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PROLOGUE




PAUL SIMON’S SONG is in my head. The one about the mother and child reunion. Nothing new in that. I could probably sing it in my sleep. In fact, I probably have.




It’s a beautiful day. They were calling for rain, but there’s not a cloud in the sky. There’ll be plenty of rain soon enough. It’s already October. I tracked Katie down in August, but it took me a while to work all this out. When I first came up here, the lawns and trees were green. Now I’m looking at leaves as big as my hands all over the sidewalk.




She lives on a pretty street. It could have come straight out of a Frank Capra film. There’s actually a white picket fence on my left. Not hers, but it’s nice anyway, and I can’t help running my hand over it.




In some ways I feel I already know Katie Wilkins. I’ve seen her from a distance, and even photographed her with a telephoto lens. I’m good at the sneaky shot. And she’s a great subject, really cute. Everything about her is cute: her hair, figure, clothes. She’s cute like Katie Couric’s cute. The same kind of look. It’s easy to see why this Katie got “in trouble” in her teens. Why she could still get in trouble.




I’ve done my homework on her. She’s single, no kids, lives alone. It’s better this way, for her and for me. There’s not going to be some husband standing there all bug-eyed, or kids asking a bunch of stupid questions.




When I spot the house, the one I’ve driven past nine times, it’s all I can do to keep from running up and pounding on the door. That’s what anticipation does to you. It builds and builds and builds until it’s ready to explode.




But I’m not going to make a spectacle of myself. The neighborhood’s too quiet. I’ve walked three blocks from my car and hardly seen anyone. Not a single kid. She sure hasn’t surrounded herself with what she never wanted.




I can’t help wondering if she’s going to see herself when she sees me. The same nose, maybe? Or mouth, eyes? Her own reflection in my features? It’s not unusual for birth mothers to notice this stuff right away.




Three steps up and I’m on the porch. The doorbell sounds unfriendly, shrill, as if it can’t decide if it’s a bell or a buzzer.




She opens the door. This is the moment, the one I’ve been waiting for.




“Hi, Mom.” I let those two words linger as her brow knits a thousand questions. Then, with her lips quivering and threatening to slice the silence, I say, “I’m your son.”




“I don’t have a son.”




Her immediate denial makes her look ugly. A better man, a less bitter one, might feel devastated; but I’ve searched and planned and rehearsed this over and over, and I’m not going to be denied.




I force a smile, and my words come more easily than I might have imagined.




“Yes, you do. You had me thirty-two years ago at St. Vincent’s in Cincinnati.”




She all but doubles over, her hands gripping her gut. It’s as if the memory of labor is ripping her apart. She knows she’s not lying her way out of this one. I’ve got the details. She may have lied to lovers, to the husband she had for three years, but she can’t lie to me.




“Look, I know it’s a shock, but I had to see you. I had to. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, and I haven’t told anyone anything about you. If you want, I’ll go away and never come back. You’ll never have to see me again.”




She shakes her head, a little less uncertain.




“No, come in. Come in.”




She closes the door behind me and raises a hand as fluttery as the notes of a flute. It takes me a second to see that she’s gesturing to a sofa where she wants me to sit. But I don’t want to sit down. She’s the one who sits, flattening her pants with her palms as if she’s straightening the memory of a skirt.




“I knew this would happen one day. How did you find me?”




“I followed my heart,” I tell her, “and it led me here.”




She starts to cry. I hear the word sorry, then “I’m so sorry.” She says something else, too, but I can’t make it out.




I use the breakdown to put my arms around her and raise her to her feet. She reaches up to be hugged, comforted. I indulge her for a few seconds before I begin to lead her to the back of the house.




We take only three short steps before she freezes.




“What are you doing?” That look is back, the one she gave me when she tried to deny her own motherhood.




“I’m taking you back there so you can lie down.”




“I don’t want to lie down.” Her eyes narrow and dart to the front door, and I wonder if she’s going to try to run.




