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			“If a book is by Mariah Stewart, it has a subliminal message of ‘wonderful’ stamped on every page.”
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			“Stewart weaves a powerful romance with suspense for a very compelling read.”
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			“Enchanting . . . a story filled with surprises!”
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			“Stewart hits a home run out of the ball park . . . a delightful contemporary romance.”
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			“Vastly entertaining . . . you can’t help but be caught up in all the sorrows, joys, and passion of this unforgettable family.”
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			“With her special brand of rich emotional content and compelling drama, Mariah Stewart is certain to delight readers everywhere.”


			—RT Book Reviews
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			“Ms. Stewart has written a touching and compassionate story of life and love that wrapped around me like a cozy quilt.”


			—Old Book Barn Gazette


			“A wonderful, tender novel.”
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			“Intense and unforgettable . . . a truly engrossing read.”
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			JAMIE Valentine lifted the last leggy geranium from the flat that had been sitting in the backyard of her family home for the past four weeks. Her mother, Lainey, had picked up six flats of annuals and had planted almost half of them before suffering the heart attack that took her life on a late-April morning. Jamie had kept the flowers watered and had all intentions of planting them sooner, but things had gotten in the way. Like shock, and grief, and pain. Finishing the job her mother had started seemed to Jamie like she’d accepted that her mother was really gone. Acceptance wasn’t part of Jamie’s process just yet. She was still in the wishing-it-weren’t-so phase of denial. Tending to this task for her mother would go a long way to move past that phase, but the grief was still fresh.


			She knelt at the edge of the bed and stabbed the earth with the old trowel she’d found on her mother’s potting bench. The handle was bent, some of the red paint worn off, the point perhaps not as sharp as it once was, but it was the one her mother preferred, so it was the one Jamie had selected from the assortment on the bench. She’d planted almost two entire flats before resting back on her heels and draining the bottle of water she’d brought with her. It was closing in on noon, and the sun had been beating down on her back for a good two hours. She wished she’d pulled her hair into a higher ponytail instead of letting it rest on her back, but when she tried to redo it, she ended up with gritty soil on her neck, despite the fact that she’d wiped her hands on her jeans.


			“There’s some of that chicken salad you like in the fridge.” Jamie’s aunt’s voice called from ten feet away.


			“Hey, Aunt Sis. When did you get here? I didn’t hear you come up.” Jamie looked over her shoulder and found her mother’s sister—christened Evelyn but known to all as Sis—sitting on the bottom step of the back porch.


			“About five minutes ago. I put some things in the fridge for you.” Sis paused. “You should have worn a hat.”


			“Thanks. You know I love your chicken salad. You did put walnuts and grapes and pineapples . . .”


			Sis nodded.


			“Bless you. And as for the hat, I didn’t remember that it got this hot in May in Caryville.”


			“Welcome to spring in central Pennsylvania. The weather’s unpredictable.” Sis stretched her legs out in front of her. “Want some help?”


			“No, thanks. I’ve got this.” Jamie resumed planting. “Hope I’m doing this right. I never had much interest in gardening.”


			Sis got up and walked over to inspect Jamie’s work. She pointed to some flowers Jamie had already planted and said, “The begonias need shade. They’re going to fry out here in the direct sun.”


			Jamie scanned the flower bed. “Which ones are begonias?”


			Sis pointed to the row of small pink flowers.


			“If they need shade, why did Mom buy them?” Jamie looked up at her aunt. 


			“She bought those for the planters on the front porch. Planted the same flowers every year in the same urns.”


			“No one can say Mom wasn’t a creature of habit,” Jamie murmured.


			“The urns belonged to your grandmother, and that’s what she planted on the front porch of the house we grew up in. I think Lainey planted them for Mom.” Sis smiled. “Nice to carry on the tradition.”


			Jamie nodded and turned back to the flower bed. “What should I do about the begonias I already planted?”


			“Just pull them out and stick them back in the trays that you took them out of.” 


			“Won’t that kill them? Damage their roots?”


			“They’ve survived in those trays with only sporadic waterings for the past month. I think they’ll be fine for a little while, but I wouldn’t wait too long to replant them. They haven’t been in the ground that long this morning, and the soil is soft.”


			“Okay.” Jamie tugged gently on the plants that were to be moved and placed them in the flats.


			“Nice,” Sis said as she returned to the porch step. “Your mother would be proud of you.”


			The lump that had become part of Jamie’s anatomy since the day she’d gotten Sis’s frantic call—“Jamie, come home. Your mother . . .”—rose in her throat. 


			Sis blew her nose quietly. “It was all so sudden. I’d just been over that morning to return that digger.” She pointed to the trowel in Jamie’s hand. “I’d borrowed it a few days before and pretty much forgot about it.” 


			Jamie prepared herself to patiently listen to her aunt’s recitation as if she hadn’t heard it at least a dozen times already. She knew that it helped Sis to talk about it, and she didn’t mind listening.


			“Lainey wanted to set out her annuals in those back flower beds and had about driven herself crazy looking for that little trowel before remembering that I still had it.” Sis teared up at the memory. “She called to ask me about it, and I said I’d drive it right over. We sat out back in those old lawn chairs she swore every year she’d get rid of, and we drank iced tea. The mint was just coming into leaf, and she’d put some into the pitcher with the tea bags.” She blew her nose again into a tissue. “We had such a warm spring. I said I thought it was too hot to be planting and maybe she should wait until later in the afternoon, when it was cooler and the sun was behind the trees, but you know your mother. She was going to do what she set out to do when she felt like doing it.”


