’s haymaker. 

“Listen here, you little family-wrecking snit.” She spoke in a low tone, as if she expected her guests to hear through the closed storm door. “I don’t care who you are, where you come from, or what you think I am to you. Get this clear. I’m not your mother. I ought to have you fired for this stunt.”

“Ow!” 

Mother wiped her nails on my shirt when she realized she drew blood. 

“Mother, please don’t get my friend fired. I begged her to let me use her badge and driver’s license to meet you. I ordered the flowers and then used my car for the delivery. I didn’t want to risk using the florist’s van.” I winced as I ran my finger over the row of four u-shaped cuts. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your life. I wanted to let you know I’m okay. I was going to tell you that I forgive you for putting me up for adoption, but now that I know you thought I was dead, it’s not even necessary.” I smiled at her. “Don’t you see? This is a chance to start fresh.”

Whatever hope I had of my words having any effect on her were gone in her icy stare. She folded her arms. “Let me make this easy for you to understand. Yes, I gave birth to a daughter. She obviously turned out to be you. Yes, you were put up for adoption. Yes, I knew about it. No, I’m not interested in getting to know you.” She gave a dismissive wave. “This is the part where you leave.”

I froze. Unable to speak. Is this really happening? It can’t possibly be playing
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