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Elinor Lipman’s sharp, funny, life-enhancing fiction is loved by readers everywhere, and by writers as varied as Anita Shreve and Nigella Lawson, Maggie O’Farrell and Carol Shields. Her novels include The Inn at Lake Devine, Isabel’s Bed and The Way Men Act, and, most recently, My Latest Grievance: three are currently in development as feature films. Lipman’s novel Then She Found Me was the basis for a major film of the same name, released in 2008. She divides her time between Massachusetts and New York City.


‘A wonderfully funny, hugely entertaining tale … really heart-warming’ Prima

‘A novel that has you so thoroughly captivated that you’ll stay up to finish it, no matter how early your alarm clock is set to start beeping’ People

‘“What kind of people give their baby away?” Lipman tackles the issue with sensitivity and compassion combining it with wryly humorous characterisation’ The Sunday Times

‘A bright, funny look at an eccentric mother-daughter relationship’ New York Times Book Review

‘An enchanting tale … Full of charm, humour, and unsentimental wisdom’ Publishers Weekly

 ‘Hilarious … Utterly addictive … Imagine, if you can, a cross between Philip Roth and Melissa Bank’ Maggie O’Farrell, Independent on Sunday

‘The confidence of Elinor Lipman’s writing, her humour and her brilliant ear for dialogue put this novel in a different league’ Telegraph

‘Lipman is the kind of novelist you want to tell all your friends about’ The Times

‘Lipman dishes up her tart, witty tales without sugary sentiment … If you’ve not yet encountered Elinor Lipman, then you’re in for a treat’ Daily Mail
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About the Book

Given up for adoption thirty-six years ago, April Epner, now a quiet-living, sensible-jumper-wearing Latin teacher, has never had the slightest desire to be reunited with her biological mother. But, as it turns out, she doesn’t have a choice.

When Bernice Graverman, the brash, glamorous host of a mildly successful daytime TV talk show, flounces into her life claiming to be her mother, April is horrified: can she and this woman really share the same genes? Worse still, Bernice seems determined to take up her maternal role where she left off. Her first task: to tackle April’s non-existent love life.
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One

MY BIOLOGICAL MOTHER was seventeen when she had me in 1952, and even that was more than I wanted to know about her. I had no romantic notions about the coupling that had produced me, not about her being cheerleader to his football captain or au pair to his Rockefeller. When I thought about it at all, this is what I imagined: two faceless and cheap teenagers doing it listlessly in the unfinished. basement where they jitterbugged unchaperoned.

‘Adopted’ was never a label that made me flinch. Its meaning within our family was ‘hand-selected,’ ‘starcrossed,’  ‘precious.’ I loved the story of my parents’ first glimpse of me at the agency, how I solemnly studied their faces – hers, his, back to hers – then grinned. I was raised to be glad that the unlucky teenage girl couldn’t keep me; the last thing I wanted was some stranger for a mother. Still, I slept with a light on in my bedroom until I was twelve, afraid she’d exercise her rights.

Later it annoyed me. The teenage girl annoyed me, nothing more. Could she ever have worn real maternity clothes or taken a single prenatal vitamin on my behalf? Here is where I remember to feel relief and gratitude and say, no matter. I am healthy, happy, better off. It is a lucky thing she didn’t keep me. I’d barely have finished high school. I’d have become a beautician or a licensed practical nurse, and I would think I had a glamorous career. The grittier I made it the more righteous I felt. I invented these jitterbugging teenagers when I was in junior high school, as my adoptive parents began to look old. I voted against the irresponsible kids, emphatically for the Epners. My story suited me and I grew to believe it. I did not attend support groups for adoptees and I did not search for anyone.

Then she found me.


Two

A BOSTON GLOBE staff photographer took the picture on a sunny, Sunday. ‘One more time,’ read the headline. ‘April Epner, 3 1/2, makes her displeasure known as swan boat ride – first of the season – ends. Parents Gertrude and Julius Epner of Providence promise another.’ In ponytails and clutching a miniature pocketbook to my chest, I howl adorably. Trude and Julius smile at each other over my barretted head, the smile of doting parents whose Sunday outing has succeeded beyond their fondest hopes. Wire services picked up the Globe photo and sent it out on the national wire with a new headline: ‘Make way for ducts.’ It was used by newspapers all over New England and in odd spots where harbinger-of-spring photos were in short supply. Julius wrote to the Globe’s photo librarian expressing his interest in a glossy print, which he matted and framed alongside its grainy, newsprint twin.

In downtown Boston, Bernice Graverman passed the brass plaque that read ‘Florence Cohn Agency’ on a lunch-hour excursion. She thought, It’s fate that made me get off the trolley at Boylston. I didn’t mean to, but now that I’m here I must go up. She was pleased with the way she looked that day in her camel’s-hair coat from the store’s Washington’s Birthday sale, and she had good news. She checked her brown pageboy, her lipstick, and the seams in her stockings before taking the elevator to the fourth floor. ‘Is Mrs Prince here?’ she asked the receptionist.

‘There’s no one here by that name,’ she was told.

