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For Doug, Andrei, and Svetlana

Thank you for being the family I never thought I’d have.






PART ONE








CHAPTER 1
THE SUBJECT IS CHILDREN
SUBJECT LINE: “ADOPT A COUPLE OF KIDS?”



This was the only part of the email I changed, hoping to be a tad provocative, before I forwarded the information about adoption to my husband, Doug. It was a challenge to him, a gauntlet on the topic of family: Did we want one that included more than the two of us? I wasn’t sure either, but I was tired of talking about children in fits and starts; of moving forward, then backtracking; of conversations that circled into nothingness; and mostly, of how we avoided a firm conclusion, never deciding on the same idea at the same time.

I could not believe I was doing this, prying the lid off of the Pandora’s box labeled “Family” that existed in my mind and spilling the contents into an email to Doug. I was about to be forty-seven years old, and Doug was forty-nine. How would he answer? He might ignore me (which, with the hundreds of daily emails he received at work, was a possibility) or pretend he hadn’t received it, if he wanted to avoid the subject. If he gave a flat-out no, would I feel bereft? Or, if he agreed, would I freak out? Would an affirmative response be enough to satisfy my demons and let me hope?

That I was even playing this game was my friend Debbie’s fault.

Four years earlier, she and her husband, Jacob, had embarked on an unusual path. Jacob was divorced with a teenage son from a prior marriage. Debbie was pushing fifty with only passing mentions of maternal desire, so I’d never had an inkling that they wanted kids. They did. So much so that they had opted for a situation scary to all but the bravest of prospective parents: Older kids. Plural. From far, far away. They had adopted two sisters, nine and eleven, from Russia.

Debbie had been smart about it, though. Having heard the horror stories about uncontrollable kids with emotional problems and tempers, she had uncovered a way to minimize every mind-boggling risk associated with this sort of thing. They had met the girls here in the United States, brought them from Russia, and let them live in their house . . . before being certain about adopting them.

On the surface, it sounded horrifying—an audition with very high stakes. I’d never heard of such a thing and thought it seemed unethical and potentially damaging to everyone, especially a child who got rejected. What if it didn’t work?

The thing was, it had for them, and they claimed it did for “most”—whatever that meant. Although this wasn’t a common practice in the adoption world, groups of older orphans traveled to America and stayed with families—families who decided to move forward with them. Jacob and Debbie now had two healthy, happy Russian-American daughters.

Ever since Debbie had brought her girls home three years earlier, she had made it her mission to find parents for the friends they had left behind at the orphanage. Debbie had aimed her considerable charm and desire to do good at me, along with several others. Some of them had followed her lead and added at least one adopted child to their family. I admired the generosity of spirit these people displayed in welcoming the kids into their hearts and homes, but admiration alone wasn’t enough for me to act. I could never adopt for some gold medal of selflessness. I wasn’t that good of a person, honestly.

So, while I was uneasy, I was also intrigued by the idea of older children I could get to know—a ready-made family, if siblings were chosen. No diapers or terrible twos. I was curious. But only a very small, teeny-tiny bit. At least that was what I told myself.



Throughout my forties, I avoided discussions about kids. For females in my demographic, married and childless, bringing up the topic of babies usually resulted in one of three conversations I didn’t want to have:


	An assumption that “Of course I want children” and a dialogue about how much they would absolutely, unquestionably, without a doubt give my life Meaning. But did I? Would they?

	A quick but gentle probing into the state of my fertility and a lengthy soliloquy from the other person oversharing about the state of theirs. The underlying message here was: I must do whatever it takes. This might be fine for the women who felt the lack of a baby as a phantom limb, something that was supposed to be there, that they could see and feel, but all that entered my mind was, Really? Why?

	An emphatic assurance that always took some form of “You will change your mind.” I didn’t think so. Kids were a conundrum I didn’t know how to crack.



As I racked up more birthdays, a fourth conversation was being tossed into the mix when children were mentioned. It started with the question, “Have you ever thought about adoption?” I never admitted it out loud to anyone besides Doug, but I had. Only briefly. Very rarely.

The first time Doug and I had a conversation about kids, not even about adoption, I hadn’t been thinking about children at all.

It was a gray Christmas Eve, right before I was about to turn forty, a Chicago winter day studded with steel icicles threatening to fall from black rooftops. Doug and I drove down the streets of our colorful Roscoe Village neighborhood, which—in spite of the holiday—seemed darkly monochromatic. We were on our way to Doug’s parents’ condo on Lake Shore Drive.

Christmas Eve had been leaden for me since age twenty-three, when my mom had died in the early morning hours before Christmas dawned. From then on, December was the month of sadness. At Christmas parties and family gatherings, I resigned myself to forced gaiety until I was alone and able to release my pent-up tears in a waterfall of grief. So on this particular Christmas Eve, like many before, I’d been thinking about my mom, not children.

That is until we approached the shaded swoosh of the S curve on Lake Shore Drive, and the little gazebo at Michigan Avenue appeared. I saw fairy lights wrapped around the columns, illuminating the ornate pouf of a roof. The lights twinkled like bright stars and emitted a warm glow, a balm to the dusky day.

Doug didn’t see what I saw; he saw something else. His eyes were drawn to a bundled-up father. The father’s blue hat was dusted with powder as he laughed and pulled a little boy with cherry-red cheeks on an equally red sled through the newly fallen snow.

