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    It is a law of nature that we stand in a kinship network, related by blood to others of our kind; pluck us out of that network and we are like refugees without passports—some friendly nation may take us in, but it is never a completely adequate substitute for home.


    —Anthony Brandt


  


  

    Preface	


    A few words about language.


    They call me “biological mother.”


    I hate those words. They make me sound like a baby machine, a conduit, without emotions. They tell me to forget and go out and make a new life.


    I had a baby and I gave her away. But I am a mother.


    Those words are emblazoned on the jacket of my memoir Birthmark, the first to break the silence of mothers who gave up a child for adoption. At the time of publication in 1979, the debate over what to call women who relinquished children was just beginning. Before that, we were “natural mothers.”


    But as adoptions increased in number, that term was thought to be offensive to adoptive parents, and “birth mother”—supposedly the writer (and adoptive mother) Pearl S. Buck coined the label—came into wide usage. When Lee Campbell founded Concerned United Birthparents (CUB) in 1976, she embraced the concept, using the conjoined word “birthmother.”


    Yet not all of us to whom the term applies have been comfortable with this, as it subtly but surely implies that we are there only for the act of giving birth and then gone. However, with time the term has made its way into the American lexicon and has taken on a more neutral and inclusive meaning. It is universally used in internet searches. Still the debate continues, sometimes furiously. Some women prefer “first mother,” which some adoptive parents and adoptees find offensive. “Biological mother” sounds clinical and cold, but I have, on occasion, preferred it, for it typically indicates the speaker is not aware that there are more politically correct terms, and indeed, I am my daughter’s flesh-and-blood biological mother.


    When possible I have avoided the use of any modifier before the word mother unless clarity demands it. In such cases, I generally use the terms other and natural when referring to women who have given birth but not raised their child. The term birth mother remains when I am quoting someone.


    As adoption workers and lawyers attempt to obfuscate the reality of the deep, abiding wound left by the separation of mother and child, other changes in adoption language occurred. Today we are not supposed to “give up” our children, but “make an adoption plan,” words that obscure the emotional crisis and imply that the loss is simple, unemotional, clean and done, once a child is handed over. The adoption industry has pushed the idea that some mothers give up their children out of “love” for the child. It is a statement that taken at face value would mean that mothers with fewer resources than others would, out of love, hunt for wealthier parents, say, in the supermarket, and ask them if they would take their children because they could give them a life with more of what money and position can buy. 


    But we humans are not rigged like that. Women who give birth (in nearly all circumstances) want to love and raise their own children. Every species operates this way, and any other concept is laughable. When one’s life situation makes that impossible, adoption is what comes to mind, but as a last resort. 


    Some mothers will only say they “surrendered” their children, implying they were overcome by forces they could not withstand. Lawyers use the term “relinquished” to mean privately arranged adoptions and “surrendered” for those facilitated by an agency.


    I gave up, relinquished, and surrendered, but I no more made a “plan” because I “loved my baby so much” than a person who falls overboard from an ocean liner makes a “plan” to swim to the life preserver thrown to them.


    The language issue is so heated that one can find hundreds of scholarly and popular articles on the internet about “positive adoption language” and lists of what is approved and what is considered “negative adoption language.” The number of words written about adoption language in general and the moniker of birth mother (sometimes written as one word) in particular is a testament to the intensity of feelings on the subject. Some support groups and conferences ban the use of birth mother.


    The term real mother, as in, “Are you ever going to search for your real mother?”—which comes out of the mouths of many not schooled in the correct adoption idiom—drives most adoptive parents around the bend. Yet people, being people, use the term and know what it means, and they also know that the adoptive parents are the ones who do the day-to-day raising of a child. Both women who give up their children and the women who raise them are real mothers. Different, but both real.


    Modifiers other than natural to my ears shut us up in a delineated time frame: between conception and birth, then ipso facto gone. Why is natural better than the other words? Because it refers to nature, and implies an unbending, unbreakable connection. Biological is the more clinical choice and just as accurate.


    In many ways, once a child is available for adoption, a part of our role as mother is replaced by another; a connection is partly severed and will never be the same as if it had remained intact. We trust someone else to do the nurturing. But the maternal bond, the biological, hereditary link, remains.


    No matter the conflicted feelings I had when I first learned of her existence, I gave birth to my baby, and once she was born, I became her mother, in body and in soul, a fact that a mere signature on a surrender paper, and the adoption that followed, can never undo.


    I had a baby and I gave her away.


    But I am a mother.


    When I began this book more than a decade ago, and published the first edition in 2015, my aim was to illustrate the full story of a single relinquishment and adoption with my own saga, and do so with supporting research to present the gamut of complexities that are unavoidably a part of every adoption. Too often society sees adoption as a simple, singular act. The focus is on the joy of one family getting a newborn. The mother who created that infant—the other side of the story—is conveniently ignored because to be reminded of her is to be confronted with her sadness, possibly her poverty, or other life situations that led her to give up her baby.  


    We women who have lived with that hole in the heart throughout our lives—and it does permeate our lives—know that relinquishment of a child, and the adoption that follows, is a lifelong series of events, emotional and physical, that we—mother and child—carry with us every day.


    I do what I can to change the way people think about adoption, and in so doing, I hope to change adoption as we know it. If along the way I am able to provide solace and support to others like me so they can know they are not alone, and, yes, let adopted people know that we mothers never forget—that some of us spend our lives hoping for reunion and forgiveness—well, that would be a boon.


    Today this book is more relevant than it was before because abortion rights in this country have been rolled back, and some states are ushering in draconian laws that take away a woman’s right to control her own body and destiny. The midterm elections of 2022 indicate that in the long run such measures will not stand. In a small footnote in the Supreme Court decision in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, adoption is offered as an antidote to abortion. No mention is made of the impact of adoption on the adopted. As for the women involved, the clear implication is that one has a baby, gives it up, and returns to society and goes about her business unaffected. And, likewise, the adopted individual suffers not. 


    Nothing could be further from the truth.


