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When the email arrived, I was getting my nails done. I felt my phone buzz in my pocket and assumed it was just another one of the hundreds of emails I’d been fielding regarding the upcoming Planned Parenthood fundraiser I was helping organize. I was going to ignore it. But just then, my nail tech shook the bottle of Divine Dream polish she’d been applying to my left hand and said, “This is almost empty. Let me grab a new one.”
So I looked.
From: Destiny DNA
To: Hillary Jean
Subject: You Have a New DNA Relative
A new DNA match has been registered. Log in for details.
I clicked on the link and entered my information just as my nail tech shook the bottle of polish, her face a mask of confusion. “Are you okay?”
It wasn’t until she asked that I realized I’d been standing, staring at my phone, reading and rereading the results. Fifty percent match. I looked up and gave her a shaky smile. “Yes,” I said. Then I laughed and grabbed my purse. “I have to go.”
“But your other hand,” she said.
I tossed eighty dollars onto the chair and said, “Don’t worry about it.”
As I drove home, I dialed my husband, David, leaving a rushed message that probably didn’t make any sense. Destiny DNA was one of the many companies I’d signed up with the year my biological daughter turned eighteen. I’d signed up for them all—not just the big ones like 23andMe and Ancestry but the smaller ones as well. My goal was to make sure my daughter could find me if she wanted to.
Everyone always talks about a woman’s right to choose, but when you’re sixteen and pregnant, there isn’t much choice. Not if your parents want you to have the baby. Their interpretation of Christianity forbade me from having an abortion, but it also forbade me from acknowledging my child to anyone outside the immediate family. Like in a novel, I was shuttled off to a home for girls like me, while my mother spread lies to everyone back home. A year at Ms. Porter’s. Such a great opportunity. Exiled until my body no longer betrayed my shame. Forbidden from knowing any of the terms surrounding the adoption. It’s for your own good, and it’s what’s best for the baby.
There’s an emotional toll to carrying a baby, giving birth to them, and then giving them away. It eats away at you. The idea of your child out there, not knowing you . . . it’s soul crushing. It’s why I started volunteering at Planned Parenthood during college. Fundraising for them after I married David. Other young women should not be cowed like I was into giving birth. Other young women should be allowed to speak and to be heard, to decide for themselves and to explore every possible option. Choosing adoption as the only alternate happy ending to abortion is a fallacy, because giving up a child is a trauma that happens not only to you but to your child as well. I never had any other children, so my daughter—who I’d named Cecily but had always imagined probably ended up as an Ashley or Jennifer or Colleen—was my only one. I’d been waiting twenty-five years to find her, and now suddenly, there she was, her name in an email from Destiny DNA. Joanna Watts in Orange County.
“So, what are you going to do?” David asked that night after dinner. We’d talked of nothing else since I’d delivered the news that afternoon. We’d been incredulous, excited, nervous. Of course, I’d googled her as soon as I got home, turning up an attorney in Iowa, a singer in Florida, an acupuncturist in New Mexico. None of them was my Cecily. My Joanna.
I pushed my half-eaten plate away and took a sip of wine. The edges of my mind were fuzzy with alcohol, but I welcomed the softness that allowed me to imagine my daughter. Did she inherit my curly hair? My brown eyes? “To get this email,” I explained, gesturing toward my phone, which sat silent next to me, “is overwhelming. A hundred different scenarios are playing out in my mind, questions about whether I’m ready for the answers I’ve sought for so many years. But then I’m questioning myself too. Am I ready to meet her? What kind of person is she expecting?” I gave a hollow laugh. “I could message her, but I think I should let her reach out to me first. I’m sure it’s a lot, to get an email like that. What if she didn’t know she was adopted? What if they never told her? It was a shock to me, and I’ve been waiting years.” I shook my head, resolute. Righteous with self-control. “I don’t want to rush her. This isn’t about me but about her getting the answers she seeks. I’ll be here to give them whenever she’s ready.”
David leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. Our dining room, with its mahogany table, the chandelier sparkling soft light from above, the Turkish rug that protected the hardwood floor from the scrape of heavy chairs—all of it came into sharp focus. What would my daughter think of this life I’d built? This home that David and I had once hoped to fill with children. We’d tried for years. Spent tens of thousands of dollars on fertility treatments, acupuncture, reiki healing, nutritionists. But nothing worked.
So we turned to adoption. Filled out all the forms, did the interviews and home visits, joined online forums, believing that a baby—any baby—would be loved and cherished. Two years in, we got the call. We’d been chosen by a mother in the Midwest. In my imagination, she looked like me. She was me. I knew that her baby would fill the hole that my Cecily had left. That finally I could undo what had been done to me.
We’d decorated the nursery. Had a baby shower. We were ready when the call came informing us that the mother had changed her mind. She’d made the decision that was never an option for me. And I lost my baby—and my voice all over again.
After that, we decided that the pain wasn’t worth it. That we could build a life together that was bright and meaningful without children.
There were women like me everywhere. The silent ones who’d tried and tried and tried and then quietly gave up. Accepted that hole in their hearts and tried to paper over it with other things.
“You’ve always had a mother’s heart,” David said now. “If this is how you want to proceed, I support you.”
But I couldn’t help myself. That night, after David fell asleep, I sat in bed and opened my browser. Joanna Watts in Orange County. Such a mundane name for someone who had figured so powerfully in my dreams. I immediately searched for her on social media, where I sifted through women who were too old, not in the right location, not the right ethnicity, before I finally found a young woman on Instagram of the right age who lived in Orange County, thrilled to discover her account wasn’t private. I scrolled past photos of food, of friends, and it took me a while to figure out which one was her. But when I did, the zap of recognition I always knew I’d feel passed through me. She had my father’s dark hair and a wide smile that reminded me of my grandmother. A photo of a house in her stories—new home! Another one of a library—new job! I studied the building, noticing the bell tower in the background. A Google Image search revealed the location of the library in a town not too far away from where we lived. Her Instagram dished up clues, tantalizing bread crumbs that called to me. The shop where she’d stop and get her morning coffee before work. Interior pictures of the library where she worked. Her favorite Mexican restaurant, where she and her fiancé celebrated his new job. I lost hours staring at her photos, at her face, inhaling features that soon became as familiar as my own. I zoomed in to see the color of her eyes—caramel brown—which glittered with mischief as she laughed, standing at the edge of a bright-blue pool, the phone held above her as she snapped the picture of herself. I traced my finger across her face, her nose, her chin. My daughter. I wondered what her voice sounded like. It was unfathomable to me that very soon, I’d know.
