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			​Dedication

			 

			To Phil, as always.

			In Loving Memory of my sister and brother

			Teri Lynn Thrasher Varner, February 15, 1952 – June 27, 2023

			George Andrew Thrasher, October 27, 1954 – September 4, 2023

		


		
			​Praise

			 

			“Part transcription, part poetry, and part elegy, Mary Ellen’s story is beautifully presented like a kaleidoscope, with different moving parts, simultaneously shaping and being shaped by memory and the process of healing…grapples with the universal issues of human longing while praising the unexpected beauty to be found in the wake of grief and sorrow. Her journey into the unknown is brave and exemplary. We can all find pieces of our struggles and joys reflected in Mary Ellen’s story—especially those of us touched by adoption.”

			—Laureen Pittman, author of The Lies That Bind: An Adoptee’s Journey through Rejection, Redirection, DNA, and Discovery

			“...She weaves the elements of her fascinating and complex history together like the threads in a fine tapestry…masterfully told and well executed...”

			—Julie Ryan McGue, author of Twice a Daughter: A Search for Identity, Family, and Belonging 

			“...true examples of the diverse ways people...handled adoption differentness; the various levels of acceptance Mary Ellen experiences after adoption into her new family...I highly recommend this book to adopted people and their parents, both birth/first and adoptive, as well as pre-adoptive parents, and child welfare professionals, for its authenticity, readability, and wealth of information.”

			—Joanne Wolf Small, MSW, LCSW-C

			“...a lyrical and descriptive glimpse into the coming-of-age experiences of an adopted military daughter in the 1950s and 1960s...she explores issues with attachment, trust, identity, and direction. This is a well-written must-read for baby boomer/baby scoop-era adoptees. The complexity of the adoptee’s search for a place and self in this world is universal, powerful, and effectively explained.” 

			—Paige Adams Strickland, author of Akin to the Truth: A Memoir of Adoption and Identity and After the Truth 

			“...insightful adoption memoir exploring the author’s traumatic separation from her birth mother, juxtaposed with the instability of having to grow up in a multitude of locations...an underlying childhood sadness in her relationship with her adoptive parents and a triumph of reflective emotion...She articulates complicated feelings with profound clarity.”

			—Paul Kimball - Author of We are all Human Beings/An Adoptee Ponders

			“Gambutti narrates the complicated journey to restoring her identity after adoption...readers will be enlightened by (her) portrayal of an adoptee’s pervasive feelings of loss, impermanence, and abandonment. The book will be of special interest to adoptees, but all readers will benefit from the wisdom of her experience, and her devout pursuit of self-knowledge.”

			—Self-Publishing Review

			“… I felt so much empathy, having also grown up in an Air Force family—my dad was a lieutenant colonel and navigator and always spoke to my mother and my siblings about the need for us to observe proper protocol…he maintained control of his family or it would be a reflection of his competence…that structured lifestyle…to project a “normal family” image, instead of the truly dysfunctional family we were. Thus, when I became pregnant during my first semester of college, my mother insisted if I ever brought the baby home, Dad would be court-martialed…I still can’t imagine was true. I was taken back to my story while reading Mary Ellen’s.” 

			—Carol Chandler, Air Force Brat/Birthmother

		


		
			​Foreword

			by Brooke Randolph, LMHC

			What an honor it is to welcome you to this book! Adoption memoirs are an important genre that doesn’t get enough attention. We need adoption memoirs; we need more adoption memoirs. We need multiple stories for many reasons. Adoption is multilayered. Popular culture is almost obsessed with the “orphan” story, from Harry Potter to Luke Skywalker to Moses. Nearly every Disney movie includes the theme of early parental separation, yet the stories all of us know are often idealized and simplified, while the truth of adoption is generally complicated, confusing, and messy.

			As a culture, we need to confront and dismantle the oversimplified popular understanding of adoption. There is more beauty in the love of sitting in truth with someone than all the unicorns and rainbows promoted through the popular narrative. The truth can set us all free to have more realistic expectations, more compassion, more curiosity, less certainty, and ultimately more connection. 

			My passion as a therapist who specialized in adoption for more than fifteen years has evolved to focus on helping to inform other therapists through consultation and training. Adoptees are four times more likely to attempt suicide, so the stakes are high if therapists are not adoption informed. Sadly, we are provided almost no education on the impacts of adoption in our training programs. Worse, many times, when adoption is addressed by professors or brought up by students, inaccurate popular culture narratives are promoted, often harming the adoptees in the room. It is no wonder that therapy has been more harmful than helpful for many in the adoption constellation: adoptees, birth parents, and adoptive parents.