     


    —Lorraine Dusky, Sag Harbor, New York


    November 26, 2022 


  


  

    Conception


  


  

    1	Coda	


    The mother walks in following a child who runs ahead of her. The child is two, could be three. I’m sitting at Starbucks in the morning reading the New York Times, wishing the music was turned down a tad. Sun is streaming through the window behind me. My husband, Tony, is doing the crossword puzzle. Both of us are writers, and it’s nice to get out of the house in the morning.


    But for the moment—fifteen seconds or so—my attention is diverted to the child, and then to the mother, and back to the child. Unconsciously I look to see if the child resembles his mother.


    I want to be able to tell myself he is not the child of someone else.


    I want to reassure myself that the woman is his only mother.


    I have been doing this ever since my daughter was born.


    Probably before. As soon as I knew I was pregnant.


  


  

    2	Backstory	


    FEBRUARY 13, 1965—We are making small talk as we walk across the Genesee River on my first day of work city side at the Rochester Democrat & Chronicle. I don’t know it yet, but I am brushing up against a man with whom I will soon fall truly, deeply, madly in love. Our love will thrust me into a life I never could have imagined, but at this moment I am merely walking across a bridge.


    He is somewhat older, already established in the profession that I have dreamed about since I was ten. It’s early evening, dusk is hurtling toward dark, but it’s not cold for February, it’s foggy and damp but not quite raining. A silk scarf is tied at the back of my neck à la a French movie star, and I am wearing a slick, soldier-blue trench coat with a red lining—MADE IN FRANCE !—that cost a week’s salary. I am high on life at that moment—hell, I am practically gliding across the bridge in three-inch heels—for I’m the first woman to be hired for the hard news section at the Democrat & Chronicle since World War II emptied the newsroom of men.


    To get here had taken more than cracking a certain glass ceiling in the office—it also meant breaking through at home, starting at the end of the eighth grade, when I had to convince my father that taking Latin and algebra in the ninth grade—the college prep courses—was crucial to the rest of my life. A parent had to sign off on what I would take that fall. Latin was the only language offered at the local parish school, St. Alphonsus, and the Latin especially hit a nerve with him: What good is Latin going to do you? You’re only going to get married and have kids. You’re a girl! Who do you think you are? Some movie star’s daughter? We’re not that kind of family!


    My father’s reaction to my plan seemed to come out of nowhere. This was the daddy who taught me to fall straight back into his arms as he caught me just before I hit the ground. This was the daddy who, I’d heard innumerable times, was so taken with my ability to pronounce big words when I was a year old that he urged friends and family to try to stump me. This was the daddy who reveled in my winning the kids’ races at family reunions, the daddy who taught me how to play Scrabble but didn’t let me win until I could win on my own, the daddy I adored—up until these last few weeks. Now he meant to ruin my life by telling me I can’t go to college when my life depends on my going to college?


    Who was this man? Didn’t he know me at all? Or that I could do this?


    Dad himself had gone from Appalachian coal miner at thirteen to master carpenter—the guy who makes custom cabinets and bookcases—to construction manager in Detroit for a builder who was putting up houses left and right during the city’s auto-industry boom of the fifties. He might have made a great leap himself on the scaffolding of the American Dream, but now, he couldn’t fathom that the next logical step was college for his children. College was not part of my older brother’s equation—he was off in the navy by then—but college was definitely in mine.


    Though I had not talked about the career I imagined for myself, for it would have struck my parents as the daft dream of a silly girl, my life’s plan had been real to me since the fourth grade, when what I was meant to be opened up like the pages of a book. An extremely shy child, I was the quiet kid in the back of the class who took a fistful of valentines to school in the second grade and came home teary-eyed with two. After school, I’d hole up in my room and read novels from the library about the adventures some girls got into, especially girls fortunate enough to go off to boarding school. Going away sounded exciting and full of freedom, with possibilities well beyond Dearborn, Michigan, the tidy, humdrum suburb where we lived. My mother was worried I didn’t play enough with the kids on the block. She was forever saying, I don’t know what’s going to happen to you. You’re going to grow up to be a hermit. I ignored her.


    In the fourth grade, a teacher read one of my assignments to the class, a story in which I’d anthropomorphized a banana on its journey from Central America to a pie in my mother’s kitchen. When the teacher finished reading—a nun, of course, since this was St. Al’s—she told the class that I had written the story, and the kids turned around to look at me, the quiet girl nobody knew in the back of the room.


    That was it.


    I would be a writer.


    That decided, I moved on to, What kind? I soon figured out that writing novels was too precarious a career because you had to have somebody support you until you made it big. We weren’t that kind of people. I needed a job. With a salary. Lickety-split, I had the answer: I’d write for newspapers—you got paid to do that. I already had a comic-strip heroine who showed it could be done, Brenda Starr, the glamorous, red-haired reporter—single and childless—who, besides the exploits that took her to exotic places, had a romance with a mystery man who periodically came and went. Her life was fantastic! Brenda Starr came into my life through the Detroit Free Press, one of three  newspapers we had delivered to the house daily. It was not lost on me that as a reporter I’d have an excuse to talk to people, a way around my innate shyness. And if you think about it, the banana assignment was journalism of a sort: Facts make a story. Newspaper reporter/writer was perfect. Mom and Dad would be amused at my lofty ambition—we weren’t that kind of people, after all. So I never told them. Their aspirations for me stopped at secretary.


    First, I had to go to college.


    The end of the eighth grade was the make-or-break point. That was when you signed up for courses—either college prep or vocational courses, which for girls were home economics and typing. Typing was okay because reporters—and college students—needed to know how. I had to return a form, signed by a parent, stating the courses I would take in the fall.


    A kind of war broke out at home. It was as if I’d said I was going to walk over Niagara Falls on a tightrope. I had a few weeks before the form had to be turned in. Mom supported the college plan—I don’t think I said I wanted to be a reporter, that would have been too absurd—but we knew Dad had to agree. I never heard them argue about it. But through a closed door, I did hear Dad argue at length with a friend of the family, a teacher named George who had been a neighborhood kid and who was like an older brother to me. Now he taught high school, but way back when I was in the second grade, he’d been in college and had read a paragraph I’d written for a school assignment, and after that, he’d never doubted that I should be university bound. My dad must have missed that. Mom had not, and she let me know she was quietly on my side in this pitched battle.