“Sure you do. It’s okay. Relax a little.”




I reach into my jacket and show her the knife. I let her see it up close. I tell her not to say a word, not even to think about screaming. Or running. The blade speaks, too. Volumes. It has the shape of a wiggling snake. It’s like a dagger out of The Arabian Nights. Form does follow function, especially in matters of the flesh.




I nick one of her belt loops. Just that quick it’s in two, the ends sprouting loose threads. I nick another one. Her eyes are plenty wide now. She backs against the wall. Here comes the best part. I bring the blade down the front of her blouse, popping buttons off like grapes. They clatter on the tile. They sound loud to me, but I bet they sound even louder to her.




She’s trembling. “Who are you?”




I shake my head. “You tried to deny me once before, Mom. Don’t do it again. That hurts.”




I point my blade down the hall. She backs along the wall, afraid to look away. That’s okay, I like the eye contact when I remind her of the details: “St. Vincent’s, the fifteenth of May. Ten-twenty in the morning. Eight and a half hours of labor.”




She begins to sob. She’s a slave to memory. Aren’t we all?




The first door opens to her bedroom. I herd her inside and tell her to take off her clothes. When she starts to say no, I slice open the front of her pants. I can see her white underpants, white like her skin, the secret skin that hides her womb. Then I see a little button of blood. I’ve nicked her. Didn’t mean to, but the effect, if nothing else, is undeniable. She disrobes, defeated. She discards her clothes as if they no longer belong to her.




I take mine off, too, but fold them carefully and lay them on a dressing table. You could look at her clothes and mine, and they’d tell you the whole story. They’d even tell you the ending.




She weeps and shakes and tries to pull her hand away, but I’m very persuasive, and I’ve had lots of practice. Lots of mothers. I adopt a new one whenever I feel the urge. And I’m feeling it right now. I’ve felt it for months, ever since I saw Katie’s name on the registry of birth mothers. Katie Wilkins: Does a name get any more American than that? Then I saw her picture, and I knew she’d like nothing more than to meet me. They always want to meet their son.




Sometimes my moms shower me with kisses. Sometimes they deny that I ever existed. And sometimes they cry. But they always end up doing exactly what I want them to do. Just like Katie.




She’s getting better at taking instructions, even in this, the most intimate of arts.




I whisper in her ear. I tell her I’ve missed her, missed her more than she’ll ever know. But she doesn’t respond, and I realize she can’t talk. She is, to put it simply, insane in these her final moments. It’s like nothing belongs to her.




Nothing does. Not anymore. Not even her son.
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A BED OF NETTLES, this business of telling secrets, and Suzanne found herself tossing and turning on it as they began their approach to Chicago. The landing gear lowered, and she realized the shudder that radiated from the wings to her window seat could just as easily have arisen from her body: She was on the verge of making the most painful confession of her life to the biggest and most important audience she was ever likely to face.




She spotted the blue-capped, blank-faced chauffeur with the “Suzanne Trayle” sign standing just outside the security checkpoint and had to fight an impulse to walk right past him to the nearest ticket counter for a return flight home to Oregon. She’d come to Chi-town to give the keynote address to the annual conference of the American Adoption Congress, but after reviewing her speech for the umpteenth time on the plane, she felt as keyed up as a long-suffering understudy about to take the stage for her first real performance.




The convention organizer had told her that they wanted her to speak about opening adoption records. Suzanne had been so flattered—and had agreed so quickly—that the personal implications hadn’t been immediately apparent: How can you talk about opening adoption records if you’re not willing to be open yourself?




So she’d resolved to come out of adoption’s darkest closet, a decision that had been much easier to reach when she was still about two thousand miles from the podium. As she wound down the Chicago lakefront, peering through the smoky windows of a limousine at the whitecaps surging to the shore, her uneasiness prompted assurances that by nine o’clock it would all be over; but then she recalled how many times she’d used this tired—and ineffective—gambit to try to weasel her way through a pending crisis.