			Adoption memoirs are an important part of the ongoing development of adoption competency for those who want to work with members of the adoption constellation. Even a caseload full of adoption cannot expose us to the full variety of adoptive experiences impacted by different generations, laws, cultures, etc., or provide us with insight into the variety of interpretations of each experience that can be made by each individual. As Mary Ellen shares her story, you will read the impact of the military on her adoptive family, how that impacted her experiences, and how she processed the layers of her adoption. Loss is a core theme that weaves through adoption experiences, and it was exacerbated for Mary Ellen due to the transitory nature of her father’s military career. If her parents had handled those transitions with more awareness of her loss—and how much more powerful it was for her as a young child and adoptee—how might her relationship with grief and loss have been different? How might her relationship with her parents have been different? 

			We need to read adoption memoirs to understand the depth and complexity of the core adoption themes by the simple words. The common core themes in adoption are 1) loss/grief, 2) rejection/abandonment/betrayal, 3) guilt/shame, 4) identity, 5) intimacy, 6) control, and 7) fear. These can be experienced by all members of the adoption constellation, although they may play out in different ways for different individuals. 

			One thing I appreciate about this book is how Mary Ellen shares from the baby’s perspective, even if it is written as a “perhaps” or “wonderings.” I often try to help adult adoptees, parents, and therapists to consider the infant’s perspective and interpretation of the events that impacted them and helped form their implicit memories. What might have been different for the infant left in a hospital for multiple days or the infant placed into foster care, experiencing multiple separations? We know that infants are primed in utero to seek and attach to the biological mother. We know that early parental separation is a trauma. We know that infants can experience fear before birth and that the absence of or separation from a caretaker creates survival fears. Adoption policies and procedures have largely been set from the adult perspective. As you read this book, note how Mary Ellen interprets the words in the letters she includes and how that is different from how the adults in her story may have interpreted those letters. 

			All those who love and support members of the adoption constellation need adoption memoirs because our relationships do not expose us to the depth of the adoption experience. You may read things that don’t seem to line up with the person that you know. Perhaps it is different for the person in your life, or perhaps they are not sharing the variations, complexity, and depth of their thoughts, feelings, and experiences. The line between privacy and secrecy in adoption can be fraught. There could be very good reasons why you are not privy to details even when it comes to close friends and family members, or there could be very bad reasons why details have not been shared. Is it about control or fear or privacy and protection? Consider why they may not be sharing everything with you. How might you express more curiosity, compassion, and openness to the hard truths of adoption? Perhaps you will start by letting them know that you read this book. Perhaps you could ask them to recommend another adoption memoir for you to read. 

			Lastly, I believe adoption memoirs are important for members of the adoption constellation in providing an opportunity to discover one’s own personal ambiguous thoughts and feelings crystallized in another’s words. Gathering these phrases and stories can be a way for us to come out of the fog of the false narrative about adoption. I hope as you read that you will find both truths and perhaps your own experience crystalized in Mary Ellen’s words.

			—Brooke Randolph, LMHC, therapist, author, speaker, and trainer specializing in adoption and Brainspotting.

		


		
			​Introduction

			 

			This is my story of an infant who was brought into a family with roots and branches that did not belong to her. The roots of her adoptive family intertwined with her persistent fibers of self, often in confusing ways. The couple thought she came to them as a tabula rasa, a blank slate, and they hoped to etch their likeness, to imprint their heritage, on her. They nurtured, protected, and shaped her—these strangers—yet she remained unchanged: strong, determined, rebellious, and questioning.

			This is my story of a girl’s and then a woman’s struggle to restore her identity. Some of my efforts were rewarded and some were not. In South Carolina, my birth state, adoptees’ vital records have been sealed from our viewing and possession since 1964 when I was twelve. My adoptive parents likely weren’t aware of that sealing, nor would they have objected had they known. They had, after all, been told by the agency that next to nothing was known about my birth mother and her family, and they never questioned the authority of the church. I am a perpetual child in the view of church and state with no agency in a law that marginalizes me and strips me of a right to my identification. What is more, the agency, purported to be built on charity, is a willing participant in the law that falsified church and state documents and denies me my original birth records. 