“Joanna,” I whispered as David snored softly next to me, as the sky outside began to turn pink from the rising sun. Trying out a name I hadn’t chosen but one that now belonged to me.
At first, I waited patiently. Surely she’d contact me by the end of the week. I went back to the nail salon and got a new manicure. I had my highlights touched up. I wanted to be ready at a moment’s notice. I bought new clothes, wandering the mall aimlessly, wondering what she was imagining about me. Should I be a hip, stylish mother or something more reserved? Should I be more Anthropologie or Ann Taylor? I bought new face creams at Sephora. I handed over responsibility for the Planned Parenthood fundraiser to someone else, claiming a family emergency. Nothing would keep me from dropping everything to meet with my daughter when she was ready.
I drafted several emails, responses to whatever might land in my inbox. I imagine it must have been a surprise to learn you’d been adopted. I hope you aren’t angry with your parents, who were only doing what they thought best. Or perhaps she’d be as excited as I was. I, too, have long dreamed of finding you. I’m so thankful for the innovation of science that has finally connected the two of us. Those emails sat in my drafts folder, waiting to be sent. Waiting to launch my fantasy into reality. I edited them like I was submitting a story to the New Yorker. Agonizing over every word. The tone I’d take, depending on the situation. Excited in one, more reserved in another. I had a version to match every scenario.
When I was done with that, I tried to distract myself with the novel I was supposed to be reading for my book club. A Joan Didion that I’d been the one to suggest but now couldn’t get past the fifth page in. I scheduled—then canceled—lunch with my college roommate, knowing I’d never be able to keep myself from spilling it all out in one messy breath.
All the while, I kept my ringer on. With every email ping, my heart raced. But it was never her. I unsubscribed from everything I could, resenting the intrusion, the illusion of hope smashed with every email from the Gap or the New York Times. I made it three weeks. Three weeks after the notification from Destiny DNA, my resolution crumbled.
At first, I told myself I would just drive through her town, an hour away from where we lived. That it was on my way to where I was going, and what was the harm? I’d park down the street from the library and marvel at the fact that my daughter was just a few yards away. That I knew exactly where she was, after so many years of wondering. Dreaming of her. I couldn’t figure out why she wasn’t contacting me.
It was a Thursday when I decided to enter the library. As I slid my credit card into the parking meter, the only thing I could think about was that I was about to see my daughter in person for the first time in over twenty years. I’d be able to watch the way she moved. Maybe even hear her laugh. My hands shook as I tucked my wallet back into my purse and faced the large stone facade of the library, overcome with a sort of temporary insanity, a reckless need that had to be fed. How had my life come to this? I had a loving husband. We had a beautiful home and great friends. We took vacations every year, engaged in thoughtful discourse. I did not want for anything.
Other than my daughter.
The glass doors slid open, luring me inside. As I stepped through, they whooshed closed, urging me forward. A circulation desk was on my right, staffed by an older woman who gave me a friendly smile as she worked on a computer.
I gripped my purse tight to my side, a part of me surprised my daughter wasn’t standing there waiting for me. Smiling, saying: Took you long enough! I glanced over my shoulder at the entrance, the street just beyond. This was a mistake. David would kill me if he knew I was here. But I wasn’t going to intrude. I wanted only to see her.
The library was mostly empty, just a few people working at tables, an elderly man dozing in a chair. I walked among the stacks, dragging my fingers along the spines of books, and wondered what drew my daughter to work in a library. Perhaps a lonely childhood where books felt like her only friends? Or maybe she loved the silence, where every book had a designated spot, a system of order in a world that could sometimes feel chaotic.
I completed one lap around, noting the bathrooms (empty) and administrative offices (locked). Finally, I took a book off the shelf and settled at a table with a clear view of the front and pretended to read, the words black shapes on a white page, my mind buzzing with anticipation.
I heard her before I saw her. A laugh that hooked me somewhere behind my belly button, causing me to look up from the page I’d been staring at. She emerged from a door behind the circulation desk and stood next to the woman I’d seen when I entered. Together, they chatted in lowered voices, their words nothing more than syllabic wisps I couldn’t make out. Her dark hair fell down her back, and as she spoke, she tucked it behind her ear.
She was beautiful, moving with a grace that gave me goose bumps as she began to pull books from the return bin and place them onto a rolling cart. With a final word to the woman in front, she passed not five feet away from me, the scent of her perfume a light note of flowers in the air before she disappeared among the shelves.
That’s when I felt the tears start, pooling and blurring my vision, the hitch of a sob stuck in my throat. I hurried out of the library before I could draw attention to myself, my abandoned book left open on the table for my daughter to eventually collect and reshelve. Surely I had been insane to go there. To sit and watch her and what . . . strike up a conversation?
But as I sat in my car collecting myself, that suddenly didn’t seem like such an outrageous idea. In the library, I might be anyone or no one at all. There wasn’t any reason I couldn’t keep coming back to see my daughter. To get to know her after all.
I began bringing my laptop and setting up at a table where I could watch her working the reference desk. Answering questions, directing patrons, flirting with the old men who made the library part of their weekly routine. I inhaled every detail of her those first few weeks. And when I wasn’t there, I was thinking about her. David thought I was mourning the fact that she’d never reached out and gave me space to grieve. I couldn’t tell him what I was really doing. All my life, I’d made it a point to respect the boundaries of others. But now I could see how easy it was to move that line. And once you’d pushed a boundary, how easy it was to push it a little further. And a little further after that. How simple it was to ignore the word no, especially when it was never actually said.
It took two weeks of watching before I got up the nerve to speak to her.
I approached her at the reference desk. “I’m hoping you can help me find a book on Eleanor of Aquitaine,” I said, wondering if she could see the sweat blooming on my forehead. Hear my heart pounding. I passed her a slip of paper where I’d written the title I’d googled last night. Eleanor of Aquitaine was a fighter like I was.