I watched Doug watching—his eyes, his face, staring as if he were starving for something he couldn’t have and that little boy was the antidote, the cure for his hunger.

I’d never seen a look like this cross over Doug’s face, the depth of his wistful expression. I wanted to, but couldn’t, ignore him. The force, the magnetic pull of his need, made me ask, “What is it, honey? Are you okay?”

Doug answered, “That looks like so much fun.” His voice overflowed with the saddest yearning I’d ever heard.

That moment was when I thought about children, real children, for the first time in my life. It was also the first time I realized that not having kids might deprive Doug of the family he imagined having. Was I willing to allow my ambivalence to outweigh what he wanted? For years, the answer had been yes. But now, after seven years, it was December again. And here was my fourth missive from Debbie about the Bridge of Hope, the program through which she and Jacob had found their girls. Emails whose contents I interpreted as, “Adopt girls just like ours.” Although Debbie’s emails had never formally spelled those words out, I had watched the girls thrive and prosper. It seemed implied.

The Bridge of Hope event was an annual happening. Orphans would be arriving this summer, and here was my yearly reminder.

The first time I’d received one of her emails, it was too much. I was forty-four, and I opened it but didn’t bother to finish the whole thing. I forwarded it to Doug with the note, “She’s kidding, right?”

Doug didn’t reply to me. I didn’t reply to Debbie, either.

The next year, I managed to read through to the end. Huh, interesting, entered my mind unbidden, followed by, Did Doug and I really want a kid with us for three or four weeks next summer? Of course, the larger issue was, What about after? But I ignored that and focused on logistics. We both worked at jobs we loved, and bringing a child in for the summer would require taking off huge chunks of valuable time. And I had to face the fact: Doug and I had never even babysat. We had never even offered to help our many friends who had been blessed with babies. What would we do with a child? The way we usually spent our vacation time indicated that we’d take the kid out for cocktails by a pool somewhere tropical. So, no. I doubted Bridge of Hope would be a workable situation. Although scared of what his answer might be, I didn’t ever ask Doug. I deleted Debbie’s email.

The third year, Debbie’s email contained something new: an attachment. I clicked on it, and the file opened wide. Pictures of children were waiting on the other side, like silent ghosts. I was unsettled, seeing how real they were.

I saw eight-year-old Elena’s enormous blue eyes and fluffy hair bow. I took in seven-year-old Aleks’s blond crew cut and red knit sweater, along with six-year-old Sasha’s puffy skirt and prim smile. I read bits of the accompanying bios. Elena embroiders. Aleks is a leader. Sasha’s favorite food is any kind of fruit.

I perused the nine pages and flipped back to the email. Then I saw my out. “The application deadline for the Bridge of Hope program is January 15.” It was already late February.

But then I scrolled up to Debbie’s note: “They are extending the deadline, but you’d have to move fast. Interested?”

Elena. Aleks. Sasha. A kid? I didn’t mention their names to Doug, but that evening over dinner, we conducted our version of a conversation about kids.

“So, what do you think about this Bridge of Hope thing?” I began.

“It seemed to work for Jacob and Debbie. Do you want to look into it?” Doug asked.

“Well . . . I’m not sure. She sent me an email about it today. Maybe?”

“Well . . . What are we waiting for?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just . . . don’t feel ready.”

“Will you ever feel ready? This might be the kind of thing you just do,” he said. “Let’s go for it!”

His response made me feel panicky. “There’s so much to consider. Do you really think it’s a good idea?”

“Well, yeah, I do. But we don’t have to do it if you don’t want to. I’m fine with that,” Doug gamely tried to conclude.

I restarted the debate. “But what if I’m not really fine with that?”

It was exhausting. It was also clear that Doug, in spite of the fact that he wanted children at least a little bit more than I did, would follow my lead wherever I led, which was obviously in circles. We finally blamed the deadline for stressing us out and therefore stalling us out. A decision of this magnitude shouldn’t be hurried. The next day I wrote back to Debbie, “Thanks for sending this. We don’t want to rush it. Maybe next year.”

And now, it was the next year. Why had I told her maybe?

When the email from Debbie inevitably arrived, I’d been working from home, sitting at our dining room table while sunshine poured golden light through the December windows. All was serene until I saw Debbie’s name pop up, and my stomach dropped. I knew exactly what the email was. A cursory glance confirmed that she was well ahead of schedule this time.

Scanning through the program info, I learned what I already knew: There were older kids available for adoption. The kids would come to visit in July for three to four weeks. The adoption agency was searching for families to “host” kids. After meeting and getting to know the child, parents could decide about adopting. It was sort of brilliant and kind of awful, like a last chance for these kids to find someone to call Mom and Dad.

Was it my last chance too?

I opened the attachment, looked at the pictures and bios. Elena, Aleks, and Sasha had been replaced with new kids: Oksana, Dmitry, and Raisa. And Maxim, Yuliya, and Petr. And others. The bright sun in the room seemed suddenly glaring. I pushed away from the computer and closed my eyes.

When I leaned back into my laptop to stare more closely at the photos, I found myself asking what I wanted instead of whom I wanted. Did I feel this? Did I want to be a mother? At all? Ever? The eyes stared back at me, but the pictures could not answer.