			My adoptee story was made complex by military life. As a subject of primal separation, my family’s transience and separations felt overbearing. I coped and asserted myself without a clear path and continuous connections that neighborhood, school, lifelong friends, and extended family can provide. Still, I reaped the benefits of an enlarged experience brought by Air Force life. 

			My parents’ duty was to protect and save me from what might have been. From the harms of abandonment. From my birth mother’s original sin. From the limbo of lost babies in the infant home. My story is told through old letters my adoptive parents wrote, baby book notes, myriad photos, and my memories. It’s a story of the recovery of pieces scattered and strewn like breadcrumbs when my natural mother gave me up to strangers, and the pieces I’ve gathered to recover myself. My life stories resided in fable until my truth was revealed—expanded by discovery.

			This is a work of creative nonfiction; an epistolary memoir. It is a collage of letters, fragments, vignettes, lyric prose, and narrative. The memory of dialogue is notoriously inadequate and flawed, and I attempt to portray conversations in their context. My youngest memories of places and events are based on photos augmented by firsthand family descriptions and stories. Although I sometimes write from the perspective of perhaps, my truths are intact. 

		


		
			​Part One

			[image: ]

		


		
			​Prologue

			Ties Unbound

			On a bitterly cold Pennsylvania day, in January 2014, I’m alone in my adoptive mother’s bedroom, preparing for her move to an assisted living center. Loose photos and family albums lie on this double bed with its carved pineapple finials. Her mother left many of these photos behind, and they, the bed, and its matched, mirrored mahogany bureau—photos scattered across its surface—are now hers. Here is my baby book and framed portraits of me; testaments to new parents’ devotion. I juggle all these memories with some of my own.

			My nana tucked her photos in scrapbooks where the mucilage of memories has kept them in the safety of black corners. When was the last time they saw daylight? Bundles wrapped in rubber bands stuffed into shoeboxes; frilly brag books and framed images of nieces and nephews, only a few of whom I’ve met. Crinkle-edged black-and-whites and faded 1960s color shots from pre-digital years are in my hands.

			Who are these people? I recognize the faces of some who have crossed my plane in tangent. We share no heritage, and I ache for such a bond. As I turn the coarse, corn-colored album leaves, searching captioned names and places, I’m aware that these folks have lived ordinary lives like me. They were never mine, yet I assume the memory of my adoptive ancestry. How to solve the quandary that I hold in my hands?

		


		
			​Angel Child

			The couple invited their pastor to a modest Sunday dinner in their tiny Sumter, South Carolina, apartment on East Liberty Street, the same street as St. Anne’s Catholic Church. Perhaps Agnes served pot roast and a dessert of angel food cake and tea. She would repeat the story through my childhood about the occasion, marking it as the time Father Bayard introduced her and Al to adoption. The essence of the story follows:

			The priest queried the couple, “How is it you’ve been married five years and have no children?” Al shyly related the story of his life-threatening illness and surgeries in 1935–1936 as the cause of their inability to conceive. 

			“Well then, you must adopt a child! I can connect you with the right people. Many babies are waiting to be loved by good people such as you.” 

			And so, they decided to embark on the journey to adopt. It was the best alternative to having a natural child in the mind of the obliging priest. This Catholic son and daughter would become parents. 

		


		
			​The Hopeful Parents 

			Agnes was born to Julia Ballas Tokar on a small farm in Three Springs, Pennsylvania, on August 10, 1922. When the mine that employed her father, Michael, closed in 1932, he moved his family to New York City: first to the Lower East Side, then to the West Village, and later to St. Paul the Apostle Parish on West Fifty-Ninth Street. Agnes finished grade school at St. Paul’s and attended Jean the Baptist all-girls high school. 

			In 1941, Agnes entered a two-year nursing program at St. Vincent’s Hospital in Greenwich Village and went on to receive a bachelor of science degree in public health nursing at St. John’s University. She joined the Brooklyn Visiting Nurse Association and commuted from her parents’ apartment on West Fifty-Eighth Street. 

			Aloysius Caffrey was born in March 1921, the sixth and youngest child of a first-generation Irish couple, Patrick and Ellen Mary, who lived in the heart of New York City. His mother was forty-three years old at the time of his birth. His parents owned and operated a tavern in the city. He attended St. John the Baptist grade school, and when his family moved to St. Paul the Apostle Parish in 1934, he finished grammar school there. Al and Agnes met through mutual friends at church.