			Jamie nodded. That pretty much summed up Lainey Valentine.


			“I keep thinking maybe if I’d tried harder to convince her to wait, maybe she—”


			“Don’t, Aunt Sis. Don’t blame yourself.” Jamie swallowed hard. “I spoke with her doctor. He assured me that this could have happened at any time. Of course, she never shared with me that she was having problems with her heart.”


			“Nor with me. I had no idea. I knew she was taking a handful of pills every day, but I figured they were just her vitamins and the usual stuff they start pumping into you when you get into your sixties. You know, cholesterol, blood pressure. She never let on that there was something serious going on.”


			“So let’s just say that she was doing what she loved best until the end, all right?” Jamie smiled gently at her aunt. “I think if she’d been given the choice, that’s how she would have wanted to go out.”


			“Except she wouldn’t have chosen to be alone.”


			“Maybe, maybe not. I’ve thought about that, about the fact that she was alone at the end. On the one hand, I wish I’d been with her, because she must have been so frightened.” Jamie felt her throat tighten and her eyes begin to burn. “On the other hand, I wonder if things hadn’t gone just the way she wanted them to.”


			“You mean to spare you, or me, or anyone else she cared for, from having to watch her pass?” Sis’s voice was almost a whisper.


			Jamie nodded.


			“The thought did cross my mind. Lainey always wanted to shield everyone she cared about from anything unpleasant or painful. Even when we were kids, she tried to protect me from anything that might hurt. She took that whole big-sister thing very seriously. Just as she took her responsibilities as a mother seriously. She never wanted you to have to deal with anything that might upset you.” 


			“That wasn’t very realistic,” Jamie noted. 


			“True enough, but that’s how she was. You and I both know that your mother always got what she wanted.” Sis sighed deeply. “And I think she would have wanted you to stay with me during this time instead of staying alone in this big old house. At the very least, she’d have wanted me to help you get things in order here.” 


			“When I get to the point where I need help—and eventually, I will need help deciding what to do with some of the furniture and other things in the house—I promise you will be the only person I call.” 


			“I had better be.” 


			“You can count on it. Besides, I know there are some things of Mom’s that you’d like to have.”


			“Now, you don’t need to be doing everything this trip.”


			“I know. But I did want to pack up a few things to take back with me, and there are some others that I’ll ship home to Princeton. Frankly, I could use a break . . .” Jamie looked around the yard, then back up at the house. “You know, we had a great life here. We really were a happy family. After I grew up, there wasn’t much for me in a small town like this one, out in the middle of nowhere. But I always loved coming back, being here. Now . . . I don’t know how I feel about being here without Mom. It was always us. Now it’s only me. Pretty soon I’ll run out of things to keep my mind occupied, so it’s probably time to get back out there. I don’t really know how much time I’ll have once I start back on my book tour. My publisher has arranged a lot of TV appearances. They told me to take all the time I need, but I have things pretty well organized here for now, and like I said, I could use a break.”


			“I understand your needing a little space, and I guess traveling and meeting your readers and fans will be good for you. You know, I sometimes forget you’re a big media star these days. Your mom and I especially liked that time you were on The View and got into a bit of a tussle with—”


			Jamie laughed. “Mom said afterward that she wished she’d taped it so she could watch it again and again.”


			Sis nodded. “It was one for the books, that’s for sure. But listen, honey, why don’t you think about staying with me for a few days? Or if you’d rather, I could bunk here with you for a day or two. I hate the thought of you rambling around this old place alone.”


			Jamie got up and walked over to hug her aunt and place a kiss on her cheek. “I’m fine here alone. Thank you for everything you’ve already done. I would have been lost without you, Aunt Sis. I wouldn’t have known who to contact or where to start. I sure wouldn’t have known to call all those people who showed up for Mom’s funeral. I didn’t recognize even half of them.”


			“Your mother lived in this town for thirty-six years. She was well known and well loved. I expected a crowd at the church, but I have to admit even I was impressed by the number of people who went to the cemetery in such a storm.”


			“Mom loved a good storm.”


			“She sure as heck did.” Sis blew her nose again, then cleared her throat. “So if you’re sure I can’t talk you into having company . . .”


			“I’m positive. But thanks again.”


			“By the way, how’s the new book coming along?” Sis stood, preparing to leave.


			“About the same.”


			“That bad, eh?”


			Jamie nodded.


			“What page are you on?”


			“Thirty-two.”


			“That’s not too bad.”


			“It wouldn’t be if they weren’t all blank.” 


			“Oh.”


			“You know, I never believed in writer’s block. I always thought you could write through anything. But these past few weeks . . .” She held up her hands. “I got nothing, Aunt Sis.”


			“Well, no wonder. Off on that book tour, you get a call out of the blue that your mother just keeled over in her backyard while she was gardening. It’s been a tough blow. I think about her every day, I miss her every day. I remember the good times we had growing up in that house over on Mercer Street. The fun your uncle George and I had with your parents after they moved here to Caryville. The way she held me up after George died, and the times I held her hand after your dad passed away.” Sis glanced back over her shoulder. “This place holds a lot of memories for both of us. I’d hate to see it go, but it may be best in the long run to sell it rather than have it sit empty for too long.”