    The college-or-not quarrel simmered below boiling for weeks, infusing our nightly family dinners and straining the easy banter Dad and I had many mornings at the kitchen table. He had made it plain, and my mother seemed to agree, that surely I was headed for motherhood. And that would be the end of any career. Now I turned my attention to my gender. Why was I born female? What a huge stink bomb being a girl was if you wanted to have a different life than Mom’s! It had never occurred to me that I would grow up to have her life. Oh, I played with dolls and paper cutouts you dressed up in different outfits, but when she said, as mothers are wont to do, Someday, when you have a child, you’ll understand, and I thought, We’ll see about that.


    How could I be a writer—especially a “writer with a career”—and have kids who needed feeding, burping, changing, cookie baking? In short, everything that went into being a mom.


    When Mom told me where babies come from—mommies’ tummies—I don’t recall my reaction to that biological fact, but I do remember telling her, quietly, deliberately, and repeatedly, that I would die if I ever had a baby. I must have been five, maybe six, but I was old enough to know that to make my point I had to go for the jugular: I would die if I had a baby. I couldn’t just say, I don’t want to have a baby, I don’t want to be a mommy, now could I? Where would I have ever gotten that idea? Did I think she would agree? Not likely. So, I made a pronouncement that didn’t involve me changing my mind. It stated that an outside force would overcome the circumstance of childbirth or, if it did not, I would die. She said women didn’t die anymore when they had babies, it was plenty safe, and surely I’d change my mind one day. I kept repeating, I will die. After we went a few rounds like this, I was aware that I’d never win her over to my point of view, and so I simply stopped responding. She stopped talking.


    I never brought this up again.


    I did have a real-life role model, Dad’s older sister from New York City, Aunt Jean. She didn’t have children. She had a boyfriend who called her long distance when she visited every summer. Jean had blond hair like mine, she introduced me to frogs’ legs in a restaurant when I was five, and when I was twelve, she left Bonjour Tristesse in my bedroom (which we shared when she visited). Of course, I read it. Mom found out, and, as the main character has a rather libertine attitude toward sex, the book’s discovery led to a certain amount of commotion in our house. When I went out with Mom and Aunt Jean, strangers assumed Jean was my mother—not Mom. Relatives said we sounded uncannily alike on the phone. When Jean was not visiting us, she worked as a waitress near city hall in Manhattan, and she knew all the big shots who worked there. She made Manhattan as enticing as Shangri-La. It didn’t matter that she had not gone to college. However, I was of a different generation, and I would definitely need to.


    While I was putting forth my plans for college, what did not cross my mind was that I was the same age as my dad when he had to quit school and go down into a dank, dream-killing coal mine in southwestern Pennsylvania. He’d never gone beyond the eighth grade. He never spoke of the smothering layer of coal dust that would have coated him from head to toe every evening as he emerged from the pit. What I knew about the coal mines was tied up in the romance of the folk songs—some about the mines, some old English/Scottish ballads—that he’d sung to me when he’d put me to bed as a little girl, snug in my cozy bed with a blue leather-tufted headboard.


    The morning the form was due—it was the size of a note card—I placed it and a pen in front of Dad at the kitchen table. I was ready to run out the door as soon as I got his signature. He was drinking his coffee, reading the Free Press. That morning, sun streaming in through the kitchen windows, I stood there, resolute, refusing to budge, my determination as sharp as the pleats in my navy-blue uniform. He looked it over briefly and signed, saying, “Now this doesn’t mean anything.”


    He was conceding this battle with a dare.


    Oh yes, it does, Daddy, you wait and see. I heard what he said, I would never forget what he said, but it only made me more determined to prove him wrong.


    Throughout high school, neither I nor my parents ever spoke about my college plans. In the meantime, I seized every opportunity to lay the building blocks of a journalism career. By the end of my freshman year in high school, I had a weekly column in our local newspaper, the Dearborn Guide, about the goings-on at high school. At the end of my junior year, I signed up for a two-week journalism seminar for high school students at the University of Detroit. I can’t remember how I got there every day, but certainly Mom made it happen. Senior year, I was editor-in-chief of my high school newspaper.


    Boyfriends were not a distraction because I didn’t have any. Not in high school, not with my nose. I sustained a crush on one guy who kissed me more than once at more than one party in the seventh grade, and—while my girlfriends had real boyfriends—I swooned over him until the tenth grade, when he acquired a real girlfriend. I managed to go to the junior prom with the class president because we were friends, not of the flirty sort. I was a safe date. Lusty fumbling was not on the agenda. He was headed to the seminary after graduation. To the senior prom I took the twenty-something nephew of a family friend. The nephew, recently arrived from Germany, barely spoke any English. He was on the hunt for a wife, and I might do.


    Back to my nose. Understand, this was not simply a somewhat prominent proboscis. My nose was thin and pointy, long, with ski-jump—a remarkable Roman nose, but remarkable is not a plus for noses. Consider the hag. Consider Cyrano. Consider the sixth-grade boy who called me Big Nose when we were chasing each other around after school. In my senior yearbook photograph, some kind photographer’s assistant had shortened and straightened my nose. I always turned my head if I caught someone staring at my profile. New acquaintances did stare at it—instead of into my eyes—when we first met. I acted as if I didn’t notice, or I moved my head so they would stop staring an inch below my eyes, and I simply endured. When the subject of a nose job came up at home, and it did, Mom worried the surgery would cause some other problem—I had the runny nose that came with fall allergies. Surgery could make that worse. Anyway, where would we get the money? College was going to be enough of a financial hurdle.