			In September 1935, Al entered the Paulist Fathers Junior Seminary. Agnes was well-acquainted with him and recorded details of their friendship in her diary. In November 1935, he had an attack of appendicitis with complications that kept him hospitalized or convalescing at home until September 1936. He resumed study for the priesthood at the Paulist Brothers Junior Seminary in Baltimore but withdrew in 1941 to test his vocation. Around this time, he and Agnes began to talk about marriage. He returned to his parents’ home while working as a clerical apprentice for General Motors Acceptance Corporation (GMAC). His father died at sixty-five in April 1942. In August 1942, Al and Agnes were engaged.

			He enlisted in the US Army Air Corps in September 1942 and served in Calcutta, India, as a photo technician and camera repairman. He was discharged on February 9, 1946, as a staff sergeant and returned to his mother’s apartment and GMAC. He entered night school at St. John’s University School of Business Administration. A month after his military discharge, his mother died of a heart attack. He and Agnes married on August 10, 1946, in St. Paul the Apostle Church.

			In March 1948, Al was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the Air Force Reserves as an aerial photographic officer. He was recalled to active duty with the Air Force in October 1950 and assigned duties as an assistant photo officer and adjutant of a photo squadron. In April 1951, the squadron was transferred to Shaw Air Force Base, South Carolina. He rented an apartment in Sumter, and in June 1951, Agnes resigned from her position in public health nursing and joined him. He was thirty-one, and she was thirty. 

		


		
			​Letters of Reference

			Many letters were exchanged through the adoption process; references from clergy, including their New York City church associates, and this one from Al’s commanding officer: 

			363d Reconnaissance Technical Squadron

			Shaw Air Force Base, South Carolina

			7 November 1951

			To Whom It May Concern:

			It has been brought to my attention that Lieutenant and Mrs. Aloysius A. Caffrey intend to adopt a child. As his immediate commanding officer, I have had an excellent opportunity to observe his habits, manners, and character during the past year, and I feel my observations may prove valuable in evaluating his desirability as a parent.

			Lieutenant Caffrey has served as my adjutant since October 19, 1950. He has performed his duties during this period in a superior manner, his devotion to duty has been outstanding, and I can honestly state that he is one of the most conscientious men I have ever had the pleasure of being associated with. He has demonstrated to me a high degree of intelligence, unquestioned dependability, mature judgment, and sincerity. He is most certainly a credit to the uniform he wears.

			I might further state that Lieutenant Caffrey is well-liked by his fellow officers. He has a pleasant personality, gets along well with everyone, and treats his fellow human beings with respect. His personal behavior has been unquestioned, and his moral character is outstanding. Although he and I are of different religious denominations, I know him to be a man of deep religious convictions and beliefs. 

			In the past year, I have also had the pleasure of meeting and knowing Mrs. Caffrey. Like her husband, she is a fine person, and one whom I feel is well qualified in every respect to assume the responsibilities of parenthood. 

			Concluding, I would like to make this statement. I know of no couple of my acquaintances whom I would consider more deserving or qualified for parenthood through adoption. I feel so strongly that Lieutenant and Mrs. Caffrey would make good parents, that I would go so far as to say that I would not hesitate to give them my daughter to raise if I was forced to do so by some unforeseen tragedy.

			If I can be of any further assistance in furnishing information on Lieutenant Caffrey, I would be pleased to do so. Your correspondence will receive my prompt attention.

			Sincerely yours, 

			Samuel A. Custer, Major USAF Commanding

			 

			 

			November 5, 1951

			Mr. Austin Gordon

			Columbus Avenue between 59th and 60th St. 

			New York City, New York

			Dear Mr. Gordon,

			My wife and I are planning on adopting a child, and we need letters from reputable people to the effect that we are practicing Catholics and worthy to be parents of a child. Since you have known my wife and me for several years, I would appreciate a letter of recommendation from you addressed “To whom it may concern.” You can mail the letter of recommendation to Reverend Father Nicholas Bayard, Saint Anne’s Roman Catholic Church, Sumter, South Carolina. I would appreciate your giving this your prompt attention because it is our hope that we may have a child before Christmas.