			“I’ve been thinking that, too. That’s just one decision on a long list, but certainly the most important. Fortunately, I don’t have to make that one immediately, but I know it’s not far down the road. I don’t get back here that often, and I don’t know if it should still be empty come winter.”


			“You’ll know when the time is right,” Sis assured her. “In the meantime, you let me know what your plans are, and remember to tell me what I can do to help you. I’d stay for the afternoon and give you a hand with those planters out front, but today’s my day to volunteer at the animal shelter.” Sis smiled. “I don’t want a dog in the house, but I sure do love the time I get to spend with them each week.”


			“You don’t want to be late, then.” Still carrying the trowel, Jamie took Sis by the arm and walked her out front to the aged sedan that she’d parked at the curb.


			“You probably need to buy some potting soil for those urns,” Sis said as she got in the driver’s seat. “Cameron’s Hardware in town has it on sale this week.”


			“I’ll stop there today. I have a few other errands in town.” Jamie closed the car door.


			Sis turned on the ignition and rolled down the window. “Let me know if you’re going to take any of your china with you, and I’ll help you pack up.”


			“Will do.” Jamie stepped back from the car as her aunt pulled away, one arm out the window flapping a wave. Jamie waved back and watched until Sis made a right at the corner.


			She stepped onto the sidewalk and took a good long look at her family home. Three stories, a large American four-square with an addition on the back that served as a library and her father’s office. The first floor was of stone, and weathered brown cedar shingles covered the second floor. Crisp white curtains hung in all the windows; the trim was white, including the porch railings, the paint having been refreshed two years ago. On a whim, Lainey had the porch ceiling painted a robin’s-egg blue, telling Jamie at the time, “One of your father’s favorite old songs was ‘Blue Skies.’ I think of him every time I open the front door and look out. Even on the stormiest day, your dad has his blue sky.”


			And as everyone knows, you loved nothing better than a good rousing downpour, best when served up with an ample amount of lightning and really loud booms.


			It had rained like a son of a gun the day Lainey was buried. Everyone said it was the worst April rainstorm they could remember. 


			“I knew you’d have insisted on a banging storm. I’m glad you got your wish, Mom.” Jamie had said aloud after returning to the house following the funeral luncheon. She’d stood at the kitchen window and watched the wind-driven rain whip across the backyard. Come look, Jamie, she could almost hear her mother calling. This storm’s a doozy!


			“It sure is, Mom.” Jamie had turned away from the window and wondered what to do with herself. 


			In the days and weeks that followed, Jamie discovered there was much to do. 


			Each room was filled with so many memories, thirty-six years of her family’s life beneath this roof to be gone through, decisions on which furniture and knickknacks to keep, which to be sold or donated, papers to be sorted and saved or shredded. Common sense told her that the job would be massive. It had taken thirty-six years for the family to accumulate a houseful of possessions. It would take time to figure out what to do with it all.


			Jamie unlocked the front door and went into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. She drank half of it, then wandered into the dining room, where her grandmother’s best china filled the built-in cupboard. From there she went into the living room, with its furnishings that Jamie always thought too formal to be welcoming or comfortable. On the coffee table, her mother had loosely stacked a copy of each book Jamie had written: The Honest Life, The Honest Parent, The Honest Marriage, The Honest Family. The latest, The Honest Relationship, lay atop the wrappings it had come in. Her mother must have received it shortly before her death.


			Jamie sat on the edge of the sofa and picked up the first book on the stack and read the dedication: To my parents, who taught me everything I know about life, and everything I will ever need to know about living it honestly. 


			Funny, Jamie thought as she closed the cover and replaced the book on the table, I never saw my mother read a book. Any book. Even mine. Lainey had subscribed to and read a dozen monthly magazines and devotedly read the newspaper from front to back first thing every morning, but she never read an entire book that Jamie was aware of. The irony wasn’t lost on her that the person who’d inspired the books that had made Jamie a fortune and a talk-show favorite often said her favorite part of the book was the dedication. She always meant to read them from cover to cover but admitted that she just hadn’t gotten around to it, though she did assure Jamie that she’d read “bits and pieces” of each one. Had Jamie not known her mother so well, she might have been offended. But truth be told, Lainey was always buzzing and couldn’t sit still long enough to read a book. She defended her preference for magazines by saying they were her quick fix. She could read an article in less than fifteen minutes before being called away by something else.


			Jamie’s dad was the reader in the family, and it was from him that Jamie had learned to love books. Beyond the living room was his study. She pushed open the door and leaned against the jamb, picturing him seated at that big oak desk, a lit cigar in the green glass ashtray, papers in piles as he made his way through one legal file or another, writing a brief or an appeal or preparing for a trial. A mug proclaiming Small-town Lawyer held an assortment of his pens mixed haphazardly with the mechanical pencils her mother favored. In one corner stood the child’s rocking chair Jamie’s father bought for her when she was five so she could join him for a little while after dinner each night. There she would read one of her many books, her father glancing at the newspaper before turning his attention to the work he’d brought home. Jamie knew her time was up when he stubbed out his cigar, folded the newspaper, and dropped it on the floor. She’d close her book and go around the desk for a good-night kiss, then leave the room, quietly closing the door behind her.