Even I couldn’t answer. And in spite of the humor I displayed publicly and the roundabout conversations with Doug, I had been wrestling with the complicated knot of my ambivalence for years. Tangled in my mind were words like “Mom,” “dead,” and “cancer.” The phrases “Only forty-six years old” and “What if it happens to me too?” were present also. My brain felt like a twisted tapestry, where pulling on a string and following a thread only ever managed to unravel me.



My forty-seventh birthday loomed. In just a few weeks, I’d be older than my mom had ever been.

Forty-seven was uncharted water for me. I would soon be Columbus, sailing the ocean without a map, unsure if there was an edge from which to fall. Actually, I was a motherless, childless Columbus, searching for the shore of my maternal instinct to reveal itself. I might wash up on the sands of a couples-only Club Med or a family-friendly beach, where little ones in diapers would build sandcastles, but I didn’t know my preference. I had never steered this boat. Should I take charge, or sit back and allow the currents to carry me toward my fate?

My decision had always been no decision. But now, something was different. I could finally look into the future and see myself, living my life, and going about my business as a forty-seven-year-old. Sitting with my laptop in the sunshine of my serene life, something inside of me wanted to set sail in a new direction and discover the answer. My curiosity trumped my doubt, and off went the email to Doug with the provocative subject line: “Adopt a couple of kids?”

Minutes later, my computer dinged. Doug’s response—a calendar invite. I sat up a little straighter and read, “Bridge of Hope, Host Family Information Session, Saturday, January 15, 2011, 10:00 a.m.–noon.”

Without any delay, without conscious thought, I watched as my hand moved. My fingers guided the cursor to hover right over the Accept button. And then . . . click.

It sounded like yes to me.







CHAPTER 2
LOSING MOM



I rushed to Fairview Southdale Hospital as soon as I got off work at the University of Minnesota. At the age of twenty-three, I was on the six-year plan—still plugging away at my undergraduate degree, working full-time and going to school part-time. The heat of the sticky July day clung to me as I hurried. Mom, who was one of those “never sick a day in her life” people, had undergone surgery to try to diagnose a series of mysterious symptoms she’d had during the first few months of summer. Starting two months earlier in May, she’d begun getting blood clots in her legs that were so bad, she had been rushed to the ER. The doctors discovered she was anemic and exhausted. Then she found blood in her stool, and an exploratory surgery was scheduled.

When I walked from the oppressive humid afternoon into the chill of the hospital lobby, I was surprised to find my stepdad, Herman, waiting for me. He was a giant of a man, six-four and over four hundred pounds. He had a hair-trigger temper that was even bigger than his size too, and in the years my mother had been married to him, I’d learned the hard way to be wary of him.

“How is she?” I asked.

“She’s out of surgery. Come with me.” He steered me toward the cafeteria.

“What’s going on? Why aren’t we going to her room?”

“We need to talk first. Sit down.” We settled across from each other on hard gray chairs, the smell of bleach and old egg salad assaulting my nostrils. Herman was staring at the floor as he said, “There’s no good way to say this. It’s the big C, Betsy. It doesn’t look good.”

I slumped in my chair, shocked. “Cancer?” I asked. “No. No.” My eyes filled; the room blurred.

He nodded. “Colon cancer.”

Herman heaved himself out of his chair, clapped me on the back with his huge hand, and said, “She’s upstairs. Just coming out of the anesthetic. She doesn’t know yet, so pull yourself together before you come.”

Up in her room, surrounded by family—my stepbrothers and my brother, and their wives—the doctor told us that the cancer had already metastasized to her liver and he couldn’t get it all.

In the awkward silence that followed, Herman asked, “How long does she have?”

I hated Herman for asking that question. It felt so mean, as if he were inviting sickness and death in to stay. Weren’t we supposed to fight?

The doctor reflected my sentiments, answering, “I don’t want to discuss timelines. Let’s see what the chemo can do.” And yet, by sidestepping the question, I also knew unequivocally that my mom was going to die. And she must have too, because I watched her face crumple and felt my heart lurch painfully in my chest.

All I remember from the rest of that night was holding my mom’s hand, focusing on tenderly caressing it as our tears fell. I couldn’t look at her. It hurt too much. I think I was hoping that by concentrating my loving attention on her hand, I could somehow rub away this terrible diagnosis. The wishful thinking had already kicked in.



Mom rallied in August and September, but in October we learned the chemo had had zero effect on the tumors. All it did was make Mom miserable, so she quit and we called hospice.

Mom wished to die at home and, at first, Herman and I became allies to fulfill this last request. I dropped out of school but kept my full-time job at the university, arranging my time to be with Mom when he wasn’t. Thankfully, I lived on my own in an apartment near campus, just a thirty-minute drive away from their house. Part of her regimen was a daily injection of medicine, but Herman wouldn’t administer it. The first time we had to give her a dose at home, he looked at me and said, “I can’t handle causing her pain.”

The hospice nurse taught me how to stab an orange with a needle and coached me on how to give the shot to Mom. Every day while she was sick, I went to her, even if only to give her the shot. Mom worried about the pain, fearing its iron grip, so as her condition worsened, I gave her morphine too sometimes, until she was woozy.