Our fingers brushed, and an electric shock passed through me. The last time I’d felt her touch me, I was a grieving sixteen-year-old, and she was a soft bundle in my arms, those tiny fingers hanging on to mine with a grip that begged me not to let go.
I swallowed hard.
“Eleanor of Aquitaine,” she said, her fingers now longer and leaner, flying across the keyboard. Clicking the mouse once, twice, a third time. She turned the computer slightly so I could see the screen. “This one?” she asked.
I nodded, unable to find my voice.
“It’s in the nine hundreds, over by the back wall. I can show you if you want.”
“That would be great,” I whispered, hardly believing we were having a conversation, as rudimentary as it was. I wanted to do whatever I could to prolong it. To drag out the minutes it took for her to find my book, hand it to me, and walk away, back to her job up front.
I followed her, noting how long and straight her posture was, the length of her stride, and wondered if she’d done ballet as a little girl. I imagined a smaller version of her, legs clad in black tights, a pink tutu encircling her waist.
“My father once told me we were related to Eleanor of Aquitaine,” she said over her shoulder, keeping her voice low.
“Is that right?” I said, wondering who this man was that she so casually dropped into a conversation with a stranger. Whether he’d been good to her. Whether he’d loved her as much as she deserved.
“It wasn’t until I was older that I realized how many people are descended from her. Millions, really.” She shrugged. “It doesn’t actually matter, since I’m adopted.”
She tossed the information at me casually, as if sharing that she was left handed. As we made another turn through the shelves, I tried to parse her tone, searching for any emotion beneath her words. What they might have meant to her. But she was slowing down, running her fingers along the spines of books, focused on our task, and any chance I had to explore it further was lost.
Finally, she found what she was looking for. She pulled a book off the shelf and handed it to me.
I glanced at the cover, confused for a moment. What was this? Why was I holding it? My eyes locked in on hers. What would she say if I told her who I was, that I already knew she was adopted because I was her mother?
“I’ve seen you in here a lot lately,” she said. “I’m Joanna. What’s your name?”
“Nancy,” I said, giving her the first name that popped into my head. Cementing me on this path of lies that I’d chosen.
She began greeting me when I arrived at the library on the days she was working. “How’s it going, Nancy?”
I soaked up her attention, trying to convince myself I wasn’t doing anything wrong. The best days were the ones when she’d stop by my table to ask about what I was working on. By then, I’d created a backstory for who I was—a novelist trying to finish a manuscript set in Eleanor of Aquitaine’s world. Which meant I actually had to write something. It was total crap, but it gave me something to do while I watched her. Waited for those brief moments when we would talk. But I was stuck in this limbo of knowing her and yet not knowing her at all. It began to weigh on me, the idea that if she ever did decide to act on that email from Destiny DNA, that I’d wedged myself into an impossible situation, lying about who I was and what I did. I made promises to myself that I didn’t keep—This is the last day. The last time I do this. I’d wake up in the morning, promising myself I’d get back to my regular routine. Forget about driving the hour south to Orange County and back again. But every time, I’d find an excuse to cancel my lunch plans. To skip my Pilates class. To let the calls from my friends keep rolling to voice mail. I’d stand in my empty living room feeling an itch deep inside of me, and I’d find myself back in my car, heading south on the freeway. Returning to my daughter again, for just one more day.
About a month after our first conversation, I found her standing outside the library, looking up and down the street, checking her watch. When she saw me, she smiled. “Heading out early?” she asked.
I was leaving because her shift was over, because there was no reason for me to stick around if she wasn’t there. Instead of answering her question, I asked one of my own. “Waiting for your ride?”
She sighed. “My fiancé, Evan, is supposed to pick me up. His car is in the shop, so he borrowed mine. But he’s late, and he’s not answering my calls or texts.”
Evan. My daughter was marrying a man named Evan. I stood there, suddenly hyperaware of my keys in my hand, the weight of my computer bag digging into my shoulder, and found myself saying, “I’m happy to give you a lift home if you like.”
She looked unsure, and for a moment I thought she was going to say no. Why wouldn’t she? I was a stranger, just some random woman who hung out at the library. But then she surprised me by saying, “That’s very kind of you.” She pointed to a small café a few doors down and said, “How about we grab a coffee, and if Evan still hasn’t shown up by the time we’re done, I’ll take you up on that ride.”
Once we were seated, I suggested ordering food. Anything to keep her there longer. Waiters passed our table in a blur of white aprons against black trousers. One of them delivered a glass of wine I was almost too terrified to touch, lest I lose control of the narrative. Joanna sat across from me at our patio table, sunglasses covering her eyes, looking relaxed. It was interesting, seeing her outside of the library. Realizing she lived a full life out in the world, without me. That she had friends, a family somewhere. A shard of jealousy embedded itself inside of me at how casually they must think about this kind, easygoing young woman who belongs to them—calling her whenever they wanted, suggesting safer routes home for the holidays, inquiring about her relationships, her health. Mindless phone conversations I once had with my own parents.
Taking a sip of wine, I said, “So tell me about yourself.” An open-ended question that would allow her to take the conversation anywhere, or nowhere at all.
She tipped her sunglasses on top of her head and said, “Nothing very interesting. I’ve only been working at the library for a month or so. I was lucky to get a job so close to home.”
“Are you from here originally?” An image of my baby flashed through my mind, days old, swaddled in pink.
“Sort of,” she said. “I was born up in Los Angeles, but my adoptive parents lived down here in Orange County, so this is where I grew up.”
I had so many questions. Did she love her parents? Were they good to her? Did she have a childhood filled with love, good food to eat, a safe place to sleep at night? But I veered away, terrified my questions would reveal too keen an interest. “Where did you meet your fiancé?”
“Evan and I met in college. Boulder.” She laughed. “I’ll tell you, that was a huge adjustment, having grown up at the beach.”
“Your family must be very excited about an upcoming wedding. Have you set a date yet?” Sitting across from her, I was free to study the details of her, and I soaked them up. I saw my own family flickering beneath the surface of her features. My father’s attached earlobes. The shape of my grandmother’s eyes. The way her hair lifted off her forehead, a cowlick that probably drove her crazy. My mother had the same one.