			On the wall, Jamie’s law diploma from Dickinson Law School hung next to his, although it hadn’t taken her long to realize she was ill suited for the profession. Her first—and last—job as an attorney had been with a firm specializing in divorces, which she had found depressing, frustrating, and dull. She’d feared her father’s reaction when she told him that the law wasn’t for her—he’d been so pleased when she told him she was applying to law school—but he’d merely grunted and said something along the lines of “I was wondering when you’d figure that out.” Jamie had spent the next year writing her first book, inspired by the sorry state of relationships between the parties she’d represented.


			Why don’t you just tell him—or her—the truth? she had often asked her clients. Why not say how you really feel, or admit what you did and apologize, or say what you really mean?


			Fortunately for Jamie, that book had started a dialogue on talk shows and in magazines and newspaper articles, and had launched her career.


			Her stomach reminded her that she’d had an early breakfast, and that Sis’s wonderful homemade chicken salad was waiting for her in the fridge. She closed the office door and went into the kitchen, where she made a sandwich and ate standing near the back window. The view of the garden was a familiar one, and Sis had been right. You couldn’t tell which flowers Lainey had planted and which had been placed in the beds that morning by Jamie. Unless you got close enough to see that Jamie’s spacing was a bit uneven, and Lainey’s plants, having been in the ground a full four weeks longer than Jamie’s, looked stronger and happier—not a leggy geranium or verbena in sight. While she’d never claim to have had a green thumb, she was well satisfied with the job she’d done that morning.


			But the job, she reminded herself, wasn’t finished. There were those begonias to plant in the porch urns out front. She finished her lunch and washed her hands, considered running upstairs for a quick shower, but rejected the idea; she’d already scrubbed her nails to get the soil out. She dabbed at the back of her neck with a wet paper towel to remove the grit, putting off the shower till after planting. She did stop to brush her hair and redo the ponytail, but other than that, Caryville would just have to suck it up and take her as she was. 


			She slipped into sandals and grabbed the list she’d made over breakfast, her keys, and her bag, then went out through the back door, sneaking one last peek at the garden while she started the car and backed out of the driveway. She decided to hit Cameron’s for potting soil first, then the drugstore for a few items, and she’d finish up at the supermarket.


			“Food shopping always last” had been one of Lainey’s mottos, because “you never knew when you’d spy that yummy new flavor of ice cream you’ve been dying to try but the store hasn’t had in until today.”


			The Valentine house was four blocks from the small shopping district. There were the usual storefronts—a deli, a flower shop, several restaurants, a coffee shop, and a hardware store that stocked just about anything you would need for your home or garden.


			The sign over Cameron’s Hardware advertised exactly that: “Every Thing for Your Home and Garden.” Jamie parked in the small side lot and went inside. Three checkout counters were set up on the left, and to the right was the hunting and fishing counter, where most of the hunters in the area bought their firearms and ammunition, and the fishermen picked out their rods and lines and lures. Most afternoons, there’d be a gathering of hunters or fishers, depending on the season, who’d come to pass the time and talk about the one that got away—or the one they’d bagged.


			Jamie knew from countless trips with her mother that all the gardening supplies were located in the back of the store, mostly on the right. She found the bags of potting soil, which were, as Sis had suspected, specially priced that day. She was looking over the selection of sizes when she heard footsteps pause at the end of the aisle. 


			“I thought that was you, Jamie.” Ben Cameron, founder of the store fifty years ago, approached her with a smile, a smile that faded when he recalled her recent loss. “Real sorry about your mother, Jamie.”


			“Thank you, Mr. Cameron. We appreciated you and your wife coming to the funeral, and I know that Mom would have, too. You know how she loved her gardens.”


			The elderly man nodded. “I could always count on Lainey to be the first one in the door come spring. She’d have a list with her as long as your arm. What pots she wanted for which plants, how much potting soil, and if I had any tubers or bulbs in, she’d go through them and see if there was anything she didn’t already have. Loved her dahlias. Faithfully dug them up and stored them away every year before the first frost.” He paused. “I suppose they’re still in the garage over there at the house.”


			Jamie shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t know what they look like.”


			“Be a box with some dirt and some hard tubers wrapped in newspapers. Yup, she really prized her dahlias.”


			“I’ll look for them. Thanks.”


			“You won’t be planting them for a while. At least until after the last frost.”


			“When’s that?”


			“Depends on who you ask, but we look to around Mother’s Day. Just to be on the safe side. I know Lainey always waited till mid-May to bring them back out.”


			“I’ll make a note of that. Thanks, Mr. Cameron.”


			“Sure thing, honey. Now, were you looking for anything in particular today? I see you eyeing up those bags of potting soil.”


			Jamie nodded. “I need to plant something in a couple of urns my mother had, but I don’t know what to buy or how much.”


			“Those front-porch urns on either side of the door? The ones she planted begonias in every year?”


			Jamie smiled. She’d almost forgotten what small towns were like. Of course he knew the house, the urns, where they were placed on the porch, and what Lainey planted in them. “Those would be the ones.”


			Mr. Cameron reached past her—“ ’Scuse me”—and grabbed a bag off the shelf. “This is what she bought.”


			“Great. Thank you.” Jamie held her hands out for the bag.


			“I’ll just carry this up front for you, and you can check out when you’re ready.”


			“I think I’m ready now.” 


			“Right this way, then.”


			Jamie was greeted by the cashier with more condolences and paid for the bag of soil. Over her protests, Mr. Cameron insisted on carrying her purchase to her car.