And it’s not going to be over. Don’t kid yourself. It’ll just be starting.




Red, white, and blue pennants snapped in the breeze as they pulled up to the City Center Complex, an unimaginative name for an uninspired-looking convention hall and hotel.




The driver hustled around the stretch to get her door, and she managed a smile as she remembered a famous photographer saying that the outdoors was what you had to pass through to get from your cab to your hotel. But these were tonier times for Suzanne, and the cab had turned into a limo.




Before she made it to the reception desk, a short man with freckles all over his bald head intercepted her.




“I’m Douglas Jenks, and I’m so glad to see you.” His smile burned as bright as those spots on his polished pate.




“It’s good to meet you, too.”




The convention organizer. She shook his hand, as cool and limp as raw salmon—and so at odds with his animated face—and thanked him for the invitation.




“No, don’t thank me. Do not thank us for one second. We want to thank you for coming. This is so great having you here. And the timing with that story in People? It couldn’t have been better. Like you planned it. The—”




“I didn’t, really.”




He went on undeterred. “. . . ballroom is absolutely packed. We’re sold out, and we’ve had to clear out some chairs in the back so we can make room for the overflow. Lots of TV, too,” he added with even more delight.




Suzanne barely had time to consider the gratifying—and intimidating—size of the audience before he was reminding her of his invitation to join him for dinner.




“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I can’t. I have to beg off. I really need some time to get ready.” The truth? She didn’t think she could hold down dinner.




“Okay,” he said slowly, drawing out both syllables skeptically. “Well, we do want you at your best. You’re feeling all right, aren’t you?” He frowned, and in an instant fleshy cornrows traveled up his brow and the front half of his spotted scalp.




“I’m fine. Don’t worry.” Suzanne touched his arm reassuringly. “I just need to get settled from the plane ride.”




She edged toward the reception desk and handed a credit card to the young man waiting to check her in. The Congress was hosting her, but there were always incidentals to pay for.




“All right. Come down when you’re ready. We’ll be waiting. Ciao-ciao.”




As he turned away she had to stifle a laugh because with that silly good-bye, and his orange spots, he suddenly reminded her of Morris the cat in those old commercials.




She just managed to bite her lip—pain the moment’s preferred antidote—when he executed a spirited and surprisingly graceful spin to wheel back around.




“Sorry, almost forgot.” He dug through a three-ring binder and pulled out a note. “A distinguished-looking man with silver hair gave me this earlier and asked me to give it to you.”




One glimpse at the crisp penmanship confirmed that it was, indeed, from Burton. But distinguished-looking? Silver hair? She’d always thought of it as gray. He’d made her husband sound like a Supreme Court Justice, which he definitely wasn’t. Not yet anyway. Try administrative law judge for the Oregon Construction Contractors Board. He’d applied for a circuit court judge pro tem position, but was still waiting for the governor to promote him to the bench. Despite his steroidal ambition with the gavel—or maybe, now that she thought of it, because of it—His Honor had suffered a serious lapse in judgment in following her here. Hardly the first such lapse, and far from the worst, but can’t an estranged husband stay estranged? At least for a while?




The note proved blessedly brief: “Good luck, sweetheart. I’m with you.”




But not brief enough to keep her from seeing that he could have chosen his words more carefully, too, made them less susceptible to sarcasm. I’m with you. Where were you a few months ago? And where are you now?




A quick, furtive look around the lobby assured her that he wasn’t haunting its remote corners. Thank God for small favors.




She took the key card from the receptionist and handed it to the bellman.




They stepped off the elevator on the sixteenth floor, and she trailed him to a plummy suite with a large bedroom. Nice. The Congress was treating her well.




She heard the bellman opening the drapes and turned to take in a view of Lake Michigan as wide as the horizon itself.




Two weeks ago clocks were set back an hour, and though it was still early evening, the blackening sky, with its gray filaments of cloud, looked like an eerie reflection of the dark, windswept water.