    When I applied to Wayne State University in downtown Detroit—I’d live at home so room and board wouldn’t be an issue—my mother and I did not mention it to my father. The day I skipped school for the admissions interview, she drove me downtown, and we didn’t tell him. When the acceptance letter came, I shared it only with my mother. When I was growing up, she had occasionally voiced concern that I was “too smart” to have an easy time finding a mate, and throughout high school, she’d supported my college bid. She had not finished high school herself, but for me, she harbored an inner ambition and kept her eye on the long game. College-graduate Lorraine leads to college-graduate partner, right?


    Dad and I never spoke of the fact that, come fall, I was college bound. He must have known because my mother wrote the check for tuition.


    So, one morning in September, I put on the new clothes I’d bought for school and waited for the carpool I’d arranged with other students from Dearborn. Before coming home that first day, I joined the staff of the Daily Collegian. Feeling shy and overwhelmed, I had walked into the Collegian’s  office—it was bustling with energy and kids exuding confidence—and to my surprise, the news editor, a slight and quiet guy, immediately handed me a press release to rewrite. I sat down at the big table where four typewriters were bolted down next to outside phone lines, read the release, made a phone call, and got a fresh quote. When I turned in my copy—I already knew newspaper lingo—I anxiously waited for him to read it, in case he had questions, which is the way it goes.


    “What’s your background?” he said as he looked up.


    The next morning my story was on the front page with my byline. The story had not seemed important, so I was surprised. My carpool friends were impressed.


    By this time, my parents had moved us from the east side of Dearborn to the west side, where they’d purchased a small motel red-and-white-striped awnings—the kind of place that proudly displayed its AAA rating. Family and pet friendly, but it was a nondescript place that drivers passed on the highway until they were desperate for a room for the night. Dad quit his management job in construction.



    

      Figure 1. A postcard of our motel, the Dearborn Tourist Court, on Michigan Avenue near Telegraph Road in Dearborn. The motel has since been torn down and a beverage store stands in its place.


      [image: Motel]

    


    

    That motel nearly killed him. Or maybe it was his decades-long habit of smoking Lucky Strikes. Whatever the cause, making the mortgage during the off-season was a problem, and Dad went back to work as a finish carpenter. In January, at the end of my first semester, he had a massive heart attack. He was in the hospital for two weeks. I took a leave from the Collegian and kept my head down and my grades up. Once at home Dad became dead set on me quitting school, getting a job, and helping with the mortgage.


    After all that commotion getting to college, I was supposed to quit now? One semester under my belt, established at the Collegian, the second semester already paid, and—this is a very big deal —I already had a boyfriend in college. And now Dad wanted me to drop out and get some lousy job? Doing exactly what? My terrible typing precluded my becoming anyone’s secretary. Would I be a waitress all my life? Is that how my life would end?


    Any truce was off. My mother quietly supported me. I didn’t quit college, but now Dad and I barely spoke beyond a quick “Please pass the salt” at the infrequent meals we had together. My parents must have argued over my not quitting school, but I never heard them. I went back to the Collegian and finished the semester. It would take decades before I would understand how much I had let him down.


    After the heart attack it was a given that I would pay all my college expenses—tuition, books, lunches, clothes, and transportation to and from school. I still took the carpool in the morning, but the Collegian’s late afternoon hours didn’t jibe with the return trip to Dearborn. I had a bus ride that could last up to two hours. Tuition was nothing like it is today; mine was less than a grand a year (in today’s dollars, that’s roughly $8,600), and I was able to cover all the fees and living expenses as long as I lived at home.


    And I had a summer job.


    That boyfriend mentioned above was much more than a casual crush. Maybe our relationship wasn’t tied up with whether I stayed in school or dropped out, but at the moment, my determination to finish college made it almost impossible to spend time together. I’d met him the previous Thanksgiving Day at my cousin’s big Polish wedding, the kind with an oompah-pah polka band and a bar where guys congregated and drank vodka shots all night until old grievances erupted, and a fist fight broke out in the side alley. The wedding was in Jackson, my mother’s small hometown, seventy miles from Dearborn.


    Tom and I were attracted to each other the second he walked up to me, sitting alone at the edge of the dance floor in cranberry velvet with satin pumps dyed to match, and thinking, This is going to be a long night. Dinner was over, but hours stretched ahead. Though I was the maid-of-honor, I didn’t know most of the guests, even though many of them were my mother’s extended kin.


    “You’re not from around here,” announced this young man suddenly standing in front of me. I hadn’t noticed him until that moment.


    Since I looked upon Jackson with barely concealed disdain, his opening paved the way for me to act distant and cool. I was from the “big city.” But, damn, he was tall, trim, and attractive in his olive-green corduroy suit with vest, a button-down Oxford shirt, and striped, blue-and-green tie. Yes, I remember those details as if it were yesterday. He had a killer smile and glasses thick enough to ensure he was brainy. He was appealing, all right, but I was icily reserved as we worked out his connection to the festivities. He hadn’t actually been invited. Home for Thanksgiving from school, he’d dropped in to hang out with his best friend, whose family was close to the bride’s family—did I know them? No. I did not. And, he added, he lived practically around the corner, as if to say, of course it was fine that he was there.


    “Oh, I get it,” I finally said. “You’re almost a wedding crasher.” Within minutes I learned we were both college freshmen. He went to John Carroll University in Cleveland, which sounded extravagant and enticing—he went away to school—even though I had never heard of John Carroll. We were chatting along breezily when I asked him if he wanted to sit down. He did.


    I told him I was going to be a newspaper reporter. He said he was planning to major in English and be a college professor and write novels—did I know the writer, Frank Yerby? Actually, no. All of this was more than intriguing; it was absolutely alluring. As for the newspaper business, he countered that an uncle of his covered state government for a string of Michigan newspapers, another data bit that was delicious, though I didn’t let on. Soon we were both quoting the lyrics to Harry Belafonte’s “Jamaica Farewell,” and that mysteriously led to Milton and Shelley, both of us finding good use for what we had memorized at our respective Catholic high schools. He recited “Ozymandias” without a blip, and—believe it or not—we then went on to discuss the metaphor therein. Okay, not obscure, to be sure, but hey! We were eighteen, and this chance meeting was turning into a dream date. If I had filled out a questionnaire for a “desirable mate” and he had popped up, both my mother and I would have swiped right. Even more remarkably, he seemed to have ignored my nose. So did I. Supposedly it was less noticeable because my hair was done up in a French twist, adding volume to the back of my head to counteract what was going on in the front. Maybe it did.


