
		
			[image: Cover for The Girl I Am, Was, and Never Will Be: A Speculative Memoir of Transracial Adoption, Author, Shannon Gibney]
		

	
		
			
			
			[image: Book Title, The Girl I Am, Was, and Never Will Be: A Speculative Memoir of Transracial Adoption, Author, Shannon Gibney, Imprint, Dutton Books for Young Readers]
			

		

	
		
			
			DUTTON BOOKS

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, New York

			
				[image: ]
			

			First published in the United States of America by Dutton Books, 
an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, 2023

			Copyright © 2023 by Shannon Gibney

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Dutton is a registered trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Visit us online at penguinrandomhouse.com.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

			Ebook ISBN 9780593112007

			Cover art © 2023 by Max Reed

			Cover design by Anna Booth

			Design by Anna Booth, adapted for ebook by Michelle Quintero

			This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

			The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

			pid_prh_6.9_151959343_c0_r0

		

	
		
			
			For Erin Powers
and for Boisey Collins Jr.,
both on the other side of something 
just beyond view.

		

	
		
			
			
				“…narratives…pull us through to the next realm, or the parallel universe, or the future in which we are the protagonists.”

				—adrienne maree brown

				“I had been an empty space, and now I was finding a language, a story to shape myself by. I had been alone and now there were others.”

				—Linda Hogan

				“Since 1975 I too had many hopes, wishes, wonderings, imaginings, etc. etc., re: Shannon (who I still know as Erin).”

				—Patricia Powers

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I was born January 30, 1975, in Ann Arbor, Michigan.

			The name on my birth certificate is Shannon Gibney, and my parents are listed as Jim and Susan Gibney. These are my white adoptive parents, who raised me. They gave me the loafers I remember wearing almost forty years ago. The backyard woods where my imagination first grew roots was theirs.

			The woman who gave birth to me and subsequently relinquished me was named Patricia Powers. She was a white, working-class Irish American woman who had a short relationship with my African American birth father, Boisey Collins Jr. My birth mother named me Erin Powers after I was born, but I didn’t find that out until I was nineteen. I possess no childhood memories of either of them.

			I grew up with my white adoptive parents in Ann Arbor, Michigan, with two white brothers, who were biologically related to my parents. When I was nineteen and no longer a child in the eyes of the state, I embarked on a search for my possible birth siblings and my birth parents. I found my birth mother, Patricia Powers, who then still lived in her hometown of Utica, New York. We had a complicated, on-again, off-again relationship from the mid-nineties until her death from cancer in 2014. She was fifty-eight when she passed.

			Through my search, I also discovered that my birth father, Boisey Collins Jr., died from complications due to injuries he sustained during a high-speed police chase in Palo Alto, California, in 1981, when I was six. He was thirty-five at the time of his death.

			I discovered many other things through my search and reunion experiences. I did not discover many things, as well. (I keep that particular hunger at bay with scraps of speculation.)

			I now have two living children of my own, Boisey and Marwein, and one dead, Sianneh.

			This is one way to tell the story, in this time, in this place.

			What follows are other ways to tell the stories of Shannon and Erin, the known and the unknown, truth and speculation, to awaken the sleepers, to call forth the living, the dead, and those residing elsewhere.

		

	
		
			November 1994.

			Letter from Patricia Powers to Shannon Gibney.
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				Shannon, I must inform you of the following [illegible]: you must be diligent in your own self-breast exam (do it monthly), and for you to obtain a baseline mammogram (even though you’re in your 20’s)—don’t let your primary healthcare provider tell you otherwise. As you may or may not recall your biological grandmother had breast cancer for which she underwent left mastectomy 2 years ago (yes, she is now considered “a survivor”—however the 5-year mark is still considered monumental). Since your biological grandmother was orphaned @ 12 yrs of age, we have no family history pre–your grandmother (this is important in assessing women’s risk. However, I, over the years, have undergone 3 surgical breast biopsies—the pathology reports from these biopsies and the fact that my mother had breast cancer places me @ a higher risk for breast cancer. […]

				The consequence of this information for you is:

				
						
						You must do monthly self-breast exams to get to know your breasts so-to-speak, and assess any abnormalities early. (If you do not know how to do this or feel uncomfortable about it, I can send you a teaching pamphlet and/or verbally discuss it with you.)

					

						
						Obtain a Baseline Mammography: Your primary care MD or Nurse Practitioner must order this. Do not let them tell you are too young (many MD’s remain uninformed and misinformed about this). My first breast lump was discovered when I was 22 years old. Mammographies are slightly uncomfortable, but expose you to less radiation than an x-ray. Just make sure wherever you go, they use what is called low-dose mammography.