			“I thought Mom said you retired,” Jamie said as he placed the bag in the trunk of her car.


			“Not exactly. Turned the business over to my son—Ben Junior, I think he was in your class back in grade school—and he lets me come in and play shopkeeper when the spirit moves me.” He slammed the trunk lid. “Glad I was here when you stopped by, Jamie. Like I said, your mom was a friend and one of our favorite customers. She will be missed.”


			“That’s so sweet of you, Mr. Cameron. Thank you for saying that.”


			He nodded his white-haired head and walked her to her car door. “Don’t be a stranger, now. Stop in from time to time.”


			“Will do that. Tell Ben I said hi.”


			He nodded again and waved before heading back into the store. 


			Her next planned stop was at the pharmacy, but she took her time driving the two blocks. Seeing her mother through an old friend’s eyes had opened up the wound that was barely starting to heal. She hoped to get in and out of the drugstore without seeing anyone she knew.


			Cunningham’s Pharmacy had been a mainstay of the town for over a hundred years. It had managed to outlast the chain store in the strip mall outside of town by reason of its loyal customers. Tall, lanky Mr. Cunningham knew everyone in town, the names of their kids, who suffered with what chronic disease, and who was having problems at home. He knew which shade of lipstick would be the first to sell out over at the cosmetic counter, which of the ladies in town dyed their hair, and which brand and color they preferred. He’d played poker with Jamie’s dad every other Wednesday night from the year the Valentines moved to Caryville until Herb’s death. He had served as one of her father’s pallbearers and, four weeks ago, had done the same for her mother. Jamie wasn’t sure she could handle an encounter with him on the heels of her chat with Mr. Cameron.


			But she needn’t have worried. Her parents’ old friend was in semi-retirement and now worked only three days a week. Had she known this? She wasn’t sure. She’d spoken with him at length at her mother’s funeral luncheon, but the whole experience had been so surreal that she barely recalled the conversation. She found the items she needed and paid for them at the front register. She placed her purchases in the car and walked two doors down to what passed for a supermarket in Caryville.


			She had a list, and she stuck to it and considered herself fortunate to make it in and out with just a few encounters with well-meaning friends of her mothers, some she’d first met at the funeral—fortunate because not knowing them meant she had no personal memories of them with her mother, so there were no shared experiences to recall. 


			Returning to the house, she unloaded the car, put away her groceries, and proceeded to plant the begonias before she forgot about them. In this, she couldn’t bear to let her mother down. 


			By the time she’d finished planting and stepped back to admire her work—the urns did look pretty damned good—she was past being ready for a shower, some dinner, and one more night of her first round of cleaning out the house. She’d tried to spend a day or two in each room and had already gone through the guest room, the living room, and the dining room, trying to decide what to keep and what to part with when the time came, though she hadn’t decided when that time might be.


			Tonight her father’s study was on the schedule. From a quick glance, she knew the filing cabinets were filled with items like old bank statements and tax returns that would need to be shredded but would not require a lot of emotional investment. After the day she’d had—planting the last of her mother’s garden and following in Lainey’s footsteps around Caryville—mindlessly shredding paper and giving her poor heart a temporary respite was just what she needed. She could watch a movie on her iPad while she worked, and that, too, would distract her from the reality of the finality of her task. 


			It promised to be a good night.


		


	

		

			Chapter 2


			[image: ]


			IN addition to the delicious chicken salad Sis had left for her, Jamie found a bowl of spaghetti and meatballs—long a comfort-food favorite—and a meat loaf wrapped in foil. She called Sis to say thanks while she heated the spaghetti, her mouth watering at the thought of her aunt’s tomato sauce. Sis and Lainey had a firm date to make sauce together on the Sunday of Labor Day weekend, and they’d never missed a year. Jamie sat at the kitchen table and savored every bite as she watched the evening news on the wall-mounted TV that Lainey had sworn she could not live without.


			After dinner, Jamie went into her father’s study and turned on the overhead light and the desk lamp and promptly forgot about her plan to spend the night shredding. Her attention was drawn to the bookshelves, and almost without thinking, she began to sort through them. Those volumes that had been treasured by her as a child went into one box. Her father’s favorite detective novels went into another. Those she would ship to herself before she left Caryville. The remaining books would be donated to the local library. Other items—her father’s collection of bronze bookends, the photographs, the ashtray shaped and painted like a turtle’s shell that she’d made for him one year at summer camp—would go home with her.


			She groaned aloud when she opened the drawers of the five filing cabinets and found they were stuffed with endless folders of canceled checks, bank statements, paid bills, and tax returns. The task was more involved than she’d assumed. She closed the open drawers, turned off the shredder, and turned her attention to her father’s desk, which she’d planned on saving for last, but surely it would take less time than the filing cabinets. She could do them tomorrow.


			In the years since his death, Lainey had used the desk for writing checks and letters. Jamie found the shiny white pen with “Lainey” written in script; she’d given it to her mother for her birthday a few years ago. She set it aside to take with her when she left. On the corner of the desk stood a green vase holding a handful of dried hydrangeas next to a stack of unpaid bills and Lainey’s checkbook. 