    Much too soon I was called away for the maid-of-honor chore of passing out wedding cake from a big, silver tray to a couple of hundred guests on both floors of the hall. Forty-five minutes later, I found him with his best friend, and we three hung together for a while. Eventually, the best friend melted away. Tom met my father, he met my mother, and we danced to a slow tune. He wrote my address on a wedding napkin. By midnight, we had kissed under the bright lights on the dance floor.


    None of this went unnoticed. The next morning my mother warned me that she’d heard from the mother of the bride—her sister, my Aunt Clara—that Tom Sawicki had lots of girls chasing him, and I ought not to get my hopes up. How did Aunt Clara happen to know this? Aunt Clara’s best friend was, indeed, the mother of Tom’s best friend. Clearly, they had already chatted. My mother said he had to write first.


    Tom’s letter arrived Tuesday. So smitten were we that a few letters later, we made plans for me to spend the week between Christmas and New Year’s in Jackson. We’d be going there on Christmas Day, as usual, I’d stay at Aunt Clara’s, and my parents would pick me up on New Year’s Day. He wrote that we would go tobogganing and I ought to bring slacks that “weren’t too slack.” Though we were both under legal age for drinking, he asked if he should get some alcohol for me for New Year’s Eve. As I already knew from the wedding, he didn’t drink at all, having observed an uncle who habitually over-imbibed. I wrote, don’t bother.


    Overnight, Jackson had taken on an appealing glow. For the first time, I had the prospect of a boyfriend. Or maybe I already had one.


    Christmas evening after dinner, he showed up at Aunt Clara’s, and now he had to pass close inspection by not only my parents, but everyone else who happened to be there, and the living room seemed to be packed with relatives, the way it might have been in a Jane Austen novel. There was not much to do on Christmas night in Jackson, Michigan, except drive around and talk—we spent a lot of time talking—and park, right? In the letters that had flown back and forth for a month, our relationship had blossomed.


    I assumed I’d see him several times that week leading up to New Year’s Eve, but no. His mother, he said in a hurried phone call, was making it terribly difficult for him to get away. In retrospect, I can imagine that his parents were concerned. You met her one night and now she’s spending a week in Jackson?


    One afternoon he phoned and said he was taking his four-year-old brother to the movies, and could I be ready in ten minutes? Tom had a maroon Karmann Ghia, and his smiling kid brother, thrilled to be a part of a grown-up adventure, managed to fit in the small space behind the two seats. Going into the theater, Tom made some remark about how we were like parents taking our child to the movies. I gave him a look that said, Hold on! We’re not there yet! Tom settled his brother two rows in front of us, and we continued getting to know one another as some unremembered movie played on.


    New Year’s Eve arrived and by the time Tom came to pick me up, looking swell in that same corduroy suit, my aunt and uncle were already gone for the evening. He was early. I let him in and ran back upstairs to finish getting ready. At the bottom of the stairs, he sounded like a whimpering puppy when he asked if he could come up. His suggestion seemed pretty racy, but I let him anyway, and now my last-minute fussing took a suggestive turn—after all, we were in a bedroom! I probably extended the time by putting on more eye makeup than usual—might as well have the smoky eyes I’d seen in magazines. If not now, when? We would just be hanging out with his best friend and his girlfriend at her house, but dressed up we were going to be. At some point our eyes caught each other in a gaze of no more than ten seconds, but that wordless exchange telegraphed some primeval code, as if one day getting ready to go somewhere together would be our normal. I felt myself flushing, looked away, and distracted myself by slipping the chain of my grandmother’s gold watch around my neck. As we were leaving, he helped me with my jacket, a mouton chubby, and gave my arms a squeeze. When I got to his car, he opened the door for me, the way young men did back then when they were courting.


    When he brought me back to my aunt’s house, sitting in the Ghia with the clunky gearshift between us, in the midst of kissing, he said, “I’ve never told anyone this before . . . I love you.”


    “I’ve never told anyone this before either . . . I love you,” I said back. Immediately. Even while startled that our declarations tumbled out so soon.


    Bursting with the intense high of first love that can never quite be repeated, I returned to Dearborn the next day.


    A week later, my father had that near-fatal heart attack.


    In March, Tom came to Detroit for a dance at Wayne. He’d spend the night—actually, two—in one of our motel rooms. I picked him up downtown in the family’s Plymouth, and we stopped to park before we got home, for there was really no place for us to have privacy in our small apartment, other than my bedroom, and that wasn’t going to fly that night. But soon after we parked, he said, “I have to make something of my life because I want to marry you.”


    I pulled back to look him in the eye and replied, “Yes, but I am keeping my name because I am going to have a career,” the words tumbling out in one breath, so he understood this was nonnegotiable. In the early sixties, it was necessary to get that out in the open straightaway.


    Despite the heat of our passion, it was of paramount importance that I do not get pregnant. A girl could get pregnant amazingly easily, I understood, given the famous “iffiness” of the birth control of the day. I don’t think I even knew what a condom was. There were no pills, no foams, no intrauterine devices. With the admonitions of the Catholic Church dancing in my head, it was more than a good idea not to go all the way; it was a given. Abortion was not an option, and getting pregnant now would be a catastrophe of seismic magnitude.


    So after the dance at Wayne State, while my parents were asleep below and I was in my bedroom with neither foot on the floor, I told Tom that I only wanted to go all the way with one man in my life, and that would be him—after we married. He did not push his luck. Besides, there is a lot of leeway between a kiss and all the way. Even for a Catholic girl. Who had decided this was no business of any priest. As long as we did not do the deed.