					

				

				Family History to tell your health provider:

				
						
						Biological Grandmother with breast cancer (older family history unknown due to grandmother being orphaned).

					

						
						Biological mother @ higher-risk for breast cancer: More info on me can be sent if needed.

					

						
						2 biological Aunts (Kathleen and Bridget) @ higher risk.

					

						
						Your biological 2nd cousin with breast cancer (now expired).

					

				

				Shannon, this health history is not intended to frighten you in any way. It is intended to inform you so you may have as much control over this unfortunate health issue as possible. Feel free to discuss all of this with your Mom…She may call me or write if she would like—to better inform both of you. You may not be @ higher-risk at all, but it’s important for you to follow-through with mammography and to do self-breast exam.

				Unfortunately, I have no knowledge of your biological father’s family history. I would however advise you to contact them to try to find out if there is a family history of breast cancer, particularly in your biological grandmother. (Remember though that men get breast cancer too).

			

		

	
		
			Utica, New York. August 1994.

			Erin Powers is nineteen.

			Erin sits down on the front stoop, wraps her arms around her sharp knees, and then lays her head across them sideways. From this vantage point she can see her neighbors Phil and Alice having a fight on their porch across the street. She blinks and then feels her mascara dripping down the side of her face from the heat. She wipes it away with the back of her hand. She doesn’t know where she will sleep tonight, but she knows it will not be in her own bed.

			Her mother has just thrown her out, she says for her own good. She discovered Erin’s transcript from her second semester at Utica College, hidden at the bottom of her underwear drawer, clearly listing Fs beside each class, because she did not attend and did not do the work. You are probably the most brilliant person I have ever met, and you just waste all of it…Why? I will never understand you. I sacrificed everything for you, and yet you choose to spit in my face…

			Her mother who is dying of a cancer of unknown origin. Her mother who will not submit to further tests that everyone says are necessary, much less treatment. Patricia Powers: a rebel to the very end. Or maybe a rebel heralding her own ending?

			When Mom speaks like this to her, Erin has to concentrate on balling her hands into tight fists, and commanding them to stay at her sides, because what she really wants to do is sock her in the mouth—hard. I finally got my life in order, after so many years of messing it up so royally, and I wish you could support me by not wasting yours. After all, you are the one who knows the costs of living with a drunk most intimately. And now, she will get to understand the costs of dying with a drunk most intimately.

			Erin thinks of the girl then, Other-Erin-Who-Is-Not-Erin, and wonders if she has lived with a white mother who should have been better, who so many times could have chosen to be better, but did not…Is she also looking for her Absent Black Father (and by extension, her Blackness) or at least for a sibling who could relate, and instead coming up against wall after wall, her dying mother and white family understanding none of it?

			At least I have Essie is what always comes to her in these moments. Essie always with the Eat some more, Flaquísima, at her family dinner table, eyeing Erin’s tiny wrists and ever-angular face with worry. Essie of the We’ll find something this time, I can feel it, every time Erin drags her to some random county office in the middle of a cornfield, tracking down a lead on some tiny bit of information about her father. Essie of You’re Black, Flaca, just accept it. Like I’m Mexican. Plain to see if you just use your eyes. Fuck ’em, Erin, even if they’re your family. White people are wack. But that’s not your fault.

			Erin stands up, dusting off her bright red silk jumper dress. She found it at a vintage shop and wears it frequently over T-shirts. She would like a cigarette right about now, but she’ll die before she goes back into that house and wakes her mother. No. Essie. Essie will let her bunk on the floor of the apartment she shares with three other girls near Mohawk Community College. It might not be comfortable, but it will work for the time being. And in her nineteen years, Erin has become a master of making broken things work. She starts walking, kicking up stones and stepping on cracks in the sidewalk with each step.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			Recursive selves, infinite pathways

			What is a story, if not a set of particular details, in a particular space and time, with particular people—all of it porous, weaving in and out of other stories (both broken and whole) in time, place, and space?

			What is a family, if not a set of relations that people in powerful institutions create, transform, or dissolve through official documents?

			What is a brother, if not you who I say is my brother?

			What is a birth mother, but a secondary character in a story that never concludes?

			The only way for people like me—adoptees—to express the truth of our lives and experiences is to embrace that there are no singular truths. There is no one reality. There are no stories without holes. There are only spaces to be breathed into. Sometimes, rewritten. Always, the spaces are revered. And feared.

