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Dedication

To anyone searching for their true home—

wherever that may be




Epigraph

You got to walk that lonesome valley

Well, you got to walk it for yourself

Ain’t nobody else can walk it for you

You got to walk that valley for yourself

—Traditional gospel folk song



    
        Part One
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Rynn

Names

My birthmother was twenty

when I was born,

four years older

than I am now,

and she gave me a name.

Scheherazade

(Shuh-hair-ah-zod)

has three e’s,

two a’s

and twelve letters.

Mom and Dad changed my name to

Rynn—

four letters, one repeat,

and no vowels,

unless you count the (sometimes) y.

I don’t love the name

Scheherazade,

but my birthmother

gave it to me.

It’s the only thing

from her

I (don’t) have.




Scheherazade

My lost name is a clue,

like a message in a bottle

washed up on an empty shore.

In an old book,

a girl named Scheherazade

told a king stories

so he wouldn’t kill her.

Night after night,

she stopped her stories

in the middle,

like a soap opera

or a detective series,

and continued them

the next night.

It took 1,001 nights

and 1,000 stories

for the king to fall in love

with her.

Why she would want to marry

a man who killed women

is beyond me.

Or why she’d want

to be with someone

who took 1,001 nights

to figure out he loved her.

I’m wondering if my birthmother

wanted me to know

that in order to survive

without the truth

of who I am

and where I came from,

I would also have to make up stories

to get me through the night.




Holes

I don’t know if I got

my gray eyes,

or my straight brown hair,

from my birthmother.

I don’t even know

her name.

At eighteen,

I can get my original birth certificate,

genetic and medical information.

Until then,

I can only guess

why she gave me up

and why I was born

with so many holes.

A hole in my throat,

A hole in my back,

A hole in my heart.

The hole in my throat,

a cleft palate,

took two surgeries to fix.

Before they closed it

I had to drink thickened milk

or I would choke.

The hole in my back—

a sacral dimple—

is not cute

the way you’d think

when you hear the word

dimple.

It’s a tiny tunnel

on my spine

that ends in darkness.

It goes nowhere

and doesn’t bother

anybody.

They only found

the hole in my heart—

an atrial septal defect—

when I was thirteen

and started being

out of breath.

That makes me wonder

what else is wrong with me,

what other defect

they haven’t found yet—

another missing piece,

or a part that stopped growing

before it was done.

Defect and perfect are so close,

only two letters apart.

If you say them fast,

defect perfect defect perfect,

they almost sound the same.

I can’t help it—

I want everything back.

I want my lost name.

I want all my vowels.

I’ll even take the hole

that they closed

in my throat—

round and perfect

as a little ring.

I wish I still had

my heart defect, too,

so I could tell people

how I feel

all the time,

There’s a hole in my heart.




Secret

For nine months

I was inside my birthmother—

then I wasn’t.

My baby brain

might remember her voice

or her heartbeat,

but I don’t.

Then I was in a foster home

for six weeks

before I got adopted.

I don’t remember that, either.

I never told anyone,

but when I was in elementary school

I always looked around

for my birthmother.

I thought she could be

anywhere.

If a bus driver I didn’t know

waved at me,

or a woman clapped really loud

at the end of my school play,

I guessed it might be her.

For a while I thought

the school secretary

was my birthmother,

because she acted extra nice.

I thought maybe she’d gotten the job

just to be near me.

Sometimes I pretended

my birthmother

was like God—

she knew all about me,

but was waiting

for the right moment

to appear.

I was pretty sure she’d come

on my tenth birthday—

double digits and all.

Or when I had my first period.

Or when my heart got fixed.

Even though I knew

my adoption was closed—

that no one could tell her

where I was—

it took a long time

for the truth

to sink in.

This year I definitely knew better,

but the day I turned sixteen

I was still disappointed

there was no mystery present

stuffed in the mailbox.

That’s when I knew

it would have to be me

searching for her.

That maybe all these years

she’d been waiting

just like me—

to be found.