‘Yes, there is,’ said Bernice. ‘She was my social worker and it wasn’t that long ago.’ She touched her stomach. One hundred sit-ups a day. As flat as ever.

The receptionist frowned and retreated, ‘You mean Mrs Price.’

‘Isn’t that what I said?’

‘She’s no longer here.’

‘Did she get fired?’ the girl asked.

The receptionist pursed her lips and asked for Bernice’s name at the time of her association with the Florence Cohn Agency. She opened a dark wood door and passed through into inner offices. After several minutes, an impeccable-looking woman in cream-colored wool followed the receptionist back to the waiting room. The woman offered her hand, introduced herself as Mrs Mazur. Bernice rose eagerly to take it and made a mental note about the effects of gold accessories against cream-colored wool.

‘Why don’t we go into my office,’ said Mrs Mazur.

‘Love to,’ said Bernice.

It was Mrs Price’s office, she noticed. Same sappy photographs of well-adjusted children on the walls; same repeating medallions on the green wallpaper. Mrs Mazur sat behind her desk; Bernice took the visitor’s chair.

‘I bet you wonder what I’m doing here,’ she said.

‘Would you like to tell me?’

‘I was just passing by and I said to myself, Maybe they like to see what happens to their mothers. See how they’re doing and how they’re adjusting. If they’re happy, and stuff like that.’

Mrs Mazur’s clasped hands rested on the girl’s manila folder. Bernice saw her name typed on a label; she saw the itch in the social worker’s fingers. She knew their need to read words on paper, to perform evaluations, to study folders well before the client sat down to talk. ‘Mrs Prince always made notes when we talked, too,’ said Bernice. ‘I guess anything you’d want to know about me is in there.’

Mrs Mazur’s fingers grazed the edges of the folder.

‘Go ahead,’ said Bernice. ‘How else are you going to know how well I’m doing?’

Mrs Mazur hesitated – agency policy – then opened the file and scanned.

‘I’m doing great,’ Bernice continued. ‘I’m starting Northeastern in January and I’m going to study merchandising.’

Mrs Mazur murmured her approval while she read.

‘I’ve gotten three raises in two years at Jordan Marsh and everyone says I’m management material.’

Mrs Mazur looked up, smiled anew, and closed the folder. ‘I’m so glad. I see it’s only been five months since the adoption.’

‘It’s going to be work-study, so I’ll be earning my tuition practically at the same time.’ She sat up straighter. Her navy voile blouse had tucks on the bodice; she wanted this nicely dressed Mrs Mazur to appreciate its workmanship and notice the navy taffeta slip underneath. ‘I figured you like to know these things … write them down in your official records.’

‘We certainly do,’ said Mrs Mazur automatically. She wrote nothing in the folder. Bernice hated this one too.

‘Can you tell Mrs Prince I came in, and about my getting into college? And that I’m fine? I know she’d remember me.’

A buzz from the phone. The manila folder sat unattended on the desk blotter. Bernice stood and smiled, pretending to have been dismissed. In a second she slipped the folder toward her; she had opened and closed it even before the social worker lunged to its rescue. ‘Sorry,’ Bernice said, flipping it back.

But she had seen the name – on a white card stapled to the inside of the file, first thing a person saw. How stupid could they be?

Her daughter’s name was now Epner. Her daughter was with the Epners.

‘Don’t get excited,’ said Bernice. ‘I didn’t see a thing.’

There were no Epners in the Boston phone book. The operator said no, there did not have to be anyone by that name in the city, no matter how much the young lady insisted, and would she like to talk to her supervisor?

‘It’s not as if I want to call them or anything,’ answered Bernice.

Two years later Bernice Graverman found her daughter in the Globe. There was that name, Epner, and this little girl, just the right age. It was clear to Bernice that this fair and Polish-looking couple could not have given birth to this dark, sharp-faced little girl. ‘April,’ they had named her, of all things. Awful. Bernice cut out the picture, which she folded lengthwise, put in an envelope, and placed in the bottom of her jewelry box. She called information in Providence and got a phone number and address for Julius Epner. She added this to her jewelry box.

She had no plan. She was twenty years old and no more interested in unwed motherhood than she had been three years before. Semiannual phone calls to Providence – polite requests for phony names, apologies for a wrong number, in which she learned that the parents had German accents and the little girl answered eagerly a step ahead of them – were all Bernice Graverman did about her daughter, her only child, for thirty-three years.


Three

YOU’VE SEEN ‘60 Minutes’ – the airport reunion between the child she gave up twenty-five, thirty years before and the hand-wringing biological mother. Who are these people who invite the television cameras? There’s the husband – not the biological father but the guy who married the young mother subsequently and understands her quest. There’s their legitimate family, two or three sons. They look like their father, lumpish. The arriving daughter, dressed smartly, is the perfect image of her biological mother, who has bought a black leather trench coat for the occasion and has tied a bandanna around her neck for a touch of the rodeo. They must be getting paid to do this on national television, you think. What we see must be a restaging of what took place minutes before.