			There are connections. Powerful ones that seem to generate their own energy capable of spanning divides of space and time. And there is always something on the other side of the divide. In my imagination, the energy is a spiral emitting hot sparks and with a core of possibility that I can’t help but be drawn to, just as I’m drawn to my own face in a mirror. Some aspect of adoptees’ birth stories that gnaws at us because it just doesn’t make sense. Some tale of our origins too blurry to be seen or understood. In many ways, this is why the speculative realm of wormholes and timelines intersecting exists for many of us near or beside our “real lives.” Who would I be now if I had been raised in Korea? How many birth siblings do I have out there? Do they look like me? Laugh like me? What would it really have been like if my birth parents raised me? Would I know to ask a doctor for a mammogram before it’s too late? In this way, the speculative is not conjecture for adoptees. The speculative is our “real lives.”

			I may have imbibed a steady stream of Flash Gordon, Star Wars, and Star Trek growing up, and like so many children, incorporated those fantastical elements of travel through space and time, portals to multiple dimensions and universes, time loops, and whatnot into my sense of the world. I may have played imaginary games with my brothers and cousins and friends out in the woods behind our house in Ann Arbor, and worried that I spotted a rip in the fabric of space-time on the ground. I may have wondered if there were other me’s in these adjacent universes, and thought about what I would say to them if I ever met them, how I would see them, if they could see me. Always, I wondered if they felt as strange as I did, a mixed Black girl in a white family with just a little bit of knowledge of what was on the other side of the divide in my story: my birth mother’s story, my birth father’s story, the me’s they knew only briefly. How did all these stories, this mad mix of knowns and unknowns, touch us?

		

	
		
			Memory

			A reader of an early draft asks, “Are the loafers you and Erin share a very specific memory for you? Is there any chance there’s a picture of you wearing them?”

			I shuffle toward my now-busted childhood scrapbook, elementary school certificates of achievement and withered school-year photos falling out its edges. I flip through the coarse construction-paper pages. And it is then that I see it. “OMG, I’ve totally seen that look from the first picture on my daughter’s face…”
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					Shannon (second from left, in loafers) rehearsing a fourth-grade production of Mary Poppins.

				
			
		

	
		
			Point of View

			I am Erin, I say in my head.

			I am Erin, she says in my head.

			I am Erin, Shannon says in her head.

			I am Erin, Shannon says in my head.

			Shannon is Erin, I say in her head.

			I am she, Erin says in Shannon’s head.

			The girl I could have been, says Shannon. The girl I am, says Erin. The girl I never was, but could always see.

			The two timelines, the two me’s existing at the point of a wormhole, they both say.

			Erin? Shannon asks.

			Shannon? Erin asks.

			I am Shannon, I say in my head.

			I am Shannon, she says in my head.

			I am Shannon, Erin says in her head.

			I am Shannon, Erin says in my head.

			Erin is Shannon, I say in her head.

			I am she, Shannon says in Erin’s head.

			The girl I could have been…

		

	
		
			Utica, New York. September 1985.

			Erin Powers is ten.

			Her mother is still asleep, but her mother is always asleep these days. The girl has a bright red jumper on over navy corduroy pants that her grandmother pressed for her the night before. The girl’s loafers are worn and stained, but she likes them that way because she can play kickball in them so much better at recess. When they were new last year, her feet slipped, and when she kicked the ball, her shoe would always go flying. Now, though, the hand-me-down, synthetic leather shoes pinch her toes. They are like second skin, sticking to her feet exactly, stopping and going when she needs them to.

			The morning is hazy and bright, the early fall clouds spanning the horizon. As she skips down the battered concrete steps of their apartment building, the girl resists the urge to scream at the top of her lungs. She doesn’t know exactly why she wants to do this. It’s just a feeling that will engulf her at random moments in her day, moments that she can’t predict. This sense of the bigness of the world, how much of it there is beyond her reach—and its essential goodness as well. But the girl knows that shouting like this, in the quiet lower-middle-class neighborhood that her aunts and uncles and grandmother have worked so hard to get her and her mother into, would be frowned upon, and she is already weary of the many frowns and questioning glances she and her mother get when they walk together anywhere here.

			A silver Trans Am rumbles by on the street, its exhaust too loud for so early in the morning. The girl notices the unfamiliar blue license plate and the bumper sticker that reads “Go Blue.”

			Six minutes before the bus comes. Six minutes to dawdle to the end of the block, dodging cracks in the sidewalk so as not to break your mother’s back. Six minutes to taunt the Evans’ dim-witted wolfhound. Her mother has told her on many occasions to leave that dog alone, you never know what a dog can do, even if it is securely tethered to a chain. But the girl never listens to her mother. Except when she hits her.