Our food arrived, and I looked down at the plate in front of me, confused for a moment about what I was supposed to do with it. My attention had been solely on Joanna, on finding out as much as I could.
She picked up a french fry from her plate and nibbled it, chewing fully before saying, “My parents passed away a couple years ago. A car crash.”
Her words snatched the breath from me. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry.” What that must have been like for her, so young. Only twenty-five and alone in the world. But it also made me wonder, once again, why she hadn’t reached out to me. Why she hadn’t jumped at the chance to know her biological mother. “Do you have any siblings?”
She shook her head. “Nope, I was an only child. It’s been hard, to be honest. Settling their estate wasn’t easy. There was a lot of debt and nothing left over. Evan and I are planning to do a small ceremony, just the two of us, because I think it would be too hard to not have them there, you know?”
I wanted to reach across the table and take her hand, but I didn’t trust myself to touch her, terrified that if I did, everything would come pouring out. The years I’d spent dreaming about her, of what it would be like to have been her mother instead of handing her over to a nurse, listening to her cries growing fainter until they’d disappeared altogether.
Instead, I picked up half of my turkey club and took a bite. I didn’t taste anything, and I struggled to swallow. Another sip of wine, followed by a sip of water. “That makes perfect sense. I was estranged from my parents from the age of sixteen, and when I got married, my husband and I made the same decision.”
“Why were you estranged?” she asked.
Because of you, I was tempted to say. But I set my water glass down and said, “Lots of reasons. They were controlling. Not supportive of my choices and very religious. As I grew older I realized that the way they lived their life wasn’t the way I wanted to live mine.” It wasn’t a lie. “My husband, David, is wonderful, and his family took me in and made me one of their own.” His name slipped out before I could come up with a different one, and I panicked, heat rising inside of me. I took another sip of water, took a breath, and smiled.
“Evan’s family is pretty great,” she said. “But they live in Maine, so we don’t see them very often.”
“What does Evan do?” I asked, taking another bite of my sandwich, feeling myself getting into a groove. I could do this. Know my daughter, understand her as a friend would. This could be enough.
“He’s in finance. But he’s literally at the bottom of the ladder.” She pushed her food around on her plate, and I noticed that, other than a few french fries, she hadn’t eaten much. “We just bought a house, but between my meager salary at the library and his commission-based job, it’s been challenging.”
“Real estate is a good investment,” I said. “Economize, maybe see if you can refinance the loan.” I forced myself to stop talking before I revealed that David was also in finance.
She said, “Enough about my problems. Do you have kids?”
All my life, I’d answered that question honestly, making sure the details of my story were public. Just last year I was asked to do a TED Talk about what it was like to give up a child and why it was so important that women had a voice, a choice in how their lives would move forward after an unexpected pregnancy. I spoke about how I’d begged for an abortion when my baby was nothing more than a clump of cells, knowing she would break my heart simply by existing. I was invited onto the morning shows to talk about my work with Planned Parenthood, my mission to give women the voice that had been taken from me. If my parents weren’t already dead, it would have killed them.
Yet as she sat across from me, with her own dreams and fears, I couldn’t imagine what the world would be like if I’d gotten what I’d wanted. Who Evan would be engaged to, if not Joanna. Who would be pushing that library cart shelving books, if not Joanna? What would I be doing today, if not sitting across the table from my daughter?
When it was clear I wasn’t going to answer her question, perhaps thinking—not incorrectly—that it caused me pain, Joanna picked up her burger and took a giant bite. She closed her eyes and said, “This burger is amazing.”
As we ate, I tried to keep the conversation on Joanna. Gleaning little details about her life, things that a mother would know. I gathered them like precious stones I could pull out and count later—that she’d failed geometry in tenth grade, that she played the violin until she was twelve, that she hated mustard in any form.
As we were finishing our meal, Joanna’s phone buzzed with a text from Evan. “Caught up at work,” she said with a shrug. “I guess I’ll take you up on that ride.”
I signaled our waiter for the bill and handed over my card, brushing away Joanna’s offer of money. “I’m the one who had the wine,” I told her. “It’s my pleasure. Really.”
As we walked to my car, I tried not to think too hard about the fact that soon, I’d know where my daughter lived. Where she was when she wasn’t at the library. And I worried that it might be too much information. That I might not be able to keep myself from following her there on her days off, watching her carry groceries in from the car or barbecue on a Sunday afternoon.
It was a cute bungalow in an up-and-coming neighborhood on the other side of town from the library. “It’s adorable,” I said, putting the car in park. Hoping perhaps she’d invite me inside.
“It’s a money pit,” she answered, digging around in her purse. “Oh shit, I forgot to take my house key off the ring when I gave it to Evan.”
“Do you want me to wait with you while you try him again? Or maybe we could do some shopping until he comes home?” I pictured us in a mall, Joanna modeling clothes while I waited outside her dressing room, just another mother offering advice.
She waved off my concern. “The back door doesn’t lock properly. It’s a cinch to break in.” She pushed the car door open and turned to face me. “I enjoyed lunch. Thanks so much for the ride.”
I watched her walk up the side path and disappear around the back of the house before finally pulling away from the curb, hope flickering inside me that something new had been created.
Over the course of the next few weeks, we talked more. Went to lunch after her shift. I convinced myself that Joanna didn’t need to know who I was in order to know me. Everything I told her, except for my name and who I was to her, was true. That I’d been born and raised in Chicago. That I’d been married to my husband, David, for almost twenty years. That I had an English degree and had once considered teaching, but that instead I put my energy toward volunteering for causes I believed in, such as Planned Parenthood and Moms Demand Action for Gun Control. “So you’re an activist,” she’d said.
“I like to think of myself as a change maker,” I’d replied.
She’d grinned. “Cool.”
But most important, she confided in me. What it was like to lose her adoptive parents. How much she loved Evan and the house they’d bought six months earlier. Every week, she’d pour her heart out to me about problems at work or with friends, and I’d give her advice. It was the closest I’d ever come to mothering my child, and I lived for it. I wanted nothing more than to listen to her talk. When she told me her fiancé, Evan, had lost his job, that they were struggling to pay their mortgage and were entering foreclosure, I knew I had to come clean with David.