But maybe not. The mother is crying, and so is the new daughter. So is the stepfather. So are we.

I met the woman who said she was my biological mother in a diner ten minutes south of Boston. A friend of hers arranged the meeting after a day of laughable surveillance, trailing me nervously in her black BMW. None of it was necessary: my name and address were listed in the phone book; all this friend had to do – since she looked about as dangerous as a buyer for Saks shopping undercover at Bonwit’s – was ask me if I was April Epner and I would have said, ‘Yes, sure.’ But she had to be a gumshoe; she had to put on sunglasses and follow my old Corolla to my high-rise apartment building. She had to catch up with me in the lobby as I was approaching my mailbox, key extended, and stop me with a tap on my arm. Close up, I could see her lips had been enlarged with lip liner and painted in with a creamy pink. ‘Were you born April first, nineteen fifty-two?’ they said.

I blinked and didn’t answer. I thought: This is one of those contests I didn’t even enter, a piece of junk mail I threw out.

She tried again: ‘I represent someone in your past who’s looking for an April Epner with that birth date.’

I knew then. It had to be her, the woman who gave birth to me; the other mother, the one I had successfully buried. I must have said something filial because the woman asked briskly, ‘Would that be welcome news?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I don’t know, I just … My mother died.’

‘I’m talking about your real mother,’ she said. ‘Your biological mother.’

‘It’s you, isn’t it?’ I asked after a few moments of measuring myself against this pancaked face, these monogrammed sunglasses, the sweater set and ropey pearls.

‘No,’ said the woman. ‘But I’m a friend of hers. A dear, dear friend.’

No, I thought. You can’t be. You’re not right. You can’t be a dear, dear friend of the ragged teenage mother who couldn’t take care of me even though she loved me.

‘Where is she?’ I looked toward the woman’s car, half expecting to see a pregnant seventeen-year-old watching and sniffling.

‘In Boston. She’s a celebrity. She had a baby girl thirty-six years ago on your birthday and gave her up for adoption.’ The woman wore a gigantic square-cut amethyst where a wedding ring might be. I thought: a club of rich single celebrities searching for each other’s babies.

‘Oh, my God,’ I said. ‘What kind of celebrity?’

She pressed her lips together, ‘Did I say “celebrity”? I wasn’t supposed to reveal that yet. I’m just supposed to make the contact and the evaluation.’

‘Evaluation?’

‘Not an evaluation. Just this, our conversation. I’m sure you understand.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m sure I don’t.’

‘Let me put it this way: my friend needs … certain parameters.’

I asked what that meant, ‘parameters’?

She appraised my plain tan trench coat, my corduroy shoulder bag, then smiled tersely. ‘Bernice is not a social worker by nature. She wants to meet her daughter, but she’s cautious. Anyone would be.’

Bernice – that was the celebrity’s name, a telling slip if only I could think of a single famous Bernice. ‘And what are you going to tell this Bernice? That I’m suitable? Or that I’m rude and that my raincoat needs dry cleaning?’

‘I’m definitely recommending that she meet you,’ said the woman proudly. ‘Definitely. She’ll take it from there.’

‘Gee,’ I said, ‘are you sure? Without even checking my references?’

‘You’re getting the wrong idea,’ said the woman. ‘I’ve really given you a terrible impression of her.’

‘Tell her I graduated from Radcliffe,’ I said angrily. ‘See how she likes that. And tell her I’m not a social worker by nature, either. Tell her I love my parents and I’m doing just fine.’

‘Radcliffe!’ the woman repeated. ‘How wonderful.’

‘Cum laude,’ I added.

‘She’ll be tickled,’ said the woman. She held out her hand as if I’d just earned an introduction. ‘I’m Sonia Friedberg. I’m a dear, dear friend of your mother’s.’ She lifted her sunglasses up to her forehead and said, ‘The resemblance is chilling, which is marvelous. It really makes things just that much … easier.’ She squinted at my hair and asked if I used something on it.

‘What?’ 

‘Your hair has an auburn cast to it. And a bit of a wave. You don’t get that from her.’

‘My hair’s just brown.’

‘Her natural color was brown, too,’ said Sonia. ‘And the eyes. You look like her especially through the eyes. That same deep brown; that same intensity.’

I moved a step away.

‘You have a sweeter face than she does. But still, it’s marvelous. She’ll be delighted.’

‘Who is she?’ I asked angrily. ‘And what is so marvelous – that I look enough like her to close the case?’

‘Oh,’ said Sonia, ‘that was never the question! She’s always known you were the one. She’s known your name for years and years, but it’s only recently that she’s been ready for you.’

‘But not ready enough to come herself instead of sending a spy?’

‘She’s an extremely busy woman,’ said Sonia. ‘She’s used to delegating.’

I fitted my key into the mailbox’s lock and saw my hand trembling. ‘She sounds despicable,’ I said.

Sonia opened her mouth to register surprise. ‘Oh, no. She’s not at all.’ She shook off the misguided image and laughed, as if picturing something indescribably delightful. ‘She’s fabulous,’ she said. ‘Fabulous.’
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