On one long weekend in early November, I stayed with Mom while Herman was away on a business trip. She’d started to want to give things away, and she pressed a two-carat emerald-cut diamond and platinum ring into the palm of my hand. The sharp edges hurt. I refused it, saying, “Mom, I can’t take this. What are you doing?”

“It’s from your father. My engagement and wedding ring. It should go to you.”

I protested, but she insisted. Then she asked me to get her jewelry box, which she had hidden under the guest bathroom sink, and to bring it to her.

“Why wasn’t this on your dresser?” I asked. I’d never seen it anywhere but there.

“Because of him,” she told me. I knew she meant Herman. Her eyes and expression begged me to stop asking questions. “I want to tell you who should get what when I die.”

“Please, please don’t make me do this,” I pleaded. It made her impending death too real. I wanted to lay my head down and bawl, to pretend this wasn’t really happening. But I couldn’t. I loved her too much to deny her. Big fat tears sprang to my eyes, falling onto the table next to the ring, another prism that caught light.

“I have to, Betsy. Before I can’t remember what’s what,” she begged. “Please.”

I finally consented, and she picked out the first jewel, a sapphire ring, and designated it should go to my brother’s wife. We continued our mournful inventory until the last gem had a future keeper. Then she put them all back in the box, except her wedding ring, which she pushed me to wear home. It fit perfectly.

“Take them all, and give them out after I die,” she said. “I need you to, Betsy. I don’t trust him.”

Neither did I, so I did as she told me, bringing the box with me when I left to go to my apartment.

The next day, I went to work as usual. My desk was in the rear corner of the admissions and records department at the U. Working full-time allowed me to take classes for free, a perk I couldn’t get from any other job. But when Mom became ill, I put my education on hold to care for her on nights and weekends.

My phone jangled, and I picked up. I’d barely said hello before Herman bellowed a stream of expletives so loudly my office mates could hear. It startled and scared me, and I quickly hung up.

The phone rang again—Herman. “You stole the jewelry, you scheming little bitch! Bring it back!” This is how Herman spoke when he was angry.

“Mom gave it to me,” I said as calmly as I could before crashing the receiver down. I didn’t want to talk to him, especially at work. Arguing with Herman was impossible under normal circumstances, and it felt good to be able to shut him up so effectively.

He called back repeatedly. I didn’t want to answer, except that I could hear Mom in the background pleading with him to leave me alone. The whole episode was unbelievable and so embarrassing. But it was classic Herman, acting like an obsessed lunatic. His temper, his rage, his hunger for a fight. I never knew what would set him off, or how unreasonable he would become—only that his attack was inevitable.

After thirty minutes of him calling and me hanging up, my supervisor picked up his call.

“Sir, you need to leave Betsy alone while she is at work. This is a place of business, after all.”

I heard Herman yelling profanities at my boss.

“Sir . . . sir, please. Sir! Please stop yelling!” Now she was raising her voice too. He had that effect on people.

“Tell that little bitch that I’m on my way,” I heard him say through the receiver. “I’m coming to get what she stole!”

I panicked at the thought of him showing up at my office. It was a public building, and I could picture the scene he’d make. A huge, obese, angry man screaming at me at full volume with crowds of students and all of my coworkers watching as he humiliated me. I knew Herman. He was relentless and would relish the opportunity to humiliate me. Worse than that, I was frightened that he would somehow bar me from seeing Mom. She was getting weaker and more dependent on him. What if he used this “theft” as an excuse to shut me out?

At his threat, I motioned to my boss to hand me the phone.

“Herman.” I spoke over him. “Herman! I’ll bring the jewelry back tonight after work. Do you hear me?” I didn’t want to, but I didn’t see what choice I had.

Herman grumbled his response, “You better! Thief!” And then he hung up on me.

I put the receiver back in the cradle and looked at my boss’s face, her brow wrinkled with concern. Something about her sympathy cracked me open. No one outside our family had ever seen the way Herman treated me. I was so ashamed; I put my hands over my face and began to sob convulsively. I bent over and held my stomach, hoping the knot of grief and anger would ease. I finally went to the bathroom to pull myself together, but my hands, my entire body, wouldn’t stop trembling for the rest of the day.

That evening, I relinquished the jewelry box, minus the engagement ring Mom had bestowed upon me. Even though Herman had what he wanted, he spent a full hour rampaging through the house, blaring insults and nonsense from the top of his lungs. He stomped away, returned to scream, stomped away, and returned. He repeated this pattern until Mom, who’d been in bed resting, crept into the room and said, “I’m dying! Can I please have some peace?”

Hearing her plea broke my heart. Why was he making her say that? Mom had to repeat herself three more times before Herman finally stopped. I hoped, silently and fervently, that he was ashamed of himself, but I doubted it.

When she finally fell asleep that night, I let myself out. I didn’t care what Herman did; I only knew it was one of the saddest days of my life.



The following weekend, Herman called a family meeting, something our family had never done. Trepidatious, I sat in a small, hard living room chair. My older brother, Paul, was across the room as far away from Herman as he could get. When I was still in high school, their relationship had imploded during a horrible argument that ended with Herman kicking Paul out. That our mother had allowed Herman to make that ruling was something I never forgot when I lived under Herman’s roof. Each of our two stepbrothers claimed opposite ends of the large, cushy couch. Herman and Mom sat on two matching chairs in front of the big window, the sun outside turning them into shadow-dark profiles against the brightness.