A chill prickled her arms, and as she rubbed them, the bellman, more alert than most, pointed out the thermostat. He turned it up, and as he left she handed him a five.




She unzipped her laptop case and reviewed her speech, double-checking the most painfully revealing lines.




The words she’d written over the past few weeks left her stomach feeling as if she’d never left the elevator, and more glad than ever that she’d declined the invitation to dinner. Hardly tempted in any case by the morel-stuffed mahi-mahi that was, at this very moment, taking its final bow on terra firma.




The bellman had hung her garment bag in a closet with a full-length mirror on the door. After slipping on a cerulean blue dress that highlighted her eyes, she gave herself a once-over, fluffed her honey-colored hair, which promptly deflated in palpable protest, and called it good.




Not quite. In deference to the harsh lights that seemed to bear down on every podium she’d ever commanded, she reluctantly applied mascara, lip gloss, and enough blush to enliven her pallid Portland complexion. About as much as she’d concede to the dogs of demeanor. But she’d learned the hard way that when you went before your public, you really did ignore your appearance at your own peril. That hideous photograph of her in People? Taken at a speech she’d given in Orlando two months ago. All the proof—and impetus—she’d ever need to primp.




She returned to her laptop, checking the time on the screen. Fifteen minutes and counting. One more look at the speech, even though she’d committed every last pause to memory.




Second thoughts? “Try third and fourth ones, too,” she murmured. But you’re not turning back now.




The title sounded simple enough, “Opening Records in the Era of Open Adoption,” but simplicity in all guises is pure deception—ask any magician worth his wand—and this surely proved true in the scroll of words her eyes now scanned.




Minutes later she made the trip back down the elevator and glanced in the ballroom as she headed to the backstage entrance. Packed! Camera crews choked the aisles, including one from 60 Minutes and another from Dateline NBC. Both shows had been hounding her for interviews. Ed Bradley himself had called, not some assistant to the assistant producer. She’d liked his manner on the phone, very smooth, yet chummy, but supposed that every reporter had learned to give good phone, a skill as necessary to their success as it was to the practitioners of another, more bluntly seductive art. He was so good she’d almost asked him what he was wearing.




All the attention was a sign, she supposed, that she was truly emerging into national prominence and mainstream interest, coming as it did only three weeks after that cover story in People. The headline? “The Orphans’ Private Eye,” a gussied-up way of overstating the humdrum nature of her work, which typically entailed hours of web searches and visits to the dustiest removes of distant libraries. She had allowed to the reporter that occasionally she did the work of an actual gumshoe—surveillance, interviews, impersonation—and evidently that had been enough to earn her the colorful sobriquet. But danger, the kind often associated with PIs? Not a bit. Her world was no more noirish than a cheese blintz.




The initial blip of publicity had occurred two years ago right here in Chicago when she’d appeared on Oprah; but she’d shared that hour with birth mothers and their children and had been featured only briefly, which had been fine with her. But 60 Minutes, People, Dateline NBC? This was a whole new level of fame, and she wasn’t sure it was good for the open adoption movement to be wedded so closely to one person, even if that person happened to be her.




“Like I said, SRO,” the conference organizer startled her as she sat backstage. “They’re standing all the way clear to the back of the ballroom.”




“Great.” But her stomach swirled even more over the great number of ears that would soon be listening.




She parted the curtain to take a peek and picked out Burton in less than five seconds. Sitting erect, as if still in his hearing room. Red regimental tie. Bold for Burton. (Never “Burt,” unless she wanted to goad him. Sometimes “Burty-boy” in bed, but that seemed like a long time ago.)




At the table right behind him sat Ami, French for dear friend, which surely she was, in addition to having become her trusted assistant.




The spry young woman had knocked on Suzanne’s door when she was nineteen and in need of help searching for her mother. She’d been a student with no money, save the dribble of student loans on which she subsisted. But she’d insisted on paying for the search by helping out in the office.