			Sincerely yours, 

			Aloysius A. Caffrey, 2nd Lt. USAF

			 

			 

			(Undated)

			Reverend Father Thomas McMahon

			Church of St. Paul the Apostle 

			415 West 59th Street

			New York City, New York

			Dear Father McMahon, 

			My wife and I are in the process of adopting a child, and the children’s home requires a letter from our pastor recommending us as good practicing Catholics. Since I still consider St. Paul the Apostle parish as my home parish, I would appreciate a letter from you to this effect. Since you are constantly meeting people and I may not be too familiar to you, you may remember me better as one of the ushers in the church, and as an ex-member of the Juniorate in Baltimore. Father Joseph Hayes was one of my roommates in Baltimore, and he also knows my wife, Agnes. Father Hayes may have a good word for me.

			I have lived in St. Paul’s parish since 1934, except for the years during the war when I was in the Air Force. I hope someday to return to St. Paul’s when world conditions take a turn for the better, and I once again become a civilian.

			A prompt reply from you will be greatly appreciated and may enable us to have our child before the Christmas holiday. Your letter may be sent to Rev. Father Nicholas Bayard, St. Anne’s Roman Catholic Church, Sumter, South Carolina.

			Respectfully yours, 

			Aloysius A. Caffrey, 2nd Lt. USAF

			 

			 

			November 8, 1951

			Church of St. Paul the Apostle

			Paulist Fathers

			415 West 59th Street

			New York, 19 N.Y.

			Lieut. Aloysius A. Caffrey 

			363 Recon. Tech Squadron 

			Shaw Air Force Base, 

			South Carolina

			Dear Al,

			I received your letter this morning. I am happy to tell you that I have written to Father Bayard giving you the recommendation you desire. You and your wife are to be commended for this wonderful gesture.

			With every best wish, I am, 

			sincerely yours in Christ, 

			Thomas G. McMahon, C.S.P., Pastor

			 

			 

			(in Agnes’s longhand)

			Very Rev. Father Maurice Shean

			the Oratory

			Rock Hill, South Carolina

			Dec. 8, 1951

			Dear Father Shean,

			Father Nicholas Bayard of St. Anne’s parish, Sumter, South Carolina, suggested that we write to you and request an appointment with you regarding the adoption of a child for which we have made an application through Father Bayard. Since my husband is in service, and it is difficult for him to be absent from his duty during the week, I would greatly appreciate it if you could arrange for us to visit you on Sunday afternoon, December 16, 1951, at any hour that is convenient to you. We will keep the day open and await your answer. If you cannot arrange a meeting with us on December 16, we would greatly appreciate your letting us know what Sunday would be possible for you to see us after January 1.

			Respectfully yours, 

			Agnes G. Caffrey

			 

			 

			The wheels of the couple’s adoption process began to turn, but not without a hitch. In Reverend Shean’s multiple roles as provost and liaison with Catholic Charities and the Charleston Archdiocese, he traveled between the Oratory in Rock Hill, Charleston, and Savannah, Georgia. I can imagine how anxiously Agnes and Al were anticipating a reply from Father Shean. They might have worried that Agnes’s handwritten missive hadn’t arrived in Rock Hill and wondered whether she had used enough postage. At last, the couple received the reply on Oratory letterhead with the Latin motto Omnia Omnibus—all things to all men—the envelope fixed with a long strip of purple three-cent stamps for “Special Delivery.”

			December 15, 1951

			The Oratory

			Rock Hill

			South Carolina

			Mrs. Aloysius Caffrey 

			202 East Liberty Street

			Sumter, South Carolina

			Dear Mrs. Caffrey:

			I have your letter of December 8th and I must apologize that it has not been possible for me to get down to Sumter to see you earlier than this particular time, and I sincerely hope that you will be patient with the delay in the handling of your application. 

			I should be very happy to see you on the 16th, but I think it might be better if we were to arrange it in such a way that I see you in Sumter, for the simple reason that I must go to Savannah on the 16th and it would be a simple matter for me to stop in Sumter to see you on the way down rather than have you come all the way up to Rock Hill. At the moment, I shall plan to arrive in Sumter, either on Saturday evening or Sunday morning. In either case, I shall call you upon arrival and I think we will be able to take care of this matter before the week is finished. 