Herman prompted Mom, who was clearly woozy from painkillers, to tell each of us what we would receive upon her death, forcing her to make a cruel inventory of the things she’d leave behind. I hated him for this, certain this sudden “transparency” was meant to warn me off removing anything else from the house, even if Mom tried to force it upon me. The ring, I thought. At least I have the ring.

I don’t remember what she bequeathed to anyone else that day, but I do know she didn’t mention any of her jewelry. That was Herman’s way of communicating that the jewelry was his to distribute. Mom said I would be given her antique trunk along with my great-grandmother’s wooden rocking chair. All the rest, we were told, would be divided up among us four kids after Herman passed.

Hearing that, I wished it was Herman, instead of my mom. Why did she have to be the one who left me?

Mom slipped into a coma a month later, just five days before Christmas. An ambulance took her to the hospital, where we waited through the long days and nights by her side. My brother and I were alone with her in the early hours of Christmas Eve morning, when her heart stopped beating its cadence of love and went completely silent. Our mom—my mom—was gone.



A week or so after Mom’s funeral, I showed up at the house and crunched my way up the frozen January sidewalk. It was the kind of winter day where you felt your nostril hairs stick together, frozen, when you inhaled. I rubbed my hands together in a futile attempt to make heat.

I had asked Herman if I could come over to pick up the things Mom had left to me. In arranging this visit, he’d told me he needed to be there. We hadn’t spoken since the funeral, and he wouldn’t let me in the house alone. Although I didn’t care to see him, I wanted what Mom had chosen for me, so I went anyway.

As I stepped through the front door, Herman had the trunk and rocking chair waiting for me in the entryway. The golden tones of the trunk glowed in the winter sunshine angling through the glass screen door. I stroked the old wood, feeling the large slats across the top and then the worn leather handles at the side, remembering the day when Mom had brought the trunk home after a day spent antiquing—one of her favorite hobbies. She’d been over the moon at her “find” and regaled me with the history that the store owner had passed on to her. “It’s from the early 1900s!” she explained. “So long ago, but in great shape!” It was a beautiful piece, and it would always remind me of her.

The rocking chair sat next to the trunk, modest in size and plain in design. The rocker was precious because it had belonged to Mom’s grandmother on her dad’s side, who we always referred to as Great-Grandma Phoebe. I vaguely recalled Great-Grandma Phoebe as a benevolent presence who doled out generous portions of homemade gingersnap cookies from her kitchen and who sat, sewing everything from quilts to clothing, on this chair. Mom told me that her husband made the chair for her as a young bride, and it showed the spare designs reminiscent of their Scandinavian heritage, simple and painted in chalk paint without varnish. The chair didn’t shine like the trunk, but it was a solid piece of maternal history that was now mine.

I carried the empty trunk to my little Mazda hatchback and then took the rocking chair, fussing with it until I put it upside down on the passenger seat so the small car could accommodate both items. When I turned around, Herman was gone, and the door was closed.

I’d allowed myself to believe he’d let me poke around in the basement, combing through the memories stored there by my mom. She had a hope chest, a very old-fashioned cedar trunk filled with tablecloths, hand-embroidered napkins, and other treasures she’d brought to her marriage to my father. The hope chest had been emptied out over the years, then filled up again with things reminiscent of my “real” family. My parents’ wedding picture book had been stored there. I used to adore caressing the pages in which Mom’s snow-colored dress and Dad’s white tuxedo stood out in a sea of dark suits and summer dresses.

The hope chest also contained all the baby paraphernalia my brother and I had accumulated. I knew there were long-ago baby pictures, tiny shoes, little knitted dresses, and a Baby’s First Year book full of memories and a history of my infant double pneumonia.

The basement held so many treasures that reminded me of Mom. Besides my baby things, there was my Christmas stocking that Mom hand-beaded and embroidered, and the flotsam and jetsam of my youth: my drill team uniform, homecoming and prom pictures, art projects, and mementos from boys I’d dated. Mom had saved these memories, which were all things that meant nothing to Herman.

I approached the front door again and tried to open it. The knob was solid metal, a freezing block in my hand. It refused to turn in spite of my three attempts to shake it loose, each attempt becoming more violent.

My frozen hand could barely make a fist. I rap-rap-rapped painfully on the unforgiving surface of the door again and again, but Herman didn’t answer. A cloud of breath drifted in the air between me and the door, clouding my vision, but Herman seemed deaf to my ever-louder knocks. Was he ignoring me? The doorbell didn’t work.

Finally, I went to the car to retrieve the house key I’d rarely ever used, because we had always been people who didn’t believe in locking doors. I fumbled through my purse for the pocket where I’d hidden it. Trudging back up to the door, the cold steel key burned my fingers as I tried to enter it into the grooves of the lock. It didn’t fit. It took a minute for the reality to sink in. My fingers were icy claws by this time. I pounded on the door and yelled my stepdad’s name. Pulling off my winter hat, I laid my warm ear on the frigid door and listened carefully, trying to slow down my steaming breath. The TV was on, and I strained to discern how loud it was and if there were any noises related to Herman. Nothing.