They’d found her mother seven months later, homeless and strung out on meth near the docks of Port Angeles, Washington. Bunny was one of the lucky ones—the meth had broken her spirit, but not her mind. Not yet. Still one day at a time for her. Always would be. She huddled next to her daughter, their shoulders almost touching as they finished dinner.




Ami had never stopped helping out in the office. She now had her master’s in social work and had become indispensable and irreplaceable to Suzanne, which was a whole lot more than could be said for Administrative Law Judge Burton Trayle.






The chandeliers dimmed, and even the clatter of plates and utensils softened, as if the light switch controlled the ambient noise level, too.




“We have with us this evening as our keynote speaker a woman all of you know.”




The curtain had opened, and the conference chair, an older woman as elegant and sparkling as a formal gown, was speaking from the podium.




“Many of you have met Suzanne Trayle in person. Some of you owe your reunions to her perseverance, and all of you have seen her on television and read the wonderful stories that have been written about her . . .”




Applause interrupted the chair, and she stepped back to let it build.




“Thank you. I’m sure Suzanne appreciates that. No one has done more to bring the emotionally charged issues of adoption into the mainstream of American attention, because Suzanne is not just a first-rate search angel, she’s a powerful advocate for opening adoption records.”




Amid the cheers, Suzanne heard Burton’s telltale whistle, odd in a man otherwise so mannered. It was an ear-splitting screech that would have startled even the stream of scam artists and miscreants who flowed through his courtroom, had he ever been taken with an uncontrollable urge to issue it in such a staid setting.




“As many of you know,” the chair said in a clear voice that rose above the fading clamor, “Suzanne’s searches have resulted in more than a thousand reunions between birth mothers and adoptees, and she found all of them in the past decade alone.”




This too brought expected applause, though thankfully not another of Burton’s whistles.




“Tonight we’re here to listen to Suzanne’s wise words, but first let’s honor her great success by giving this most amazing search angel the reception she so richly deserves.”




They rose to their feet as Suzanne approached the podium. She received the light embrace of the chairwoman, and placed her laptop on a table to her right. Tonight it would prove more prop than tool.




She looked up with a smile that granted breadth to her oval face, crinkling her high forehead and cracking, as genuine smiles will, the shell that people wear.




Suzanne gestured for them to sit, saying, “Please, you’re embarrassing me. Down—down.”




When they were seated she looked at them slyly, arched her eyebrows, and said, “Aren’t we the lucky ones? As adoptees, we can’t get arrested for marrying our first cousins. We can’t even get arrested for marrying our sister or brother, for that matter.”




The audience hooted. They understood, as a casual observer might not, that Suzanne was playing to the fear that so many of them had suffered when they’d selected a mate: Was their intended related? Was a blood link hiding in the secrecy of conception?




She recognized the generosity of the laughter and was a savvy enough speaker to not let it linger. She was in performance mode, and even the concerns she’d had over the most revealing parts of her speech had receded, as tides often do before a flood.




“The other day I read that the biggest problem with being an adoptee is that it’s like showing up for a mystery movie five minutes late.”




More knowing laughter.




“But it’s getting easier to figure out the beginning of each of our movies, isn’t it? Not easy, mind you, but easier. County and state records are going online. The same is true for newspapers. Hospitals are getting better about responding to e-mail,” she said as she removed a disk from her laptop. “It’s not like the old days when we’d have to write them and plead and wait . . . and wait. Remember that?”




A collective groan assured her that they did.




“We can go online and do a lot of our work with the help of a simple disk. Not sexy. Not a lot of sizzle, but it works.” She held up the one she’d just taken out of her computer. “This contains most of my records. I leave a backup at home and work on the road. Every one of you can do the same thing. I urge you to attend my workshop tomorrow, ‘Seeking Love, Finding the Link,’ because that’s what it’s all about. I urge you to put me out of business because . . .”—and here she paused long enough to hear a single utensil slip to a plate—“when I’m no longer in business, that’ll mean the closed adoption system, with all its secret records, has closed down for good. That’ll mean it’s dead, which is the destiny it deserves.”