			With every best wish I am, 

			sincerely yours in Christ and St. Philip, 

			Very Reverend Maurice V. Shean, C.O. Provost

			 

			The next hand-penned letter from Reverend Shean is a bit of a mystery. The letterhead is “The Barringer Hotels” for Hotel Richmond in Augusta, Georgia. That doesn’t puzzle me because I read the priest traveled between Georgia and Charleston Diocese. But the date on his letter is August 17, 1951—well before adoption communications had begun. The small envelope is crowded. There are two postmarks, Dec. 27, Sumter, SC which overlaps Dec. 18, 1951, Augusta, GA. Father had addressed the letter to “Mr. and Mrs. Aloysius C. c/o Reverend Nicholas Bayard St. Anne’s Church 216 East Liberty Street, Sumter, S.C.” But the address was crossed out, and a forwarding address written across the left side of the envelope in pencil reads “c/o Tokar 444 W. 58th St. New York, 19 N.Y.”—the address of Agnes’s parents. Only one purple three-cent stamp is affixed, and there is no New York City postmark. Did the initial recipient, perhaps a secretary at St. Anne’s Church cross out “to the care of Father Bayard,” check the parishioners’ file box for C., and find an alternate New York address? And after writing in the address, did she realize that the C.’s address was across the street and deliver it to Agnes by hand? The mystery letter reads:

			Aug. 17-51 [sic] 

			Dear Mr. and Mrs. Caffrey

			If you are angry you have a right to be. I’m very sorry that I did not see you on Sunday. On Saturday in a conversation with Miss Margaret Bayley of Catholic Charities of Charleston, Miss Bayley asked that you go to Charleston for the interview. You would have to come to her or call to make an appointment that would be suitable for you and her. I’m sure that she would not be able to see you on a Sunday. 

			Miss Margaret Bayley, Catholic Charities of Charleston 86 America St., Charleston, S.C.

			I have sent the papers to her. 

			Sincerely, 

			Fr. Maurice Shean

			 

			The next two notes from Catholic Charities must have followed one or two I did not find from Al and Agnes, in their anxious efforts to schedule an interview and complete the adoption application with all the parties: the Oratory and hospital-infant home, and the adoption agency—Catholic Charities. I cannot guess why no reference was made to making phone calls to expedite the application process. 

			January 16, 1952

			Catholic Charities of Charleston

			86 America St. 

			Charleston, S.C.

			Dear Lieut. and Mrs. Caffrey,

			Thank you so much for your letter of January ninth. We will be delighted to see you both someday before noon either next week or the week after. We do ask that you come on one of the weekdays because these interviews have not proved satisfactory on the weekend. We suggest that you arrange permission for a day most convenient for you, but also arrange an alternate day. We will do our best to arrange our schedule here to suit the day you choose. If we cannot, we will do so for the alternate day suggested. We will expect to hear something from you about this shortly. And we’ll look forward to meeting you both with pleasure.

			Sincerely yours, 

			(Miss) Margaret Bayley, Executive Secretary

			 

			 

			January 18, 1952

			Lieut. and Mrs. Aloysius Caffrey 

			202 East Liberty Street

			Sumter, South Carolina

			Dear Lt. and Mrs. Caffrey,

			Your letter suggesting an appointment for 10 a.m. on Thursday, January 24th will be quite satisfactory for us.

			We will look forward to your coming.

			Sincerely yours, 

			Margaret Bayley

			Executive Secretary

			Catholic Charities of Charleston

			


		
			​The Announcement

			Catholic Charities of Charleston

			86 America Street

			Charleston, 14, South Carolina

			February 19, 1952

			Dear Lt. and Mrs. Caffrey:

			Here is good news! Baby Ruth Ann will be waiting for you in the Infant Home as soon as you tell us you can conveniently make the trip to Rock Hill. She was born on September 21, 1951, and so is nearly five months old. She has brown eyes and dark hair and weighs about fourteen pounds. The baby’s nationality background is predominantly Irish and English. Her parents were of average height and medium build. There is no history of advanced education, due more to circumstance than lack of ability. There is no one particular occupation or talent that needs mentioning. 

			As soon as you feel that you can make the trip to Rock Hill, let us know so that we will be able to notify Sister Mathia of your coming. She will release the baby to you on any weekday between the hours of 10:00 and 10:30 or 2:00 and 2:30. The afternoon is the only convenient time on Sunday.

			When you go to Rock Hill, you will go directly to St. Philip’s Hospital, which is on Confederate Avenue. Sister Mathia will go with you across the street to the Infant Home. You will want to take to Rock Hill whatever clothing you want the baby to travel in. 

			We suggest also that you bring a couple of sterilized bottles for feedings and a well-scalded thermos bottle in which Sister can put some of the baby’s formula.