I waited until we were in bed, the TV playing some cop show neither of us was paying much attention to, David scrolling through his phone, tapping out texts and emails, as he usually did before going to sleep. “I need to talk to you about something.”
He turned to me, hazel eyes creased with concern, his black-framed readers hanging low on his nose.
I took a shaky breath, having rehearsed all afternoon how I’d start. “It’s about Joanna,” I said. I hadn’t liked lying to him—it wasn’t something we did inside our marriage. I told myself it was okay because I had no intention of inviting Joanna fully into my life. Except that was exactly what I was now planning to do.
“Okay,” he said.
I kept my eyes on the TV. “I’ve been talking to her. Meeting up with her for lunch.”
“That’s wonderful,” he said. “When did she reach out? Why didn’t you tell me?”
I plucked a stray thread off our comforter and said, “She didn’t reach out. I approached her.”
“It sounds like it went well, if you’ve been seeing her regularly. How did she react when you told her who you were?”
That’s when the tears started. “She doesn’t know,” I admitted. “I told her my name was Nancy.” I covered my face with my hands, not wanting to see the confusion and disappointment on his face. I went on to explain how all I’d wanted was to see her. Hear her voice. I made sure to tell him that our first lunch had happened by accident. That it wasn’t something I’d orchestrated. But the truth was, some part of me had always known things were going to progress beyond simply watching her.
“Surely, you have to know this isn’t sustainable,” he said when I was done.
“I wasn’t thinking,” I admitted. “Once I met her, once we became friends, I lost all reason.”
He took his readers off and set them on the nightstand next to him. “Why are you telling me this now?”
I explained how Joanna and Evan’s lender was about to foreclose on their home. “I want to loan them money.”
David shook his head. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” he said. “She chose not to reach out to you for a reason—whatever that reason might be. If you can’t be honest with her about who you are, the respectful thing is to back away.”
An urgency rose up in me. I couldn’t do what he was suggesting—not when I could help her. It’s what a mother would do. “Fifty thousand dollars,” I started to say.
He interrupted me. “That’s a lot of money to give a stranger,” he said.
“She’s not a stranger,” I countered. “She’s my daughter.”
“There are other ways we can help them,” he said. “We know a lot of people—we can connect Evan with a new job if that’s what he needs.”
“They need the money now. They’re about to lose their home.”
David rubbed his eyes, and I pushed on. “I know it’s a lot, but we can manage.”
“It’s not about the money, Hillary.”
My voice was a whisper. “There are so many ways I failed her. This is something I have to do. It’s not like we can’t afford it, David. Your bonus last year was three times that.”
He sighed. “Fine. If you want to give her the money, I won’t stop you. However, my condition is that you tell her who you are first.”
I pressed my fingertips to my eyes, imagining how that conversation might go. How I might even start it. “What if I lose her?” I asked.
“Do you really have her now?” he asked gently. When I didn’t answer, he said, “The only way to move forward is to do a total reset. To let Joanna decide whether to continue the relationship or not.” He rubbed small circles on my back. “Do you want me to go with you when you tell her?” he asked.
I took a deep breath. “No, this is something I need to do on my own.”
We sat at a picnic table in a park near her house. I’d wanted to go somewhere we could have the space to talk. Not a restaurant with its tables so close together, where we’d be interrupted by a server and have to go through the motions of eating. I wanted to be somewhere that, if things got too tense, we could walk and talk. But we’d parked ourselves at a wooden table, twenty yards from a playground filled with screaming kids, their caregivers sitting on benches scrolling through their phones.
“Are you some kind of stalker?” Joanna asked after I came clean to her, her voice now trembling with anger. Or perhaps fear.
I kept my gaze on her, willing her to understand. “I know that’s how it might seem. I really didn’t want to invade your life—I just wanted to see you.”
“Is Nancy even your real name?” she asked.
“It’s Hillary. Hillary Jean.” I took a deep breath, trying to control my emotions, and continued. “I’ve thought about you every day since I gave you up. Since they came into my hospital room and took you out of my arms. I cried for a month. It’s the reason my relationship with my parents fractured, the reason I’ve been so vocal about giving women the right to choose for themselves.”
“Did you want to abort me?”
The conversation wasn’t going the way I wanted it to. I needed her to understand that a mother would grieve her child regardless of whether it was never born or whether it was living somewhere out in the world without her. That the unknown would always haunt her. It was never either/or and always what if.
But I couldn’t answer her question honestly. To admit that, at the time, an abortion was what I’d wanted because I’d foolishly thought I could have one and forget about it. “When a mother gives up a child, it fundamentally changes her, on a cellular level,” I said, carefully choosing my words. “I wasn’t the same person I’d been before I was pregnant.” I could feel the tears coming, the futility of my words, knowing that no matter what I said, it would never be enough to explain what I’d done twenty-five years ago or the choices I’d made in the last several months. “Over the years it’s a yearning—a physical need that buzzes beneath your skin, a constant reminder that something important is missing.”
“That caused you to stalk me.”
“When I got the email, I couldn’t believe it. I’d registered for every DNA site, every forum. I made sure I was everywhere in case you ever wanted to find me.”
She looked across the grass toward the sandy pit where kids chased each other, played solo on the climbing structure, or were pushed on the swings. Then she leveled her gaze on me, cold and withering. “Did it ever occur to you that I didn’t want to find you? That I had no desire to know the person who’d handed me over to strangers?”
“I thought you had a good childhood,” I said.
She looked down at the table between us, her finger tracing over some faint graffiti. “Did you ever consider that what happened to me was a trauma? That I’ve spent my entire life carrying that around inside of me?”
I leaned forward, aching to take her hand in mine. To smooth out the pain she must have felt. “That’s why I wanted to find you. It’s a shared trauma. Neither of us had any say in how this would go.” I dropped my hands into my lap, unable to trust myself. “I assumed when you got that email . . .” I trailed off, then pushed forward. “Why did you register for Destiny DNA if you didn’t want to find me?”