This line was intended to rouse them, and it didn’t disappoint. When the wave of approbation finally broke, Suzanne placed the disk aside and offered updates on the states that had moved toward opening adoption records, where adult adoptees could determine the identity of their birth parents. But she pointedly reminded her audience that it was still far simpler to list the few states where records were open and available to them than it was to run down all the states that continued to stonewall adoptees, treating them as wards who had to be protected from the most basic of all truths—their birth.




She paused to take a sip of water, then looked out at the crowd.




“But tonight I want to talk to you about a deeply personal matter that I’ve avoided for a long time. It’s a subject I couldn’t bring myself to talk about until recently.”




Her eyes took in Burton, who sat forward, looking worried, and Ami, who nodded at her with a wariness Suzanne had never before seen in her assistant.




“As many of you know, I’m an adoptee. I was left on the steps of a firehouse in Los Angeles on January 16, 1958. I was only a few hours old. No note. No apologies. No clues. Only a thin white blanket and the cardboard box I was left in.




“The State of California assumed custody of me, and I lived in a state-run orphanage for the next five months until I was adopted by my absolutely wonderful parents. I’m as indebted to them as I am to life itself.




“These facts are all public, but my life hasn’t been the open book I’ve pretended it to be. I’ve kept one chapter tightly sealed for all these years: I’m not just an adoptee, I’m also a birth mother.”




Ami looked up, no longer wary but startled; Burton raised his hand to his chin. He knew this, of course, and all the facts that followed.




“At age fourteen—yes, fourteen—I became pregnant with my son. Like so many other young women adoptees, I’d sought the only connection I could to my lost and presumably ‘loose’ birth mother. It wasn’t a conscious decision—nothing of that nature is ever conscious at that age—but the desire for a connection to my birth mother was real, and no matter how pathetic it seems now, it resulted in the beautiful baby boy I had thirty-two years ago when I was still a child myself.




“I gave my son to the closed adoption system, and in one way or another I’ve been searching for him ever since.”




Her throat thickened, and she heard a chair move, bodies shift positions, and noticed how intently her audience was staring at her.




“I gave up my son because I was told that having a baby out of wedlock would violate every sense of common decency. In other words, I was shamed into giving up my son. Shamed. I was told, in effect, that I could keep my baby and raise him in shame, or I could give him up and give us both a good life.




“Giving up my baby to the closed adoption system did not give me a good life. It’s given me countless hours of agony; and as an adoptee who’s never known her own mother, I can’t believe my son is better off for not knowing me.”




She gripped the sides of the podium.




“‘Give up your baby, or live in shame.’ Up until about twenty years ago, when the open adoption movement began to take hold, that’s what most birth mothers were forced to hear. And let’s not overlook the unpleasant but very real fact that in spite of these gains, it still goes on: Every year thousands of young women in this country sign over their babies to the closed adoption system. But great progress has been made: More than half of all adoptions in the United States are now open, so those children will always know who their birth parents are, and their birth parents will always know who’s raising them. This is a healthy and critical development, but what about the millions of birth mothers who gave up their babies in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s? And what about their children, now in their thirties, forties, and fifties?




“These are the adult adoptees who are still denied access to their birth records in most states; and not a single state permits a birth parent to see her child’s amended birth certificate, which contains the names of the adoptive parents. They’re completely shut out by a system that thrives on secrecy and lies.”




She took another sip of water and noticed her hand trembling as she placed the glass back on the podium.




“These people are desperate. I see this every day: middle-aged adoptees trying to find medical information about their birth parents because of a health crisis in their own lives or in the lives of their children. I see birth mothers fighting terminal cancer and an insidious system that won’t let them see their son or daughter before they die.