			“Erin!” a voice calls out brightly behind her.

			The girl—who is me, who was me, who was not me, who could have been me—turns around to face the voice. “Essie!” she answers, equally brightly. Essie is short for Esmeralda, a name that Erin finds far more beautiful, but that Essie insists she will never respond to. “It’s a vieja name,” she will say, twisting her nose into a knot and frowning. Like many children, Erin understands the feeling behind the words in languages she doesn’t speak—enjoys their gliding and sometimes raucous flow, even when she does not know their literal meaning. When she is around Essie and her family, running through the neighborhood before her mother gets home from work, eating chicharrones and quesadillas and rice and beans with the family, she feels like she fits right in with the ques and the sis and the flacos and the buen dia, mi amors. Although she can’t reply or participate in the conversation, she strangely feels more at ease with the Martinezes than she does with her own family. She doesn’t know why this is, only that it is true. And that it has something to do with the brownness of her skin and the bubble of scream in her throat that the ever-expansive world elicits now and then, and that it also has something to do with the look in her mother’s eyes when she finds out she has been over there again.

			“My mom said I had to wear a sweater this morning,” Essie says, running up to the girl breathlessly. She shrugs, and pulls at the sleeves of an ugly yellow sweater. Erin wonders if Essie found it in the same pile of worn sweaters she and her mother were looking through at Goodwill last weekend. “Ugh,” Essie says. “I’m hot already.”

			The girl nods. “Sorry.”

			Essie looks sideways at her friend, her bright red short-sleeve jumper lighting up the block. “You’re lucky your mom never makes you wear stuff,” she says.

			“Yeah.” The truth is that the girl has been dressing herself since she could walk, because her mother never showed any interest in what she was or was not wearing, and is unconscious most of the time she is home anyway.

			Essie glances back at her house furtively. “Once the bus comes, I’m taking this junk off. They can’t see what they can’t see.”

			Erin laughs. “You got something on under it, right?”

			Essie pushes her playfully. Gillian and Jack are already at the bus stop, a few feet in front of them. They are twins and are mostly obnoxious, so Essie and Erin want nothing to do with them. “No, I’m just gonna take it off and show it all to everyone,” says Essie.

			Erin laughs, and thrusts her chest out. “¡Hola, chicos! ¡Soy La Bella! ¡Besame mucho!” She puckers up and makes loud kissing noises.

			Essie collapses in giggles. “Ay, if Matilda saw you!” Matilda is Essie’s older sister. She is sixteen and a pain in the ass, as Essie’s brother says out of earshot of their parents. Always prancing around in too-short skirts and too-tight shirts, with way too much makeup—things that her parents will never let her wear out of the house. That is why there is always so much shouting.

			Gillian, who always wears her hair in two perfect braids, looks disgusted. “You’re weird,” she tells the girls as they approach.

			Essie rolls her eyes.

			But Erin can never help opening her mouth in moments like these. (“It’s why you’re your mother’s daughter,” her aunt Bridget is fond of telling her.)

			“At least we’re not ugly,” Erin tells Gillian, whose face immediately colors at the insult.

			Gillian is, in fact, not ugly at all. Gillian has perfectly white skin, and perfectly blue eyes, and perfectly symmetrical features. She has many friends, especially among the white girls, and all the boys have crushes on her. Which is why Erin revels in the perverse joy of making her question all of her basic assumptions of her self-worth.

			“I’m—I’m not ugly!” Gillian exclaims incredulously as the bus pulls up.

			The brakes exhale loudly, and the front doors open, beckoning them up the steps.

			Erin leaps on, saluting the bus driver, who looks half-asleep as usual. “I never said you were,” she throws back at Gillian over her shoulder.

			Essie shakes her head. “You so bad,” she whispers in her friend’s ear. It is something she will repeat, a phrase that will bind them together through time and space and circumstance, throughout their lives, in moments like these when Erin can’t seem to help being anyone other than Erin, and Essie is sole witness to how much this irrepressible Erin-ness dominates others.

			Erin just grins, then finds them a seat in the back.

			

			—

			“No, you have to carry the number across the top, then add it to what’s already there. Like this,” says Jared, scribbling across the paper furiously. There are four of them in the fourth-grade advanced math group, two girls and two boys, none of them friends. Every day they must complete some kind of boring worksheet together, and then spend the rest of the class helping the students in the lower groups finish theirs. Erin finds it all unbearably tiresome, which is why she has her Robotech comic under the desk. She thinks she is being surreptitious, but she grunts every single time a robot vaporizes a Zentraedi, and she hasn’t looked at the calculations on the math sheet once.