“I was looking for a medical history, but my insurance wouldn’t cover it, so Evan got me the Destiny DNA kit for my birthday. My best friend’s mother died of breast cancer. She had the gene, and so does my friend. I was terrified I might have it as well. When you’re adopted, all of that is a black hole.”
“We don’t have breast cancer in our family,” I said.
“I know. I got the genetic report from Destiny.” Her words were hard, and they hit me like stones, her gaze drilling into me, unrelenting. “I didn’t need you to hunt me down to tell me.”
We were quiet for a few minutes, and I was encouraged that she hadn’t gotten up and walked away. “These past few months, our lunches, our conversations. They’ve healed me in a way I can’t describe,” I said. “I hope that knowing I’m out here wanting a relationship with you—whatever and however you want that to be—will heal you too.”
My optimism was short lived. She slid her legs out from under the table and stood. I looked up at my beautiful daughter, so fierce and strong, marveling that something so perfect could have come from me. “You’re only thinking of yourself, how hard it was for you to give me away. How hard it was for you to know where I was—who I was—and not be able to talk to me. But this is my life. I was the one given away. I was the one tracked down, like lost luggage at the airport. From the moment I was born, the things that happened to me were out of my control. The one thing I had was control over whether I wanted to know you or not. But you stole that from me.” She held my gaze, not wavering, not flinching. “Please don’t contact me again. Don’t come to the library, don’t come by my house. We’re done.”
I watched her walk away, and my heart cracked into a thousand tiny pieces. I’d lost my daughter. Again.
That was the darkest time of my life. I ached for my daughter in a way I hadn’t since the first few years after I’d given birth. She’d said not to contact her, and I did my best to honor that request. David gave me the space to mourn, but after three weeks of my barely eating, barely getting out of bed, he started to worry. “Do you think you should talk to someone?” he suggested. “It might help.”
But the idea of making phone calls, of having to reach back and tell the story from the very beginning, felt impossible. Gone were the days when I felt empowered by what had happened to me, when I felt it was important to tell it to anyone who would listen. It had taken twenty-five years, but it had finally broken me.
I sat on the edge of our bed and said, “No, I can do this.” He didn’t look convinced, so I stood up and headed toward the bathroom. I turned on the shower and let the steam billow around me until I couldn’t see my reflection in the mirror anymore. Until I was nothing more than a faint outline. A ghost.
From then on, I showered every day. I dressed in real clothes. I returned phone calls. I went out to dinner with David and his colleagues and smiled at jokes. Day by day, I felt a little looser, as if my joints had finally unstuck. I went on long walks and listened to podcasts about mindfulness. About gratitude. I told myself that I could stop wondering. That all I’d wanted was to know who she was, who she’d become, and that she was happy. And I’d gotten that. For a short time, I’d known her, and that would have to be enough.
Then I got a text, out of the blue, from her fiancé, Evan. She’s processing. It’s a lot, so give her time. I think it’s important that she have a relationship with you, and deep down I think she wants that too. Be patient. Once again, I had to sit by and wait. And wait. And wait. After another three weeks, she finally texted and invited me to go for a walk around the reservoir.
I didn’t sleep the night before, my mind turning over all the ways this could go wrong. All the things I wanted to make sure she knew, just in case it was our last conversation. I arrived thirty minutes early, terrified I’d get stuck in traffic and be late. I sat in my car and watched dog walkers and joggers park their cars and head off around the reservoir, its dark water sparkling in the morning sunlight, wondering what dramas were playing out in their own lives. Which hearts were being broken and which ones were being reassembled. When Joanna’s car pulled into the lot, I got out and stood, making sure she saw me.
She kept her head down as she approached, hands shoved into her pockets. When she was close enough, I said, “Thank you so much for reaching out.”
“Let’s walk,” she said, pushing past me and taking long strides toward the path that wound around the edge of the reservoir. I scurried to catch up.
I was determined to let her speak first. To show her that I was listening to whatever it was she wanted to say. Finally, she said, “So what do you want from me? From this?”
“Whatever you want it to be,” I told her. “However much or little contact you want to have.”
She thought about that, then looked sideways at me. “I don’t need a mother. I had one. A good one.”
“I would never presume to take on that role,” I assured her.
She gave a hollow laugh. “This isn’t how I imagined finding you.”
A flutter of hope awakened inside me, and I fought to keep it contained. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. No question is off limits.”
She shrugged but didn’t say no, so I launched into the story. The one I’d told a hundred times—at Planned Parenthood fundraisers, my TED Talk. I told her about my first boyfriend, how much I’d loved him, how hard he’d worked to get me to sleep with him and how, after I had, he’d dumped me. Pretended I was nothing. I was devastated, sixteen and heartbroken in the way only a sixteen-year-old could be. Then I’d found out I was pregnant.
“What was his name?” she asked.
“Jonathan.” I was prepared to give her his last name, though he didn’t have an online presence as far as I could tell, and she was unlikely to find him. But she let it go. I allowed the silence to spread out between us, wishing I didn’t have to tell her this next part, but knowing that I had to. Because all of this—my story, my heartbreak, my desire—was easily found with a simple Google search. I imagined her finding out the truth, sitting in a dark room somewhere and watching me stride across the stage, telling the story of how the choice to abort her had been taken from me. Lying to her now was appealing but no longer an option. “I was sixteen,” I started again. “On track to go to college. I knew my parents wouldn’t be any help in raising you.” I still couldn’t say the words out loud. “You weren’t real to me. I couldn’t see you or feel you inside of me. I grew up in a world where a woman’s right to choose was accepted as fact. However, the reality of that decision feels heavier when it’s happening to you. Happening to your family.”
“You wanted to abort me,” she said.
I hated myself for making her be the one to say it. “That’s impossible to say, now that I know how extraordinary you are,” I said carefully. “But the truth is, no matter what you choose, you’ll have a ghost trailing after you for the rest of your life.” A runner approached from the opposite direction, her golden retriever pulling on a leash. We stepped aside to let her pass, Joanna’s hand brushing mine, a jolt of contact that nearly broke me. “It’s why I’ve been so vocal, such an advocate for choice,” I continued. “Because no one cared about what I wanted. Like you, I have had zero control over how my life has played out.”