    When I told my mother about this fortunate turn of events that included the magic word “marriage,” she stopped saying, as she had all through high school when I talked of a Career with a capital C, I don’t know what is going to happen to you, Lorraine. Meaning: Women do not have careers like that. What about the normal thing—marriage, children?


    Now I was supposedly going to have the normal thing, but what I did not think about was having babies. My version of our life included complementary careers in some city that was not Jackson or Detroit—the Motor City had never felt like my city—but my plans didn’t go beyond that. Tom and I would figure out the “beyond that” tomorrow.


    Back in our separate towns, getting together required planning, fortitude, and frequently concealing his whereabouts from his parents. They were against our liaison. Tom said he didn’t know why. I assumed it was because they thought we were too young to get as serious as we obviously were. My mother wondered if it might be because they knew she had been divorced, and maybe divorce ran in the family. I couldn’t quite dismiss her musing because in that era, a divorced woman was considered a loose woman—and besides, according to Catholic doctrine remarriage meant my mother was living in a constant state of mortal sin. Back then, divorce was serious business.


    Tom wrote that he was coming to Dearborn for a weekend with his buddy Pierre. Could I get him a date? Then they didn’t come. I don’t remember if I canceled or if he did. Dad’s recovery and the continuing issue of the motel’s finances left no space to foster this romance. My spirits rose and fell with Tom’s letters, or lack of them. His classes were not going well; he liked his roommate; there was a dance in a few weeks, could I come for the weekend?


    No, I couldn’t come for the weekend. How could I afford it?


    Not with the issue of me dropping out of school permeating our apartment like stale smoke.


    I didn’t even ask.


    SUMMER 1961—That summer did not start out well. I was abruptly fired from the coffee shop where I’d been assured, weeks earlier, that I could work full-time, as I had the summer before. In a tone as cut-and-dried as macaroni in a box, the manager explained she was giving my shift—the only extra summer shift—to her daughter, as if I should have expected this all along. I was devastated, but there was nothing I could do. I must have gone in and out of twenty places looking for a job, and finally landed at a busy diner that was hard for me to get to. One evening after about a week, the owner drove me home—to the motel, that is—and he wanted more than a simple thank-you. I mumbled a few words that amounted to no and jumped out of the car without being assaulted. Desperate to stay employed, I did not tell my mother, and went back to work the next day. The owner fired me after the lunch shift.


    I helped my mother clean rooms at the motel in the morning and, making a pact with myself to read a novel a day, I sequestered myself in my bedroom in the afternoon. Since there was still time to sign up for courses at the local community college, I did. Though my dad said nothing, I knew that I had further exasperated him.


    Hallelujah, another job materialized. As a bonus, it was within walking distance from the motel, one of those beef houses that are cafeteria style with table-side help. I had classes from nine to eleven, Monday through Friday, in east Dearborn—a twenty-minute drive—then I’d race home to change from coed to cafeteria server, get to work before noon, back home by three, study, back to work at five, home around ten. Exhausted. But the bosses were fine and the money decent. I didn’t take off a single shift that summer, seven days a week; I had to make enough money for school that fall. Loans didn’t seem possible then, and certainly not without my father’s support—and signature.


    Now that Tom and I were little more than an hour apart and he had his Ghia, I’d hoped we’d see more of each other, but my crammed schedule meant I only saw him when he showed up unannounced and infrequently during the hours I had off between lunch and dinner. Life was a grainy black-and-white photograph enlivened by Tom’s sporadic letters. Our apartment at the motel was small, with a single bathroom, and putting Tom up on the couch didn’t seem remotely feasible—nor did giving him a motel unit in high season. I didn’t even ask. When he asked his parents if he could transfer to Wayne State that fall, his father responded by announcing he wasn’t going to let his son go to “some school” because he had “some broad” there. I went from girlfriend to broad in the time it takes to say the word, understanding all the implications of the word. His father had reduced me to a passing fancy that he could dismiss at will.


    Yet our social situations were not dissimilar. His parents had a corner grocery store; mine owned that motel. Metaphorically, we both lived above the store, even if our apartment was on the ground floor, except for the small bedroom Dad built for me under the roof. We were both in college, we were both Polish Catholics, all of which should have given me suitable credentials, as the Poles back then were tribal, and the familial pressure to marry one of your own kind was robust. Never mind. His parents were adamant in their opposition, ignoring the fact that Number One Son was a testosterone-fueled, good-looking lad in need of a steady girlfriend. Girls liked him, that was true, but he was not, in today’s parlance, a player. He wanted a girlfriend, not a raft of them. For a magical while there, he wanted me.


    That fall Tom wound up at Jackson Community College. But I did not see him any more than when he was at John Carroll in Cleveland. Aware of his parents’ attitude toward me, I was leery of writing since my letters had to go to his home. The frequency of his letters dwindled, but when he wrote, he always signed off with, “I love you, Tom.” I held on to that, but fretted, uncertainty nibbling at desire. This was someone who wanted to marry me. Yes, I thought, but you can’t make someone write you more or love you more or be constant when they aren’t. I knew that love has to come freely, openly, for if one has to cajole or compete for affection, how deep is the love, how lasting could it be? Had that yellow light of caution grown out of an ingrained awareness of my physiognomy? Girls elected to homecoming courts—as one of my best friends was—might have a sense of assurance about their powers of enticement, but not me.


    With Dad and me still in our wary truce, I went back to Wayne and the Collegian that fall. Now with more duties at the paper, I got home even later, well after dinner. We almost never had meals together, and never had a real conversation even when we exchanged the news of the day.


    I did not dare invite Tom to visit. The seventy miles between Dearborn and Jackson was now a long, winding road full of detours and dangerous curves. Everything would be fine, I told myself, if only we lived in the same town—at least part of the year. If only we went to the same school. If only we lived in the same city in the summer. If only I didn’t have to work every available hour. If only I had a home where Tom could spend the night. If only his parents didn’t object.