The porch stoop felt like a Siberian tundra with my icicle hands, cold ears, and the wind’s fingers running up under my jacket. I huddled against the porch rail and mulled over the options, but nothing made sense. He ignored my knocking; my key didn’t fit; he was inside and wouldn’t let me in. I glanced down the sidewalk through my car’s windows to see the graceful silhouette of the rocking chair’s rockers forming two twin slopes from the headrest to the dashboard. My heart plummeted as if it had been punched.

The stark knowledge of what was unfolding hit me all at once. I had been shut out for good. There would be no retrieving these things that meant so much to me. Mom was gone, along with everything she’d owned, and all of the things that were not in my car. This wasn’t home anymore. Herman wasn’t my family anymore. I wasn’t getting anything else. Ever.

I ran to the Mazda, buckled in, and took a last look at the last house my mother had lived in. Icy tears froze on my cheeks. Slowly, I turned the car and drove away. I would never speak to Herman or my stepbrothers again.



The last words Mom ever said to me were, “I’ll never leave you.”

All these years later, mulling over the possibility of children and family, I remembered those words. I thought about what I might pass on to a child—love, fear, anxiety, and rage—and I realized Mom was right. Who she was, what she did or didn’t do, what I was left with when she died, and what I became . . . have never left me. These things are from her. And with me, always.







CHAPTER 3
ADOPTION INFORMATION SESSIONS



Doug and I hadn’t fully discussed having children before we got married, but Doug’s intentions had been obvious from the moment I set foot in his apartment. Pictures of him holding or playing with his various nieces and nephews hung on his refrigerator, and their grade school photos were tucked into the corners of other frames displaying his younger self on camping trips. Doug talked about his family with such fondness and love that I knew he wished for kids. I thought that choosing a partner who wanted children might bridge the gap between maybe and yes that yawned before me whenever the question of children was spoken aloud. I couldn’t seem to make myself leap across that distance, however. It was a chasm filled with fog, a cold mist of ambivalence that shape-shifted and changed but wouldn’t clear.

I wished that babies stirred me into a gooey mess of adoration the way puppies and kittens did. Whenever I came across a baby animal, I couldn’t stop my hand from reaching to feel the exquisite softness of their velvet fur while my entire body beckoned to cuddle them closely. Conversely, if the creature being held was a human baby, my reaction was the opposite. I was compelled to take a step back, to observe with clinical curiosity this little alien I didn’t want to know and never felt the urge to touch. My response to babies made me feel mean and unnatural. It seemed there was something missing in me, that I had an icy, miserly hole in my heart where the warm longing for a child should live.

Because I felt obligated to, I brought up the subject of fertility at my annual pap smear during my first post-wedding visit to my ob-gyn when I was thirty-four. I asked the doctor about biological clocks and told him I didn’t want to worry about having kids until I’d enjoyed marriage for a while, so he reassured me there was nothing magical about the age of thirty-five—one whole year away.

The doctor’s words felt like a blessing. I threw myself into my marriage and a newly minted postgraduate-school career in nonprofit marketing, which had sprung from my deep love of distance running combined with a desire to make a difference in the world. Although I’d always been somewhat athletic, after my mom died, running provided solace from my grief, as if sweating was just a different form of crying. The meditative motion of putting one foot in front of the other over and over and over again reminded me that I was still alive. Five miles became ten, then twenty, and more. For decades following her passing, I continued chasing that feeling and ran from the demons Mom’s death had unleashed.

But then a few years into my marriage, that same ob-gyn began to lecture, “Don’t come to me when you’re forty and expect a baby.” A current of disquiet arrived with his words. If my ambivalence were a boat floating on the river of my uncertainty, this comment made it rock. Should I, or shouldn’t I? Should I, or shouldn’t I? I couldn’t decide if letting the boat tip would be a disaster that ruined my life, or a blessing that would teach me I had something to swim for, a shore where people who loved me waited, a real family.

Meanwhile, everywhere around us, friends had babies. Some of them had to really work for it too—through multiple miscarriages, fertility drugs, and IVF. Frozen eggs, frozen sperm, frozen embryos. The list of things one endured to get pregnant seemed way too long. My best friends educated me about Clomid and cervical mucus, and there were a few times, roaming the aisles of CVS, when I considered buying one of those thermometers for charting your cycles, but I never did.

Doug and I didn’t try for babies in the same way our friends who ultimately had triplets did. Doug was bewildered by my “if it doesn’t happen by itself, it’s not meant to be” approach. He had expected a wave of maternal desire to swamp me and for me to sweep him along on a quest for our baby. I waited for that too, but deep down I hoped he would go first and discover an undeniable paternal urge that would force me into what I believed were the desperate, only-sometimes-fruitful actions that other females demanded of their reproductive organs. He never did.



By the time I was approaching forty, after we didn’t make a baby the old-fashioned way, I did what the doctor recommended and submitted to the various tests for infertility, although I was blasé about their outcomes. The blood test showed that my ovaries were still releasing eggs. The hysterosalpingogram (HSP), the test to ensure my fallopian tubes weren’t blocked, was awful, and I wept silently as I lay flat on the X-ray table while they shot the indigo dye through my ovaries. No one warned me it would hurt so much. I wanted nothing to be wrong, and that’s what I got: a diagnosis of “unexplained infertility.”

Afterward, I sat alone in the blue cubicle of the hospital changing room, the hard pinching inside of me subsided to a dull ache while I hugged the flowered cotton gown around myself and allowed my tears to flow. I missed my mom, already dead sixteen years, unable to be with me, to guide me to motherhood herself.