			One of our requirements during probation is that you send us a report letter each month. This is most important. If we have not anticipated all the questions you might have, just let us know when you tell us that you are going to make the trip.

			With all good wishes, I am

			sincerely yours, 

			(Miss) Margaret Bayley

			Executive Secretary

			(At the bottom of the letterhead stationary, “A Red Feather Service of the Charleston Community”)

			 

			 

			How many times must Al and Agnes have read and re-read this letter, studying the instructions? 

			The couple was surely over the moon! They would quickly tighten up their plan to make the trip to Rock Hill.

			When Al moved out of the Shaw AFB barracks, and Agnes took the train south, he had their furniture—originally from his parents’ apartment—trucked down. Agnes’s mother shipped a crib from New York to Sumter. The baby would have to sleep in the front room since there was barely room to make the bed in the couple’s bedroom.

		


		
			​Out of the Blue, a Poem in Prose

			What did Virgo’s stars portend? A prophecy of place and time, a raison d’être. On the designated date, September 21, the cusp of Libra the Just, she was pushed into the autumnal equinox. Formed in a fog like a nebula. Delivered in sorrow on fall’s first day. Early autumn brought blue asters, sweaters, schooldays, and storms.

			 

			The mother and child—placed together by unvirtuous accident—were separated in a single, swift scoop of happenstance. All concerned should be protected. Our union of chance was brought asunder by circumstance. Another postwar charity case gave me life and then left in tears. Left me in tears. In a swirl of ambiguity and abstraction, we were severed and left to wonder. The facts of her birth were muddled, muddied by secrets and lies, her name erased, the records sealed. Out of the wild blue yonder, blue like a September sky, like a sapphire birthstone, she belonged to an Air Force couple.

		


		
			​February 27, 1952

			In the upstairs nursery, the baby girl lies awake in her crib. Maybe her brown eyes follow swaying bare oak branches across the winter windowpane. As she finds her soothing left thumb, she whimpers in empathy to another infant’s cries. She hears the voice of the one who brings her comfort; who changes her diaper, lifts her up, and holds her on her soft, white lap. “Ruth Ann,” she calls her, and the infant opens her mouth like a hungry sparrow for the cereal spoon. As the kind woman holds the infant against her bosom, Ruth reaches her chubby fingers to the white veil and nurses warm formula from the glass bottle. Or, when the bottle is propped against a rolled cotton blanket, Ruth is vigilant; scanning the room from her crib. 

			What memories reside in her? What impressions of life before birth—when within the womb she heard her mother’s full voice in a hymn or country song, felt the clutch of her heavy sobs, or her soft murmurs, or the fearsome grip of her outrage? What about Ruth’s early months in institutional care? The sealed location of her birth; the shifts and transfers? Foster care--with whom? 

		


		
			​Rock Hill, The Oratory and St. Philip’s Mercy

			The Oratory is a mission run by a society of priests and brothers, a federation founded in Italy by St. Philip Neri (1515–1595). In 1934, the Oratory established a community in Rock Hill, its first in this country, in response to the needs of the poor, many of whom were mill workers. The Oratory invited the Sisters of the Third Order of St. Francis, founded in Peoria, Illinois—who care for the poor and the sick—to Rock Hill to purchase and operate the Fennell Infirmary. Founded in 1910 by Dr. William Wallace Fennell, a country doctor, and orthopedic surgeon (1869–1926), the Infirmary was known to take in foundlings for adoption. 

			When the Infirmary closed in 1935, the Oratory acquired it with the Sisters of St. Francis and renamed it St. Philip’s Mercy Hospital and Infant Home. The Oratory and a home across the street from the hospital, the Infant and Foundling Annex, worked with Catholic Charities of Charleston and the law firm of Spencer & Spencer to place infants in qualified homes. 

			An article sent to me by the archivist of York County Library, Rock Hill: (Note the spelling with double l’s which I’ve seen used alternately with Philip’s.)

			St. Phillip’s Hospital Adds Children’s Annex

			March 8, 1951, The Herald, Rock Hill

			Work has already begun on a children’s hospital annex which will be part of St. Phillip’s Hospital in Rock Hill. The annex, which will provide additional facilities for at least twenty-four children, will be in a building directly across the street from the main hospital building on Confederate Avenue. The building which will be used for the new annex was formerly used as a foundling home. Present plans will call for the building to be remodeled so that the entire first floor will be converted into a children’s hospital. The second floor will be used by the foundling home. The children’s hospital will help fill in an urgent need for additional bed space at Saint Phillip’s. The annex will be a complete unit in itself with offices, utility rooms, portable x-ray, and other necessary equipment for the care of children. A sprinkler system will also be installed. In addition to the work being done at the children’s annex, a sprinkler system will also be installed in the main hospital building. This is another step in the remodeling program which has been going forward at the hospital for some time. 