			Kelly sighs and sits back in her chair, arms crossed.

			Liam looks from Kelly to Jared to Erin and shakes his head. The girl notices but keeps her eyes on the comic. The humans are just now beginning to realize the power of protoculture energy. It’s getting good.

			Out of the corner of her eye, she sees Essie make a face at her across the room. Essie is stuck in the dumb kids’ math group, just because she speaks Spanish and is Mexican. Erin knows she is bored out of her mind because so is she.

			At Erin’s last conference, Mrs. Harris had sat with her and her mother, hands clasped together so tightly in front of her you could see the white of her knuckles, lips pursed together in a thin red line. “I just don’t understand it,” Mrs. Harris said. “How a child so obviously intelligent could be so dead set against learning. I’m doing everything in my power to make sure she is academically challenged, but all I get is attitude.”

			At this, Erin felt a slight smile creep out the side of her mouth, but one glance at her tired and fed-up mother smothered it immediately. “Oh, so you think this is funny?” her mother had said, taking her chin in her hand sharply.

			The girl had shaken her head vigorously. “No.”

			Kelly and Jared finally get it together enough to finish the worksheet, with Liam’s help. The two boys protest when Erin feigns interest at the end and wants to write her name beside theirs for credit. But Kelly slides the sheet over to her in a gesture of feminine solidarity, and Erin signs with a flourish and a smile. She has successfully avoided reproach. Again.

			

			—

			“How was school today?” Mom asks her later, taking a long drag of her cigarette. She has just gotten home from her shift and is still wearing her scrubs. Her dirty blond hair is pulled back into a messy ponytail, and dark circles hang under her eyes.

			“Fine,” says Erin absently. She is seated in front of the television in the sofa chair, munching on pretzels. Robotech was on a half hour ago, and now she is on to The Smurfs, which is a sorry substitute but will have to do.

			“You listening better to Mrs. Harris, right?” Mom asks.

			Erin knows that Mom will turn off the television in another minute if she doesn’t pretend to pay attention, so she forces herself to look at her, and plasters a pleasant expression on her face. “Yep,” she says evenly. “Got a perfect score on my spelling test.” This isn’t a complete lie. She got seventy-five percent on this week’s spelling test, but she did ace one two weeks ago.

			“Oh, really?” her mother says. Her tone is not quite incredulous but not quite congratulatory, either. “What were some of the words on it?” Then she’s seized by a coughing fit. She is having more of those lately. After witnessing one at the park a few weeks ago, Essie told Erin, You really got to get your mother to quit. Erin had just laughed and said that it would be more likely for Reagan to run as a Democrat. Essie had narrowed her eyes and then rode off on her Huffy Sweet Thunder, which did make Erin regret her response a bit. But Erin knew what Erin knew, and that was that her mother would never quit smoking. Or drinking, for that matter. It was just part of her, like her low growl of a laugh or her obsession with the news. Some things you just couldn’t change about people.

			Her mother finally gets control of the cough, leans over the sink, and spits mucus.

			“Disgusting,” Erin says under her breath. But she pretends not to see. Even though her mother has to know she witnesses this display in their tiny apartment, it still feels wrong to acknowledge it somehow. Her mother’s weakness. She works so hard to pretend it is not there. This is something they have in common.

			Mom takes a glass from the cupboard and fills it from the tap. She sips it tentatively, then comes back into the living room.

			On the screen, Papa Smurf is busy chastising Grouchy Smurf for eating all his sarsaparilla. But Grouchy Smurf is not having it. Erin loves Grouchy, because he doesn’t take it from anyone—even Papa.

			“So?” Mom asks her again.

			Erin can’t stop the frown spreading across her face. Why can’t she just let her watch her show already and call Aunt Bridget or Aunt Kathleen if she really wants to talk to someone? She giggles as Lazy Smurf polishes off the last of the sarsaparilla while Papa and Grouchy are distracted by their arguing.

			Mom sighs. She takes the rubber band out of her hair and lets it fall around her face. Then she combs it out with her fingers—something she does when she’s agitated. “Erin,” she says. “I’m talking to you.”

			Erin laughs again. Papa and Grouchy have just gotten wise to Lazy and have started chasing him.

			Mom reaches over and turns off the television.

			“Hey! I was watching that.”

			Mom leans over, so her face is just inches from Erin’s, so that the burnt smell of cigarettes seems to ooze from every pore. “And I’m talking to you, young lady.”

			Erin crosses her arms and leans back in her chair. “Expression
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