“That must have been hard for you.” Her words held no venom, and it felt like a gift. No matter how this conversation ended, I’d have that.
“Where do we go from here?” I asked. We’d rounded the final edge of the reservoir and were heading back toward the parking lot. “I’d like to have you in my life. As a friend or whatever you want it to be. I’d like you to meet my husband, David. Have you and Evan over for dinner if you’re comfortable. But if this is the last conversation you want to have with me, I’ll accept that.”
She turned to face me. “I don’t know yet,” she said. “But I know I want it to be something.”
I gave her a tentative smile, but she turned and resumed walking. “All right,” I said. “All right.”
Slowly, slowly, things came back to center. It took a while for her to trust me again, but I felt like we were making headway. We would meet for meals—sometimes with David and Evan, the four of us lingering late into the night, empty wineglasses and plates scattered across the table, candlelight flickering among us. David and I would look at each other, and though not a word would pass between us, we’d acknowledge the miracle we’d found. Sure, we skipped over the diapers and the potty training. The middle school girl drama and the heartbreak of first love. But we had this. An adult child who was an utter delight. Smart. Confident. Who cared about the same social causes we did. Even voted the same way we did. It was easy and warm and familial.
But the meals I loved the most were those that were just the two of us, where she’d open up, confiding that things were getting worse for them financially. She was taking on more shifts at the library. Evan still couldn’t find work. I’d listen, offer advice, and let her vent, but it wasn’t enough. I still wanted to help them, but David thought it would be an overstep. A violation of the tenuous relationship we’d rebuilt. But he didn’t understand what it was to be a mother. In the end, I reminded him of his promise to help them out if I came clean, and he left it up to me, as I had known he would.
Joanna and I had just finished lunch at our favorite lunch place, a cute spot halfway between my house and hers, when I placed the envelope on the table between us.
“What’s this?” she asked, sliding it toward her and lifting the flap. Her eyes widened when she saw the cashier’s check inside, the number of zeros on it.
I hurried to explain. “David and I had a long conversation, and we both agree that we want to help. It’s not a loan but a gift.”
Joanna shoved the check back into the envelope and pushed it away. “We can’t accept this.” Her tone was resolute, her face a mask I couldn’t read.
I worried that I’d offended her. “I just . . . feel like after everything you’ve lost. All the things you’ve been struggling with, I want to make one thing easier for you.”
She sighed. “I appreciate the gesture.” She looked toward the street, where shoppers lingered in front of store windows and expensive cars passed by, and I wondered for a moment if I should have taken her somewhere more casual, put her more at ease in her surroundings. “But Evan and I have to find our own way, just like you and David did. We couldn’t have predicted when we bought the house that Evan would lose his job. Or that he would have such a hard time finding another one,” she said, looking back at me again. “It’s going to be tough, but we have a plan. We’ll go forward with the foreclosure and declare bankruptcy. Our credit will take a hit, but this is the only path forward for us.” She reached across the table and touched my hand, as if to comfort me. “This kind of thing happens to people all the time. But we’re both smart and hardworking, and we’ll come out from under it.”
I wanted to tell her that while her intentions were admirable, it was a mistake. She had no idea how hard it would be to bounce back. How long it would take and how it would impact their finances—their ability to borrow money, to get credit—for years to come. But I stayed silent, trying to respect her boundaries. I’d already stepped all over them once; I wasn’t going to do it a second time.
I took the envelope and tucked it back into my purse. “I hope I didn’t offend you,” I said.
“Not at all,” she replied. “But you and I are still figuring out who we are to each other, and this would sit at the center of whatever relationship we decide to have.” I started to interrupt, but she held her hand up and continued. “I know you say it’s a gift, but there are always strings. I would feel self-conscious about every decision we made, knowing it was money you gave us.”
I took a deep breath, relieved that my gesture hadn’t sent her running away from me again. “I hope we can move forward without any awkwardness.”
She smiled and took a sip of water. “Let’s just pretend it never happened.”
“I can’t say I’m surprised,” David said later. “They both strike me as people who have a lot of integrity. But I’m glad it didn’t cause any real damage.” He wrapped me in his arms and kissed the top of my head.
I gave him a tight squeeze, so grateful for this partner, for his unrelenting support.
The check sat in our safe for a couple of weeks. At first, it was because I was busy, but looking back, I wonder if it was because I was hoping they’d change their mind. Or expected them to, once the reality hit of what declaring bankruptcy entailed.
Either way, I still had it when I got a text from Evan, asking if we could meet and asking if I could please not mention it to Joanna. My first instinct was to say no. I texted Evan back, explaining that I had already betrayed Joanna’s trust once—I wasn’t willing to risk doing so again. But he assured me he meant no harm, that he just wanted to talk. I could sense the desperation in his words, so I agreed and suggested we meet at a Starbucks. On instinct, I brought the check. Just in case.
We sat facing each other at a corner table and made small talk to start—the weather, his job hunt, Joanna’s desire to postpone the wedding. But then he set his cup down and said, “It’s been a hard few months for us.”
I nodded. “I can only imagine.”
He looked uncomfortable, so I smiled, hoping to encourage him. To let him know I was on his side.
“Joanna doesn’t understand what will happen if we declare bankruptcy,” he said. “I’ve tried to explain it to her. It sounds like you’ve tried to explain it to her as well.” He looked out the window at a bike messenger flying by, his bag slung over his back, weaving around traffic. “Joanna is a proud person, and despite how hard it was for her to lose her parents . . .” He trailed off, his face flushing. “I mean, her adoptive parents.”
I reached out and touched his arm and said, “I know what you meant.”
He gave me a grateful look and continued. “Joanna’s never really had to struggle. Financially, I mean. But this could set us back a decade.”
I kept my tone neutral. “I’m assuming you’re here because Joanna told you that David and I offered to help.”
He nodded.
“Joanna refused the money,” I told him. “I hope you understand, but I have to respect her wishes.”
We sat in silence after that, the coffee shop buzzing with people around us, and I started to wonder if I was making a mistake. Parents often had to grapple with tough decisions, doing things their kids might not like because in the long run, it was in their best interests. This felt like one of those moments. I could do what Joanna wanted, or I could do what Joanna needed.