			Clearly, Lainey had moved into the space, though she’d kept her husband’s personal items intact. His favorite pen and the money clip shaped like a feather, both gold and bearing his initials, were in the top drawer, along with a pile of paper clips, some rubber bands, and a box of staples. Several sheets of stamps and a stack of note cards, a worn leather address book, and lead refills for her mother’s mechanical pencils were in the second drawer. 


			The next drawer held her mother’s stationery, some envelopes, some postage stamps, and a fat file containing warranties for appliances that had long since been replaced. Jamie dumped the contents of the drawer into the recycling bin after confirming that none contained identifying information. 


			The bottom drawer was a file drawer. Jamie’s eyes filled with tears when she found that each folder held mementoes from each of her school years, from her first attempts to make Js in kindergarten to several papers she’d written in high school that had earned her As. There were school pictures from first grade (I remember that dress! I LOVED that dress! Drove Mom nuts that I wanted to wear it every single day) to fifth grade (Oh my God, Mom, who thought it was a good idea for you to cut my bangs?) through senior year (I can’t believe I dressed like that. Did I really think that was cool?). There were photos and programs from dance recitals alongside prom pictures, dried flowers, and birthday cards. She was pretty sure she could have accurately dated each year by the style of her hair, from its untamed state in grade school to the sleek ponytails of her senior year. And there was a folder containing her old artwork. Inside were her early drawings of houses and people, most notably of Rosalia, her imaginary friend, who had aged along with Jamie. The drawings stopped when Jamie was ten or so, but until then, every time Jamie had a school photo taken, she’d drawn a picture of Rosalia wearing the same clothes.


			She put the drawings back in the folder and left it on the desktop. She wanted to ship her school records to her house. She had no idea what she’d do with them once they arrived, but it somehow seemed sacrilegious to dump them here, after her mother had taken such pains to preserve every moment of her childhood. 


			She pushed the drawer, but it stopped midway and refused to close. Jamie leaned over to try to force it, but it was stuck. “Must be off the track,” she murmured as she pulled the drawer out halfway, then tried once more to close it. The drawer remained stuck.


			She leaned closer and saw a file wedged into the very back of the drawer. She stuck her hand inside and removed it. The date written on the file was October 12, 1979. Her birthday. Jamie smiled and opened the folder.


			Inside was an envelope addressed to her parents, Mr. and Mrs. Herbert James Valentine. The return address was a law firm in St. Dennis, Maryland.


			Curious, Jamie peered into the envelope and saw that it contained several sheets of paper. She pulled them out and began to read.


			For a long moment, she could not breathe.


			She read and reread the first page, but no matter how many times she saw the words, they bounced around inside her brain, a jumble that refused to make sense. She lowered herself onto the chair, her heart pounding in her chest, her mind buzzing wildly. 


			“There must be some mistake.” Jamie shook her head as if to clear it. “This can’t be true. It can’t be real.”


			Dated January 28, 1980, the letter read:


			Dear Mr. and Mrs. Valentine:


			Our sincerest congratulations on the adoption of your baby girl! 


			Please be advised that all legal issues have been resolved as per our discussion. The birth mother, who wishes to remain anonymous, has signed the final agreement and requested the adoption records to be sealed. Please note that she has legally relinquished any and all rights she may have to the child. Rest assured there will be no change of mind or heart. The enclosed birth certificate has been duly revised as per our conversation of November 1, 1979.


			A copy of the social worker’s report and recommendations are also enclosed. You will receive a copy of the appropriate court documents directly from the law offices of Scott C. Parsons, Esquire, who represented your interests in the Lehigh County Court of Common Pleas.


			Please do not hesitate to contact me or my staff if you have any further questions or require additional services in the future. On a personal note, I wish you and your daughter all the very best.


			Very truly yours,


			Curtis


			CURTIS L. ENRIGHT, ESQUIRE


			Mr. and Mrs. Valentine were crossed out and Herb and Elaine written in pen. Below his name, the lawyer had handwritten, Delighted to have assisted you in this happy matter! Herb, I’m looking forward to seeing you at the next reunion. ~ C.


			Jamie had no idea how long she sat and stared at the letter in her hand. 


			Had her parents adopted a child who died? Surely her parents would have told her if she’d had a sister who died. And wouldn’t there have been photographs?


			But if not a sibling, then who?


			She tried to convince herself that the baby girl referred to in the letter could be anyone but her.


			Hadn’t she’d seen pictures of her happy parents standing outside the hospital where she was born? She’d been wrapped in a pink and white blanket, wearing a tiny pink bonnet edged in white eyelet, and cradled in the arms of her beaming mother. She’d seen one of the photos just two days ago, when she removed it from her mother’s dresser and wrapped it carefully in tissue and tucked it into the box of photos and albums that even now sat on the dining room table, waiting to be mailed to her home.


			She removed the other documents in the envelope and almost wished she hadn’t. The birth certificate that bore the name of Jamie Louisa Valentine was dated October 12, 1979. There was the social worker’s report, assuring the state that the Valentines more than met the criteria for adoptive parents—had exceeded them, actually, on every count. It was her recommendation that the adoption of the baby girl born on October 12, 1979, be finalized at the earliest possible time. 


			All the air went out of the room, and for what seemed like an eternity, Jamie sat frozen on the edge of the chair. Then she rose, grabbed the file, and went into the kitchen, where she snatched her bag from the table. She removed the key from the hook near the back door and walked on legs she could not feel to the car parked in the driveway. Jamie jammed the key into the ignition and backed the car onto the street. 