While I stewed in my funk of grief and relief, Doug submitted to a test too, one that required giving a sperm sample. He dragged his feet for months, his lack of action suggesting to me that I’d read him wrong. Maybe he didn’t want children as badly as he claimed? Finally, he went to the clinic, but came home aghast and embarrassed. They had given him a cup and directed him to a bathroom stall. There were none of the expected accoutrements: no comfortable place to sit, no pictures or magazines to get his desire—ahem—flowing. “The nurses were right outside the door!” he told me. We both ended up laughing, verging on hysterics, at his comically awful experience, especially after he was cleared a few days later. His “boys” were swimmers, and there were plenty of them.

Not long after that, I searched the website of a well-known adoption agency in Chicago and signed Doug and I up to attend an adoption information session. As I filled out the online form, I told myself that we could always cancel, but when I informed Doug after the fact, he agreed to go. We were both trepidatious, telling ourselves we were going just to listen.

We walked into the agency office in Evanston, a diverse city just north of Chicago that is home to Northwestern University, not knowing what to expect. We were greeted by mismatched, out-of-date furniture, lots of little cubbies crammed with desks in improbable nooks, and pictures of children everywhere. The pea-green walls were papered with colorful flyers, some of their edges curled. “Pregnant? You have options,” one of them announced. There were stairs up, stairs down, a theater’s worth of folding chairs, and a table littered with handouts. The conference room was full. There must have been sixty to seventy people, everyone crammed close together. We took the papers and two seats toward the back.

I watched couples voraciously read the informational packet, searching the words for the lifeline it might provide. The air was loaded heavily with hope and desperation. The bobbed hair of the woman in front of me was so severely straight, the edge looked like it could cut glass, and her brittle posture suggested a readiness to shatter into a million pieces. The sense of competition among us was striking. I felt as if I’d entered into a famine-struck country and we’d landed in a bread line with too many hungry people and not enough bread.

The session began and proceeded. The facilitator read the packet aloud to us. It covered domestic adoption: White babies, Black babies, Hispanic babies, mixed-race babies. International adoption: Guatemala, China, Haiti, and Korea—where, if not babies, then toddlers would be the option. The costs of babies and trips. The requirements of courts and judges. Open adoptions and birth mothers choosing the next, other, mother for their babies. The options were dizzying. And every single one was a baby. Did I truly want a baby? I pushed aside my reservations and kept listening.

Toward the end of the session, a perfect adoptive family was offered up for display. A gray-haired earth mother sat hugging one Chinese daughter while her earnest husband held the other smaller one. They were still astonished at the blessings these girls had brought, at the love they felt for these children who had begun life with different mothers. With reverence, they talked of preserving their girls’ culture by learning the language and eating Chinese food. These parents spoke of their “adoption journey.” This was the first time I’d ever heard this peculiar phrase, “adoption journey.” My reaction wasn’t positive, and I didn’t know why.

Maybe I sensed the emotional part underlying the trip on a plane to go retrieve your new child and wasn’t ready for it. It would be an interior journey that might feel like being put on a spaceship to land in an alien place without a map, oxygen, or a way back home, looking for that one, unique moonstone answer that had always eluded me here on earth. Or perhaps it was that everyone in the audience, except Doug and I, seemed to lurch forward, eager and willing to embark upon this path. Even the people who worked here leaned toward the audience, coaxing us to take that first step. The whole thing smelled unfailingly, impossibly, of an optimism I did not feel.

For the one and a half hours we sat there, Doug’s inclination toward privacy dampened both of our emotional reactions. I simply listened.

At the end of the meeting, we were asked to fill out a form. Even though it was multiple-choice, the last question stopped us.

What is your next step? Check one:

____ Yes, we would like to schedule a personal visit with a social worker as soon as possible;

____ Maybe, we are interested in proceeding sometime in the future;

____ No, we are not interested at this time.

I held the blue piece of paper on my lap, on top of the packet of information we’d been given. Looking at Doug, I raised my eyebrows and used the pen to point to each of the options. Doug shook his head. We left without turning it in.

In the car on the way home, I asked him, “Why not at least get more information?”

“That was already more information than I expected,” he said. “I never thought we’d have so many choices. I’m not ready.”

“It was kind of overwhelming,” I agreed, relieved that he was the one who said no first.

I ran a fifty-mile ultramarathon the next summer. I was forty-two, two years before we got the first email missive from Debbie.



Doug made the call to sign us up for the second adoption information session we attended. Earlier that year, for his forty-seventh birthday, I had taken him to a fundraiser where he could meet two of his heroes, the 2005 World Series–winning White Sox players Paul Konerko and Jim Thome. The fundraiser was for a child services agency on the west side of Chicago, and Doug had saved the information folder from the event.

The building looked institutional, and we walked into a big classroom with long tan tables and umber melamine chairs. Most of the unkempt offices we passed by on our way to the room had what looked like at least one abandoned Styrofoam cup of cold coffee left upon the cluttered desk.

The woman who led the session had spiky short hair, her no-nonsense shoes a sharp contrast to the glowing silver thumb rings that flashed as she talked with her hands. There was a male leader too, thin and pale, with long brown hair neatly tied back in a ponytail. He was the quiet one, meekly stooped while doling out pieces of paper.