			Cost: Sister Mathia, Superintendent of the hospital, estimates that the total cost of the new annex and sprinkler systems will be about $22,000. 

			Recently, she mailed letters to persons who contributed to a 1948 drive for funds for a new hospital asking if they objected if their contributions were used to help pay for a children’s annex. She said today that so far the response has been overwhelmingly favorable to the plan. The 1948 drive collected about $10,000, and that money was put in a savings account to be used as a building fund. 

			Asked if plans for the proposed new hospital had been abandoned, Sister Mathia replied, “No, we haven’t given up our plans or hopes for a new hospital. But we realize that it is impossible for us to build at this time because construction prices are high and materials are getting scarce. But we do have hope to get a new hospital in the future.” 

			She added, “Right now we desperately need more space. The establishment of a children’s annex will be a great help. That is why we asked those who contributed if they mind us using the money to provide these badly needed facilities. They have been most kind and cooperative in the replies, and we deeply appreciate their attitude.”

			The present plant is normally a 65-bed hospital but often takes care of more patients than that at one time. Sister Mathia said the new edition will permit the hospital to take care of at least 100 patients.

		


		
			​Homecoming

			Early on the morning of February 27, Al warms up his Chevy sedan on the driveway of their Sumter apartment building. He’s wearing civilian clothes—perhaps gabardine slacks, a gray raincoat, and a herringbone newsboy cap. His brown wavy hair is clipped close for military service.

			Agnes wears a tweed car coat and rubber ankle boots. Her blue, gold, and white cotton headscarf, printed with Army Air Corps symbols, a souvenir of her husband’s wartime service, is tied under her chin. She hoists a blue vinyl flight bag onto the back seat. According to the instructions in the letter confirming their appointment, two warm blankets—one is Air Force blue wool—are stacked in the metal-framed car bed, one of several baby items Agnes’s mother sent from New York. 

			They turn onto Main Street toward Columbia via Highway 201. The sloshing sound of the windshield wipers against the wet snow adds to Agnes’s jitters. Their appointment with Sister Mathia is in two hours. In good weather, the trip takes about two hours. They head north to Rock Hill near the North Carolina border.

			Since the day they applied in the Charleston office of Catholic Charities to adopt a child, they’ve been busy with preparations. They’ve longed for a baby for years, and now the time has come. Agnes is afraid to hope too much, perhaps afraid of disappointment. 

			I imagine their meeting: Sister Mathia, Superintendent of St. Philip’s Mercy Hospital and Infant Home, in her black habit and black lace-up shoes, steps through the hospital’s front door and approaches the couple on the wet sidewalk. Smiling, she extends her hand to the nervous prospective parents. “Pleased to meet you…I hope your trip wasn’t too difficult. Should we go across the street? Someone is waiting to meet you!” Sister touches the rim of her headpiece against the wind, and the couple follows her on the new cement path between the clipped shrubs, into the Children’s Annex. They climb the narrow stairs one flight up to the renovated nursery, freshly painted light green; soft window light filtering in. 

			The perimeter is lined with cribs, and more cribs form aisles in the center. Babies who populated the nursery were born and relinquished in hospitals--St. Philip’s, St. Francis, and Greenville General--and maternity homes. Many mothers were poor textile or cotton mill workers. Some were young and unmarried. Some abandoned infants had been transported across South Carolina, or from out of state. I’m told by someone who was also an infant in the Annex in the 1950s that some babies were delivered at St. Philip’s Hospital by women from affluent families. Some, she said might have been the infants of Hollywood screen stars, though I can’t confirm this. All the infants were being offered, it was said, the chance of a better life, away from less desirable circumstances. 

			 

			 

			Sister Francella, the jovial baby nurse, joins them. Babies aged six weeks through

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

OEBPS/image/I-Must-Have-Wandered_ITP.jpg
A Quest for the Recovery of Heritage

[ MUST
HAVE
WANDERED

An Adopted Air Force Daughter Recalls

MARY ELLEN GAMBUTTI





OEBPS/image/scene-break.jpg