I did think how I’d feel

if she had a great new life

and didn’t want

to hear from me,

but I figured it would hurt

just as much

to learn that now

as later.

So I started asking

why my adoption was closed,

like a locked door

with no key

to open it,

and why I had to wait

two more years

until I’m eighteen

to find out about

my birthmother.

Mom did not like hearing

the word birthmother,

but there was no other way

to ask.

Finally, a secret shot out

one sentence

after the other,

like a fire catching hold,

as Mom finally told

what they kept from me

for nine years.

This birthmother

you keep asking about

kept a baby she gave birth to

seven years after you were born.

A half sister

from a different father.

The agency called us

during the pregnancy

to see if we wanted her.

We said yes,

we’d take your sister,

but then your birthmother

changed her mind.

Now the fire

burns in me

that I spent all those years

not knowing about my sister,

the one who was

good enough

to keep.




Sister

She’d be nine now.

Maybe she’s called

Jacqueline or Antoinette

or Evangeline—

all names

with five vowels too.

I don’t hold it against her,

being the one who got to stay.

If we met,

would it be like

looking in a mirror?

My face, her face.

People might say to us,

I can tell you’re sisters.

Although I can’t show her

the hole in my heart,

I’d let her listen

to the whoosh of blood

going past the place

they patched it up.




Mom

Mom and Dad tried to have

their own bio baby,

but it didn’t work out.

I’ve seen the ultrasound prints

Mom has hidden—

of the babies

that stopped growing

before they were born.

Maybe those babies

would have made her happy,

but I can never

get it right.

It’s been this way

as long as I can remember—

but it’s gotten worse lately.

There’s no way to predict

what will make Mom angry,

what will calm her down.

I can get in trouble

for leaving the room

or for staying,

for saying sorry

or not saying sorry.

If I speak too loud

or too soft.

If I move

too slow or too fast.

In other words—

no way to win

no way to stop

what’s coming.

They say babies don’t come

with a manual—

but neither do parents.




Cursed

When I was little

I once heard Mom tell Dad,

I’m cursed.

He put his arms around her.

Not true, Leanne,

he answered,

You’re a blessing.

A blessing to me.

But I believed her.

I was young enough

that Dad still read to me

before bed,

and I’d heard the stories—

a girl turned to solid gold,

a boy with a swan wing

for an arm,

shoes that kept dancing,

So I thought a witch

or a wicked queen

or even a jealous friend

had cast a spell

on Mom—

like the one where splinters of glass

from a magic mirror

got into a boy’s eyes and heart

and made him think

the world was ugly.

Only Mom’s curse was

something like:

You shall not find happiness.

In the stories

there was always a way

to undo a curse.

It could be as simple

as a kiss

or a flood of tears,

or as hard a task

as climbing a mountain

of glass.

So I thought up ways

to break Mom’s curse.

Once I washed her car

with a bucket of water

and a big sponge.

I even cleaned the dirt

off the mud flaps,

and the grime from

the tire rims.

When I was done,

I was so excited

to show her

how it shined.

She was happy

with her clean car—

but the happy didn’t last.




Garlic Farm

My birthmother asked

for me to grow up

on a farm.

There weren’t many farmers

in central Maine

looking for babies,

but my father

had started growing garlic

the year before.

It turned out

garlic was good enough

for the adoption agency.

Before they brought me home,

Dad put a sign

at the end of our driveway.

“GARLIC FARM.”

The A in GARLIC

and FARM

were drawn to look

(take a guess)

like bulbs

of garlic.

That fall

he planted a half acre

of garlic.

Garlic is backward this way—

you plant it in the fall

and it comes up the next summer,

surviving all winter

under the snow.

It turns out Dad was smart

about garlic.

People pay a lot for it.

But I still think

a garlic farm

is a fake farm.

So this summer

I’m working as a babysitter

on a real farm

down the road.

My birthmother

wanted me on a farm,

and I want to see

why.

This farm is more than

a half acre.

It has fields in all directions—

huge fields full of corn

and other real crops.