They had packets, folders imprinted with a regal state stamp and filled with colored forms: the green one about foster care; the yellow one about the Department of Child and Family Services in Illinois; the pink one with lists of documents for parents, for kids, for courts. The leaders, again, read the forms aloud.

The people in this room were different than the sharp suburban crowd at the last session, less rigid and a little messier. These were city people with working-class clothes. They appeared more resigned about their adoption journeys. If they chose this path, they wouldn’t be traveling in a plane; they would be driving within the borders of the state of Illinois. We talked about domestic adoption and kids from foster care.

When the time for questions arrived, three out of the thirty-plus families present were brave enough to raise their hands. One woman wanted only to overshare about her own adoption experiences and brag about how she had already adopted two children. She had the air of the neighborhood busybody who couldn’t wait to spill her know-it-all gossip, who wished she could take charge of the rest of us and tell us what to do. The others had simple questions: Who are the kids? Why are they up for adoption? Where are they now? How long will this take? The facilitators dodged the questions, saying they couldn’t be answered. Not yet, and maybe not at all—there were too many variables in each case.

These leaders were practical, and they chided us to be pragmatic too, because, after all, these were not fantasy children but real children. Older children, Black and Brown children, children whose families still hoped to keep the kids with them. The leaders told us about open adoptions and how the kids deserved to stay in touch with these parents and relatives, who had lost or failed their kids. They told us how complicated this could be. They were not encouraging.

Listening, I worried, a buzzing feeling filling my head. I considered how life with a child would be if the child were older and of another race, and how challenging it would feel when people around us blurted insensitive things. The leaders warned us about the judgments adoptive mixed-race families face, even if people never voiced their opinions out loud.

Guiding a child through such minefields would be even more difficult if the child’s birth mother or family popped in and out of their lives, I thought, arriving unexpectedly on a holiday, or not showing up on an important birthday. Although the idea of older, somewhat autonomous children appealed to me, I knew the specter of a birth family nearby would haunt me.

This session made clear to Doug and me the unspoken hierarchy of adoption in the United States. Babies were best, ranked highest to lowest depending on their coloring, from White to Black; toddlers were second-best, their perceived value decreasing as the complexion of their skin grew darker, and problematic behaviors and delays in development increased; older children and teens were the bottom of the barrel, with the same preferential scale of skin tone and behaviors. It appalled me to learn the cold, hard, institutional fact that adoption agencies “charge less” for kids of color because there are so many more of them in the system. It broke my heart.

The female leader, assuming that everyone present preferred the palest, youngest child available, stated unprompted and unapologetically, “You will not get a perfect White baby here.” The oversharing lady bristled at this news, all but snorted at the thought that that was what she was here for. But I noticed that the leader’s disclosure seemed to have had the opposite effect on others, because some of the people sagged into their hard orange chairs.

At the end of the session, we were presented with another blue multiple-choice form. The same questions confronted us, and the last one stopped us, again.

What is your next step? Check one:

____	Yes, we would like to schedule a personal visit with a social worker as soon as possible;

____	Maybe, we are interested in proceeding sometime in the future;

____	No, we are not interested at this time.

I turned toward Doug and pointed again at the options. This time, he nodded at me, took the pen, and checked the middle box, the “Maybe” box. My heart sped up a little, and I nodded back at him.

What I remember about the ride home most is the weather. It was cold, raining, and miserable. Our breath created little clouds of fog, cartoon bubbles of haze, when we talked.

“So, what about this ‘Maybe’?” I asked.

“I like the idea of older kids,” he answered, “and if we got brothers and sisters, we’d really be helping them.”

Both Doug and I loved an underdog. It didn’t surprise me that we agreed on that as I murmured my assent.

“It sounds like, if we do this, we’d prefer two kids, right? I think siblings are the way to go. They’d have each other too.”

Doug nodded. He’d grown up with two sisters and a brother; I’d had my older brother and two stepbrothers.

“I don’t know about the domestic adoption piece, though,” I told him. “I know how pessimistic this sounds, but what if a relative shows up out of the blue, or the birth dad gets argumentative? Plus, if we adopt kids of color, we’re going to get more attention. It would be as if we’re proclaiming, ‘These kids are adopted.’”

“Those are challenges we have to consider. If we’re already getting older kids, the complexity of the adoption and bonding would definitely multiply. We’d have to be up for it, and I don’t know that I am,” he said.

“Yeah, I’m not sure I am, either. Does that make me a bad person?” I asked. I prided myself on being open-minded, and admitting I felt daunted didn’t make me feel very good.

“This situation calls for 100 percent transparency,” Doug said. “We have to be honest—it’s real life, real kids. We don’t want to mess it up.”

In the weeks and months that followed, a caseworker called us several times. Both Doug and I ignored her calls. We got scared. We got busy. Whatever enthusiasm we had slowly fizzled.

I ran my twentieth and final marathon that October. I was forty-five.



Our third adoption information session happened on January 11, 2011. It was the one Debbie had prompted, the one I had furthered by forwarding to Doug with the provocative subject line, and the one to which he’d responded by inviting me to the Bridge of Hope information session.

Doug and I walked into a chalky gray building in a northern suburb of Chicago. The roof soared toward the sky like a church, but it wasn’t a church. The room we were directed
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