    Understand, this was well before the era of constant communication: before email, cell phones, instant messaging, texting, Twitter, Instagram, and whatever the next new thing is. This was when lovers depended on letters in longhand delivered by the US Post Office to keep their passion intact. This was when long-distance phone calls—and Dearborn to Jackson was long distance—were listed separately on one’s phone bill, time and charges noted, meaning parents knew if you called someone in a distant city. So you didn’t do it. Oh, you could stand at a pay phone with a stack of quarters, when quarters were like dollars, and hope your beloved was home. But he didn’t call, and I couldn’t call him at home—it wasn’t done and would have only fanned his parents’ hostility. I felt they were opposed not only to the idea of me, but to me in particular. Their disapproval was a little brown bird outside the window chirping a warning: Danger Ahead. My mother was the only cheerleader for this romance, but what could she do?


    At Wayne, I became co-feature editor of the Daily Collegian, sharing the title and an on-campus office with another woman, Gael McCarthy. I put up a framed print of one of Buffet’s sad clowns and immediately felt at home in that cramped, dark, windowless office. With a desk and phone and a door I could lock, such a retreat was a luxury, especially for a student who did not live on campus. Gael and I both wondered why each of us weren’t named sole feature editor, but our initial chill quickly dissolved into a fast friendship.


    That fall I also walked into the Dearborn Guide—where I’d written my high school column—and left with a part-time gig writing features. By January I was also covering the Dearborn school board and occasionally ended up with the lead story on the front page. I was nineteen. My mother was proud of me, but now and then she still said, I don’t know what’s going to happen to you. My dad revealed nothing. Now I was home even less than I had been before.


    While Tom had been drifting away, someone else sidled up. I put him off for months, but he was relentlessly attentive, he was nearby, and he would never hurt me. I mean, he could never hurt me because I didn’t love him. I saw Tom on Christmas Day, and instead of spending the week between Christmas and New Year’s in Jackson, the way I had done the year before, I worked at the Guide all week. Letters, even though signed “I love you,” were infrequent. No words had been spoken about breaking up, but there hardly seemed a need to declare the relationship over. I had accepted, with lots of tears in my room at night, that we were hardly a couple by then.


    On Easter that year, in Jackson as usual, instead of falling deliriously into Tom’s arms when he picked me up after the dinners we’d had with our respective families, I told him that someone in Dearborn was pursuing me, that I was fed up feeling like he, Tom, had me on a string, that he almost never wrote, that I hadn’t seen him for months  . . .  and that I was breaking up with him. How I wanted him to object, to promise he would write more, to tell me that he would get to Dearborn frequently! But he seemed more stunned than sorry, and while I wanted to take my words back—Please say something Tom, talk me out of this—I didn’t hit that mental delete key. Oddly enough, I didn’t think about, or ask him, if he was dating anyone in Jackson.


    But of course, he was.


    I dated the guy back home. Within six months, I broke up with him.


    I know I hurt him badly. I didn’t mean to, but that is what happened. I couldn’t manufacture love.


    However, I couldn’t call Tom up and say, Hey! What’s up? Can we talk? Besides, some broad ricocheted in my mind. How could a broad like me call him at home and risk his father or his mother answering? How could I leave my name? If I did, would they tell him I’d called? Writing him at home didn’t seem like an option either because I’d be that broad chasing him.


    Over the next year my mother reported there were occasional hang-ups on Saturday nights—she suspected it was Tom—but I was always at the movies with a girlfriend. I so wanted Mom to be right. But if it was him, why didn’t he leave his name? I would have braved his parents’ disdain and phoned. Yet without the caller’s name, I was stymied. What if it wasn’t him?


    A girl has to have some pride.


    By then my parents had sold the motel, and we were living in the bottom floor of a modest two-story house. My room was a narrow nook alongside the living room, big enough for a twin bed and a desk barely wider than a typewriter. A walk-in closet underneath the stairway held a small bureau. My father had turned his lifelong hobby of coin collecting into a business. Village Coins was never a big moneymaker either, but the business sustained us, and he loved it. Relations between us smoothed out, and our conversations evolved into pleasant, grown-up banter. Various pieces of jewelry come to coin dealers, and he gave me a sapphire ring (which I lost at college) and a gold men’s pocket watch that I wore on a chain around my neck. But with classes, the Collegian, my job at the Guide, and a two-to-three-hour chunk of time every day for commuting to and from school, my time at home when I wasn’t behind a shut door studying or sleeping was rare. But everything on the career front was clicking into place.


    Until Mom realized I had declared journalism my major.


    Both parents descended on me one Sunday afternoon, insisting that my major could not, must not, be something as chancy— for a woman especially! —as journalism. Education or nursing it must be! Not only would these professions lead to an actual job, but they would allow me to have a schedule compatible with being home with the kids. Their insistent message was that women (like me) did not make lives as writers for newspapers, and even if a few did, it was out of the question that I could ever be one of them. Again: Who do you think you are? You’re not some movie star’s daughter. When you have kids . . . .


    What seems like a reasonable goal today was a leap too far for them, both the children of immigrants, children who had lived through the Great Depression. No matter what kind of credentials I was racking up, as they not-so-incorrectly assumed, wealthier wannabes with pedigrees and connections always had a leg up on someone like me. They said I wasn’t being realistic. I was only setting myself up for a fall. A nurse or teacher I must be. Blah blah blah. I wasn’t the only one who had this kind of go-round with her parents. My friend at the Collegian, Gael, ran into the same row with her mother; Gael simply said she had switched her major to education. When she had not.


    While my parents presented a united front, I suspect my mother had turned on this cold shower because she was the practical one who wanted me to have a nice, safe job. After all, Dad had a younger brother who’d landed in California after fighting in World War II, and Dad had sent him money to go to art school—one of his oil paintings hung in our home. After the initial battle over college, Dad had projected a laissez-faire attitude about the course I’d set. He often said I was like his sister Jean, and Mom wasn’t too happy with that comparison. Jean now had a husband, but never had children. By then I knew that she had broken away from that drab mining town of their youth—Jenners, Pennsylvania—by getting on a bus at sixteen and going to New York City. It was clear that my inner Dusky was taking precedence over Mom’s side of the family.