			She drove in a daze to the bungalow three blocks away and parked at the end of the driveway. She forced herself to walk, rather than run, to the front door and opened it, entering the home without knocking, something she had never done before.


			“Who . . . ? Oh, Jamie. I was just about to call you to see if you’d like to . . .” Sis stood in the hall outside the kitchen doorway. She paused, studying her niece’s demeanor. “Sweetie, are you all right? You look so pale. Come in and—”


			“You knew, didn’t you?” Jamie thrust the file at Sis. “All this time you knew, and you never told me.”


			A long stream of air escaped Sis’s lungs, as if she’d been holding a breath for the past thirty-six years and was grateful to let it out. It seemed like forever before she found her voice.


			“It wasn’t my place to tell you.” Sis’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I told Lainey and told her: ‘You have to let Jamie know.’ The last time we had that conversation was a week before she passed. I’d yelled at her when she admitted you still didn’t know and she promised she’d tell you when you and she went to Rehoboth next month.”


			“Yeah, well, that’s not going to happen,” Jamie snapped. “Why didn’t they tell me?”


			“She and Herb had agreed they’d tell you when you were six. But that was the year my mother passed away, remember? Lainey said she just couldn’t deal with anything else then.”


			“That was thirty years ago,” Jamie reminded her. “Surely at some point during those thirty years she could have ‘dealt’ with it.”


			“She certainly should have. But she and Herb . . .” Sis shook her head and walked into the living room and lowered herself into a wing chair near the front window. “There was always an excuse. You were going to camp that summer, and they didn’t want you to think they were sending you away because they’d changed their mind and didn’t want you anymore. When you changed schools, the excuse was that you were having a hard enough time making the transition without adding to your stress.”


			Sis motioned to the chair opposite hers and Jamie sat. “Lainey was so afraid you’d be upset, that you’d run away and look for your birth mother. She loved you with all her heart and soul. Herb did, too, but he didn’t have the same fears that Lainey had. He was against keeping it from you, several times threatened to tell you himself.” Sis’s voice lowered. “I think Lainey couldn’t bear the thought that you’d reject her as your mother.”


			“That’s crazy.” Jamie dismissed the idea.


			“Is it?” Sis reached out and touched Jamie’s knee. “For a woman who’d longed for a baby, who’d had miscarriage after miscarriage after miscarriage, to finally have the child she’d so desperately wanted—whether she’d given birth to that child or not—can you try to understand the devastation she felt at the thought of losing you?”


			“She never would have lost me. She was the best mother in the world. I was so lucky to have her. I loved her and my dad more than anything.”


			“And they both adored you. Imagine how she’d have felt to lose that love.”


			“But she wouldn’t have.”


			“She never got over that fear.”


			“I had no idea she was so insecure. She was always such a force.”


			“Underneath it all, Lainey was always a little insecure.” 


			Jamie leaned forward, her head in her hands. “I don’t know what to think about all this.”


			“Try not to judge them too harshly. They both wanted what was best for you, always. Yes, they should have told you, unquestionably, and yes, there’d been ample time to do that. But after your dad died, it became harder and harder for your mother to even talk about the fact that you were adopted.” Sis sighed heavily. “Frankly, I think she wanted so badly to believe she was your mother—your only mother—that she was beginning to believe it herself.”


			“She was—is—my only mother.” Fat hot tears rolled down Jamie’s cheeks. “I wish I’d had the opportunity to tell her. I wish she’d have given me the chance. I wish she’d have trusted me that much.”


			Sis gently took Jamie’s hands. “I do, too, sweetheart. And I’m so sorry you had to find out this way.”


			“Aunt Sis, if I hadn’t found the file . . . if I hadn’t read the letter from the attorney . . . would you have told me?”


			“I don’t know. I’ve been wrestling with this since the day your mother died. Should I tell you? Did I have the right to tell you?” Sis shrugged. “Would you have believed me if I had?”


			“You wouldn’t have made up something like that.” Jamie softened. “It’s such a hard thing to get my mind around. There’d never been a hint, you know? Not one thing. I never suspected . . .”


			“I’m so sorry, sweetie. I’m sorry your parents didn’t tell you when your dad was alive, and I’m sorry that I didn’t push my sister harder to tell you. And God knows I’m sorry you found out the way you did.”


			“Did they know her . . . my birth mother?” Jamie asked.


			Sis shook her head. “The lawyer—the one who wrote that letter—he arranged everything. He and your dad went to law school together and were friends up until your father’s death. They got together every year at their law school reunion. Herb told his friend how the doctors had cautioned Lainey against getting pregnant again—she’d had so many miscarriages, I think there’d been three or four—and they were thinking about adopting a child. Some months later—gosh, it must have been at least a year later—this attorney called Herb and asked if he and Lainey were still interested in adopting. They’d already gone through home studies with the agency they were working with . . .”


			“He knew someone,” Jamie said softly. “Dad’s friend knew someone who was having a baby she didn’t want.”


			“I’m not so sure it was a matter of not wanting . . .” Sis paused.


			Jamie’s head shot up. “It’s okay. You can say it. A lot of babies are unwanted. At least she—my birth mother—didn’t abort me or leave me in the ladies’ room at some turnpike rest stop.”


			“I think it was a matter of the girl being very young—your mother said the lawyer told them she was only sixteen—and having come from a family that was unsympathetic to her situation.”