I reached into my purse and pulled out the cashier’s check, then slid it across the table to him. “Look,” I said. “David and I once got help from his parents. Hopefully Joanna will understand that this is what parents do for their kids.”
Evan closed his eyes, relieved, then opened them again. “I don’t know how to thank you,” he said. “Truly. This is going to save us.”
Perhaps it was a mistake. Perhaps I should have consulted Joanna. But in that moment, I felt like a real mother for the first time in my life, making decisions that were in the best interests of my child. I was in control.
I showed up at the library on a Tuesday morning in late October, almost a year to the day I’d walked in and seen Joanna for the first time. The weather had shifted, and I pulled my sweater tight around me as I waited with a few other patrons for the library to open. I had no idea what Joanna’s work schedule was anymore. I hadn’t had a reason to go there for a long time.
Nerves clashed around inside of me as I scanned the parking lot, looking for her car, hoping to catch her before she went inside. Call it a mother’s instinct, but I knew something was wrong. I’d waited a week after giving Evan the cashier’s check before texting her, wondering how he’d spun it or whether he’d kept it to himself. At first it didn’t seem odd that she hadn’t responded. She was young and busy, living a life of her own. But when my second text and call went unanswered, I began to worry. I texted Evan, asking if she was angry. His response was hard to decipher. Give it a couple days and try again.
I’d given it a week, and now there I was, needing to explain myself.
When the doors slid open, I stepped inside and approached the same woman who’d been joking with Joanna the first day I’d seen her. “I’m looking for Joanna. Is she here?” The woman gave me a curious look, as if my request were odd. “We’re friends,” I hurried to explain. “Is she working today?”
The woman took off her glasses and said, “Joanna hasn’t worked here for several months.”
From behind her, a young man came out of the office carrying a stack of binders. He must have caught the last bit of our conversation because he rolled his eyes. “If you find her, tell her she still owes me seventy-five dollars.”
I looked at the librarian again. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. Maybe we’re not talking about the same person. I’m looking for Joanna Watts. Dark hair, young. She was hired last fall.”
“Yes. Joanna Watts was a volunteer. She came in a few times a week to shelve books, to help with some cataloging. She was a student in the library sciences program at UCLA, where she needed to accrue hours. Once she completed them, we signed off on the forms. I suppose you could probably reach out to the program director? See if you can track her down there.”
I made the drive to Joanna’s house in a trance, my mind racing to rationalize what I’d just learned, to make it fit into something that made sense. Perhaps she hadn’t told me that she’d been a volunteer because she hadn’t wanted me to worry more than I already was. We’d avoided the topic of money ever since she’d declined our help.
As I knocked on the door, my heart pounding, I told myself that Joanna would answer. Her face would crease into confusion and then concern when she saw my distress. She’d ask me what was wrong, and I’d tell her. She’d laugh and pull me inside. Tell me I’d misunderstood and explain everything away.
Instead, a stranger answered the door. A woman wearing a pair of jeans and an oversize sweatshirt, her hair pulled into a messy bun. In her arms was a baby. “Can I help you?” she asked.
“I’m sorry to intrude. I’m looking for Joanna Watts. Or maybe Evan Mullins?”
She shook her head. “Are you sure you have the right address?”
Dread began to unfurl inside of me, my mind clicking back on every interaction, every conversation I’d had with Joanna, now viewed through this new lens of lies. “Yes,” I finally said. “At least, I think so.” I turned to look at the street, the houses surrounding us. But this was where I’d left her. “A few months ago, I dropped her off here. She said this was where she lived.”
“You’re sure?”
My mind flew back to that day. Of her telling me she’d forgotten her keys. Of me, watching her circle around to the backyard. But had she actually gone inside? “I saw her go around the side,” I said.
The woman glanced in the direction of the side path. “I’ve been after my husband for months to put a gate up. People love to use our yard as a shortcut to the park directly behind us. It’s not a public pathway.”
I pulled up a photo of Joanna on my phone that I’d taken a few months ago. I remembered how reluctant she’d been, how she’d insisted on keeping her sunglasses on. The bags under my eyes are awful.
“Do you recognize her?”
The baby began to cry, and I could tell the woman just wanted to be done with me. But she leaned forward anyway and studied the photo. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t.”
“How long have you lived here?” I asked.
“Three years.” She glanced down at the crying infant again and said, “I wish I could be more help, but I really need to feed her.”
“I appreciate your time,” I said.
Somehow, I made it back to my car. Navigated back home, where I waited for David so I could tell him.
Of course, the money was gone, Joanna and Evan gone along with it. Her Instagram was now set to private, and she’d dropped me as a friend, so I no longer had access. The betrayal was sharp, though a voice deep inside whispered that perhaps I had gotten what I deserved. This was her punishment for abandoning her as a baby. For stalking her and lying to her. There had never been any forgiveness, only anger and retribution.
But it was David who figured out the truth. Who’d gone back to the beginning and looked more closely at that initial email from Destiny DNA. He’d once read an article on CNN about email spoofing, where bad actors could disguise their real email addresses with a seemingly legitimate one. All you had to do was click on the email address and see the true email behind it. I remembered that day in the salon, how I’d clicked on the link in the email, wanting to get to the site as fast as I could. Entering my information, not knowing I was being taken somewhere else.
From there, we went straight to Destiny DNA’s website, which showed me what I should have known all along. No match. No daughter. Maybe I was stupid not to do my due diligence. I guess when you want something badly enough, for long enough, your mind finds a way for you to have it. To believe that it’s possible for your deepest desire to be true. And when you make that deepest desire part of your public persona and share it with the world, it shouldn’t surprise you when someone comes along and tries to give it to you.
Do I regret making my story so public? Offering up the details of my life for someone to sift through and potentially exploit? No, because my daughter—my Cecily—is still out there somewhere, and I want her to know I’ll never stop looking for her. Hoping to find her, to wrap my arms around her, tell her I love her and that I never wanted to lose her. Some people might call this an obsession. But perhaps, in some ways, that’s what unconditional love really is.
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