    I pointed out rather vociferously that I was already making money in my chosen career—not only did I get a small stipend as an editor of the Daily Collegian, but I was also working as a writer for the Dearborn Guide! This heated discussion seemed to go on for quite some time, but realistically, it was probably less than an hour. They gave up, and eventually the skirmish wound down. I did not switch majors. The subject was never brought up again.


    By then, Tom had transferred to a school in central Michigan. It might as well have been in Patagonia. We had no mutual friends, we would never bump into each other on the street, and we had no easy way to get a message to each other.


    Summer came. I worked full-time at the Guide, where a mentor—a recovering alcoholic there on the way down from one of Detroit’s dailies—made the promise of working on a big-city paper seem real. By the end of the summer, I had set aside money for college. Because of a tuition scholarship my senior year, I had enough to splurge on an overnight Greyhound to New York City with a friend.


    Our rooms for a week at a once-grand hotel in Brooklyn were gratis in exchange for ads that the Guide ran back in Dearborn. We crammed in every tourist thing you could name, saw four Broadway shows at a steep discount, and visited my Aunt Jean in Queens. On the overnight bus back to Detroit—with the city behind us basking in the setting sun’s golden glow and silver beams glinting off the skyscrapers’ windows—I was consumed with the thought of making this glittering Gotham my own.


    I told no one. Mom would have been horrified. Most likely Dad would not have been surprised.


    Just like Jean, I could hear both of them thinking.


    Shortly before the end of junior year, a student-faculty committee selected the Collegian’s editor-in-chief for the following year. You declared you were in the running, wrote a proposal, and a committee of students—not from the newspaper, but student government—interviewed everyone in the running and elected the editor. It seemed rather arbitrary. The year before, they had overlooked the guy the staff assumed was the obvious choice and selected someone most of us did not even know. We were flabbergasted. Our choice, a terrific writer, the kind of guy who had printer’s ink for blood, left the Collegian and was hired immediately by one of the dailies downtown. 


    This year’s anointed—a guy, of course, there had never been a female editor-in-chief—had a great backstory to boot. A year earlier, Jim had suffered a debilitating stroke. We heard he might never walk again. Yet he came back to school with a limp and a leg brace, and otherwise he was the same quick and acerbic guy as he’d always been.


    We all knew he had the support of the Collegian’s adviser for the top job. But Gael convinced me I had a shot; she’d be my managing editor, second in command. Even my mother, now used to the idea that I was staying in journalism, got behind the idea. I plunged ahead. So did another guy.


    We three came to school that day in suits. I was both euphoric and anxious as I clacked around campus in spike heels and a smart purple-and-black tweed suit. But hope was dashed when I walked into the interview and knew instantly that any enthusiasm for my bid had been vacuumed up by Jim. I went ahead with my presentation as briskly as I could, yet no one would engage me. Where there should have been questions, there was silence. The single woman on the committee would not even make eye contact. She stared stonily at the floor. Finally, some kind soul—a guy—thought of something to ask.


    Your losses teach you how to be strong. How to pick yourself up. How to start over again. How to believe in yourself despite the odds.


    I did not quit the paper that fall. Within weeks, Jim’s choice for managing editor washed out. When Jim offered the job to me, I said yes and moved into the office we would share. It had windows.


    To carve out enough hours during the day for the Collegian and my part-time job at the Dearborn weekly, I looked for a night course that would fulfill my requirements, and settled on Greek and Roman drama, eagerly ripping into tales of men and women whose vanity would lead to their downfall.


    What I could not foresee was how prescient those ancient stories of hubris would turn out to be.


    Sometime that fall, fortune took a flier on Tom and me in the improbable form of his mother. At another wedding in Jackson, one to which we were not invited, Tom’s mother turned to my Aunt Clara in the ladies’ room and said, “I shouldn’t have broken up Tom and Lorraine.”


    Well.


    Weeks later this news flash made its way back to me, and I sent one of those thinking-about-you cards to his home in Jackson, timing it so it would get there a day or two before Thanksgiving Thursday, when I figured Tom would be home. He called Wednesday evening. Indeed, it was he who had made those anonymous hang-ups on Saturday nights. He’d driven to Dearborn and called from a phone booth. In my mind it was always raining.


    By Sunday afternoon we were sitting in a Wayne coffee shop and again talking marriage. Crazy, right? It did not seem so then.


    I was sure that if we were only in the same city at the same time, everything would be as it should. Soon enough, our plans grew to include where we would live (some big city where I would work on a newspaper and he would teach), how we would decorate our house (modern with Asian accents), what we would drive (sports car, make undetermined). The question of children bounced around in my head—I knew he assumed he would be a dad—but while we mentally furnished our house, we did not speak of children, either by unconscious design on my part or obvious assumption on his. Other than this rather large vacancy in our plans, our future together seemed bright and glorious. His letters came often enough, signed as before with “I love you, Tom.”


    For a while.


    Once again, he pulled a disappearing act.


    But that year again I did not have the luxury of spending that week in Jackson over Christmas break. I wrote Tom that I needed to work the entire week at the Guide to replenish my dwindling cash reserves. Since I couldn’t see my parents giving Tom permission to spend the night on the living room couch, feet away from my bed, I didn’t raise the issue with either Tom or them. My parents got dressed up and went to their usual New Year’s Eve gathering with friends. I spent the night, that long night, in my bedroom studying. How I wished he’d just turn up! That the doorbell would ring and he’d be standing there and I’d fall into his arms. We would work something out with my parents when they got back. Mom would be relieved to see him there. Dad would have gone along.


    Or he could just call. Ring, phone, ring!!!


    None of that happened.


    When a letter to Tom in early January went unanswered, I did not write again. I was having a hard time accepting that he was disappearing again, but the proof was in his lack of response—no letters. Because it was too embarrassing, I didn’t tell anyone, including my mother, how much I was hurting. But she knew. Tom and I had been talking marriage, and now
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