			“You mean her parents forced her to give me away?”


			“That’s the impression I got from Lainey. After the attorney called Herb, he and your mother talked about it for all of about ten minutes before they made a beeline to Maryland to talk it over with the lawyer. From everything Lainey told me, it all went very smoothly.”


			“So just like that . . .” Jamie snapped her fingers. 


			“Just like that.” Sis nodded. “The attorney had it all worked out before your parents even arrived at the hospital after you were born.”


			“Did they meet her?”


			“No, no. No one wanted that, not your parents, not the girl or her family. No, the attorney was there, and the social worker, and your parents. You were turned over to your parents, and they left the hospital with you.” Sis smiled. “I know you’ve seen the photographs a million times of the three of you the day they brought you home.”


			Jamie nodded. “At least a million times. Mom always said that was the happiest day of their lives.”


			“Oh, it was.” Sis hesitated, then said, “You know they brought you here, right?”


			“Here? What here?” Jamie frowned.


			“They were living outside of Pittsburgh when they got that first call telling them there would be a baby. Once things got under way, they decided to buy a house here, move to Caryville, so they could raise you where there was family.”


			“And where no one would know that I was adopted?” Jamie asked. “Where no one would know she hadn’t been pregnant?”


			“I do think that played in to her decision, I’m not going to lie, Jamie. But she also wanted to be near me and our mother. We were all Lainey had, you know, and it was important to her—and to your father—that you grow up among family.”


			“I always wondered why my dad left that big-city firm to become a small-town lawyer, as he liked to describe himself. I always thought he sounded a little wistful.”


			“There may have been a touch of that. Your dad was a partner in a large, prominent firm out there. I’m sure more than one person wondered why he’d give up the one for the other.”


			“Was he happy with that choice?” Jamie asked. “Do you think he regretted it?”


			“Not for a minute. He loved his life—his family and his work. He wouldn’t have changed a thing. Herb was very happy with his choices and with his life. He never looked back.”


			Jamie nodded, then rose to leave.


			“Stay. Please.” Sis stood and took Jamie’s hand. “You really shouldn’t go back to the house now.”


			“I appreciate your concern, I really do, and I know that this has been hard on you, too. I’m sorry that you’ve been left to deal with it. But I need to be alone for a while and process this. I don’t even know how I feel. I was so angry when I realized what those papers meant. I’m still angry.” Jamie held up a hand as if to ward off any protests her aunt was about to launch. “Yes, I understand everything you told me. I understand how depressed my mother must have been after so many miscarriages. I can even understand her wanting to believe that I wasn’t adopted, that I’d been hers all along. But what I don’t understand is how she could have let me believe a lie my entire life. It’s all such a shock. Something inside me doesn’t want to believe it. But I have to make peace with the truth, and I have to do that without her, without my dad. This would have been a lot easier if I’d heard this from them when I was younger.”


			“I’m sure that’s true.” Sis followed Jamie to the front door. “But you know that your mother could be . . . well, I suppose ‘self-centered’ might serve as well as any other word. This wasn’t about you and how you felt, honey. For Lainey, it was about her and how she felt. I’m sorry, but that’s as much truth as anything else.”


			“Truth,” Jamie repeated. “Mom always told me that the truth was what mattered. That even if it was hard, you always had to tell the truth. I guess this was a case of ‘Do as I say, not as I do.’ ” Jamie opened the front door and took a step out onto the porch, and Sis followed. “Ironic, isn’t it, that I’ve built my career based on truth—truth at any cost—and it turns out that my whole life has been a lie.” Halfway to the car, she turned and asked, “Did she ever look for me? My birth mother? Did she ever contact them?”


			Sis shook her head. “I don’t know. Lainey never told me if she had.”


			Jamie acknowledged the response with a nod. She followed the walkway to the car and got in. She wanted to sit there for a while and try to think it all through, but she knew her aunt would be worried if she sat for too much longer. She started the engine, turned around in the driveway, and waved to Sis as she drove off.


			She returned to the house she’d grown up in and studied it as if she’d never seen it before. “House of secrets,” she whispered. “House of lies.”


			She unlocked the back door and went inside. She tossed her bag on the kitchen table and went into the front hall. “Okay, you two. I know,” she said aloud to the empty house. “I know now. So we don’t have to pretend anymore, all right?”


			Her hands on her hips, she tried to call up her parents. “You should have told me, okay? It might have hurt—it would have hurt like hell—but at least I’d have been able to talk to you about it. This way—your way—you left me with so many questions I’ll never get to ask and you’ll never be able to answer. What am I supposed to do?”


			She started up the stairs to the second floor, still talking. “You were right to want to tell me, Dad. I wish you’d just gone ahead and done it. And Mom, you didn’t do me a favor by not telling me. You might have protected yourself, but you did me a terrible disservice.”


			In her parents’ bedroom, she sat on the side of the bed. “Did you know anything about her, this girl who gave birth to me? What about her family medical history? Did you wonder how she felt about giving away her baby?”


			Jamie waited in the quiet room, her head tilted, almost as if expecting a voice from beyond that would reassure her and answer all her questions. But after a moment she rose and went into her room across the hall. She sat at her old desk and opened her laptop, turned it on, went to her favorite search engine, and began to type:


			Curtis L. Enright, Attorney-at-Law, St. Dennis, Maryland.
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