It has tractors and balers,

and its own gas tanks

to fill them.

It has greenhouses

with plastic walls,

and a whole building

just for pigs.

There’s another building

next to it

full of chickens.

I’m only babysitting

the farmers’ boy,

but I’m still on a farm.

The boy is almost two

and his name is Douglas—

a good mix of

vowels and consonants.

His hair is dark brown,

like his eyes.

When I first met him,

he’d just woken from a nap,

but he put his chunky arms out

for me to hold him,

and I got the job.

When I told Mom and Dad about it,

Dad said,

That sounds like fun.

Isabel and Big Doug are good people

and innovative farmers.

Mom shook her head

and made a face.

If you want to spend your summer

changing diapers and chasing chickens,

that’s your choice.

I knew the problem wasn’t chickens

or even babysitting.

It was that I made a decision

for myself

without asking her.




Threads

I don’t have an exact date

for when I started to lose hope

that I could make Mom happy,

but it might have been

when I was twelve,

the time I made the placemats.

When I was growing up

Dad taught me to sew,

and for her birthday that year

I made placemats for Mom

on the treadle sewing machine,

starting the wheel

with one hand

and treadling with my feet.

It took me days

to finish them all.

On the morning

of her birthday

I picked daffodils

from the garden

for the breakfast-in-bed tray

Dad carried in to Mom,

and handed her

the wrapped box.

I actually held my breath

while she opened the present,

waiting to see

how she liked it.

Mom didn’t say anything

about the fabric or the stitching,

or the outline of garlic

I’d sewn into each corner.

Instead, her fingers found

the few stray threads

I’d forgotten to cut.

Get me a scissors, Rynn,

she said,

holding out a thread,

and I’ll fix these.

I’ll do it,

I said,

taking the box back

and hugging it

to my chest

as I left the room.

I put the placemats

under my bed,

and Mom never asked

where they were.

I could have trimmed the threads

myself

and put them on the table—

but I didn’t.

Eventually, I threw them out

in the bottom of the trash

Dad took to the dump,

so now they’re probably somewhere

at the bottom

of the Beacon landfill.




Rules

My first day babysitting

I ask his mom, Isabel,

what the rules are

for taking care of Douglas.

She blinks,

and I think she’s trying

not to laugh.

Isabel is also from away like Dad,

but even farther than New York.

Douglas’s dad, Big Doug, grew up here

on the farm,

but Isabel is from the Dominican Republic,

she told me,

where it was warm enough

for a mango tree to grow

in her backyard.

Here she can grow apple, plum,

and even peach trees,

but not mango.

Isabel speaks Spanish to Douglas,

and he speaks it back to her.

I took Spanish I in middle school,

but I still can’t speak it as well

as a two-year-old.

Rules?

Try not to let him

bite you,

’cause it hurts.

Take him for walks,

he likes that a lot.

And he loves to play ball.

Now it’s me

trying not to laugh,

because she just described

how to babysit

a dog.

Yeah, that’s about it,

Isabel says, and adds,

and just keep him safe.

She’s taller than me

and her black hair

hangs down to her shoulders.

She waves her arm

in a circle

at the big farm around us,

as if it’s full of things

out to get

a little boy.




Douglas

Before nap time

Douglas likes to wrap

the ends of my hair

around his fingers

and stick them in his mouth.

It’s like a pacifier

the way it soothes him.

My long hair

puts him

right to sleep.

And sometimes when I carry him,

he puts his hand

down the front

of my shirt.

That boy,

Isabel laughs

the first time she sees him do it,

he loves his boobs.

I must have looked surprised,

because she goes on to explain,

He does it to me,

but I never saw him do it

to anyone else.

It’s a comfort thing.

Okay, I say.

If the space

on my skinny chest

where cleavage would be—

if I had it—

gives him comfort,

it’s fine with me.

And I turn away

so she can’t see what’s happening

to my face—

because although I remember

Dad holding my hand

on walks in the woods,

and carrying me up high

on his shoulders—

I don’t remember this feeling

from when I was little—

my mother’s body

being a comfort.




Garlic Bags

The real farm

has a wooden farm stand

along the road,

and a sign that says:

CSA FARM SHARES PICKUP

FARM STAND OPEN

TUES/THURS 1–3 PM

There’s a metal hanging scale

to weigh the tomatoes,

peppers, string beans,

cucumbers, and potatoes.

Isabel also sells jars of dill pickles

and dilly beans she cans herself.

Dad doesn’t sell his garlic,

garlic vinegar, and garlic scapes

at a farm stand.

He sells them at fairs

and farmers markets.

His signs for the market say,

“Heirloom Garlic” and

“Artisanal Vinegar.”

Once I heard a woman

ask her friend

what “heirloom” garlic meant.

The friend said “heirloom”

was a fancy word for

expensive.

Dad puts the garlic

in little cloth bags

he sews himself

and he draws a garlic bulb

in permanent ink

on every bag.

If you look close,

every drawing is different—

like each time

he saw something

he never noticed before

in the same bulb.

Dad knows people in town

call him “Garlic Man”

behind his back,

but he doesn’t mind.

I do grow garlic,

even if they think

it’s not a real crop,

he explains to me.

No need to take offense.

In fact, maybe I’ll make myself a hat

that says “Garlic Man.”

NO, I shout,

picturing exactly the kind of hat

Dad would make—

a straw hat with felt letters

and a piece of garlic

tied to the brim.

Please don’t.




Dad

He was already so old

when I was born—

almost sixty—

people think he’s my

grandfather.

He actually walks

a little bent over

like an old person,

and his hair is white.

I was his last chance

to be a father.

It’s been so long

since he was a child,

he’s mostly forgotten

what it was like.

Or being a child

was different back then.

We didn’t have that.

We didn’t do that.

We didn’t know that.

To hear Dad talk,

he was born in the

dark ages of childhood,

when people were still

figuring out

how to be children.

You grew up in the Bronx.

What cool city things

did you do?

I asked him once.

It took him a minute

to think that far back.

We slid down the cobblestones

next to the city steps

on pieces of cardboard,

and my brothers set fire

to scrap wood in an empty lot

next to our apartment building.

Cobblestones. Scrap wood. Fires.

See what I mean?

It’s not just Garlic Man

Dad doesn’t get.

It’s like he missed

the part of growing up

where you learn

how teasing works.

Once I told him the name

a kid at school

said his father

called Dad.

Flatlandah

Dad looked at me with his

pale-blue watery eyes.

(I used to think he was born

with dark-blue eyes,

but they were fading to white

like his hair.)

Flatlandah?

That’s the name

they called me?

he said.

Yes, is it bad?

I asked.

It could be worse,

Dad answered.

Later on,

there were other names—

names I stopped telling him about:

House-husband

Gentleman farmer

City slicker

Jew

Mom was born in Beacon

and lived here for three years,

until her mother left.

But even though Saul Parkman

has lived in the same house

for twenty years

and cuts all his own firewood

by hand,

he’s still

from away.

Mom might think ungrateful,

but Dad would understand

why I need to get more information

about who I am.

Because there’s one thing

we have in common—

we both ended up places

where no matter

what we do,

we’ll never truly

belong.




Little Pilgrims

My adoption agency is called

Maine Home for Little Pilgrims.

It was originally an orphanage

and a place for girls to hide

when they were pregnant.

There’s an online form

on their website

for making an appointment.

If I can get in the door

where the files are,

I will be as close to the truth

as I’ve ever been.

I’ve had sixteen years

of being told I was chosen,

instead of the obvious fact

that I was given away,

and I’m ready for open now.

Even if what’s in the files

is worse

than I can imagine.

it will be my worse

and no one else’s.

When I tell them

I’m not pregnant,

not going to deliver

a new little pilgrim

for them to give away,

they might be disappointed.

But then I’ll say I’m

one of their little pilgrims

come back to the Home

after all these years.
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