“People ask me all the time why I do this kind of work. That’s why. I want basic human rights for all adoptees and birth parents, not just for those lucky enough to have experienced open adoption in the past twenty years.”




She took a deep, deep breath.




“The birth mothers, frankly, tear my heart out. After listening to literally thousands of their stories, I’m convinced that most of them were coerced into giving up their children. They were treated like social lepers, removed from their towns and cities and placed in homes for unwed mothers. Their mail and visitor lists were closely monitored to leave little chance that a prospective father would propose marriage—and deprive one of these money mills of a profitable baby.




“Many of these birth mothers signed adoption papers while heavily drugged, or during the most grueling moments of labor. Can you imagine that? Signing adoption papers during labor? It happened time and again.




“Others were threatened that if they changed their mind and wanted to keep their baby they’d have to pay all the hospital costs, doctors’ bills, lawyers’ fees, even their room and board at the ‘homes’ where they were held as virtual prisoners.




“I know. I endured some of that abuse myself and lived in shame for many years.”




Her head shook slightly, anger and anguish mingled as sand, and then she paused—she had to for fear of breaking into tears—and was stunned by the absence of any response other than those intently staring eyes. She was an experienced speaker and could usually read a crowd, but now she sensed nothing. It was as if the walls themselves had absorbed every emotion in the room save hers. Then she wondered if what she really felt was the crowd’s barely subdued anger: Did they feel betrayed by her many years of silence, by finding out that she wasn’t the woman she’d claimed to be?




Turning from the microphone, she tried to clear her throat discreetly; but discretion’s not possible when the attention of a crowd is pinned on you as unblinkingly as a spotlight.




“This is very difficult for me, as you can probably tell, but it’s important to address this issue. Even though the hour is late for my saying this, we must choose to live openly. But to live openly we must open all birth records to adoptees and their birth parents, as they did long ago in England, Scotland, Germany, Israel, Mexico, and in many other countries as well.




“But not here. Not in America. We may even be regressing. There’s now an attempt to criminalize the work I do, and the work that all of you do when you search for your child or birth parents. This abominable legislation would seal birth records for ninety-nine years, and if we violated its most dreadful provisions, we could go to prison.




“I’m going to vow to you right now that I will go to prison before I’ll stop searching on behalf of adoptees. And I’ll go to prison before I’ll stop searching on behalf of birth mothers. I’ll go to prison before I’ll ever bow to a system still determined to shame so many women who gave up their babies for the lie of a good life.”




Though her resolve made her appear calmer, she felt shaky, very shaky, and told herself that in another minute it would all be over. She was now willing to believe any bromide that would help her survive this speech; her stomach was swirling, and her palms were as cold and damp as dead leaves.




She leaned closer to the microphone and spoke her last words clearly: “We must end the secrecy, the scars, and all the shame. We must demand not only open adoption, but the opening of all birth records to adoptees and birth parents. And we must demand this . . . now!”




Silence followed her like a shadow as she stepped away from the podium. Not a single clap. A camera light blinked off. Then another, darkness as disappointment. She felt a gathering anger creeping closer. They must feel betrayed, that had to be it. But shouldn’t they understand? Then a hand struck a hand, and another pair joined in, and the applause built in seconds into an explosion of sound that rocked the room, and finally drained the grief that had been hiding in her eyes for years.
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I DON’T LIKE PUNS. As amusements go, I’d rank them just above a deep incision and two degrees south of a family dinner. But I couldn’t help thinking that I’d hit the mother lode the night I saw Suzanne Trayle speak.




There she was, the most celebrated search angel of all, pulling a disk out of her laptop and telling us she had all her records right on that disk.




I realized right away that if I could get my hands on it I’d have the names, addresses, and maybe even the most intimate details of hundreds of birth mothers. I’d be able to pick and choose my moms without having to bother with the tedious research. I’d know who was married, who had kids, and most important of all, who lived alone (in all that shame Ms. Trayle was so worked up about).




So right from the start I knew what I’d do: I’d copy the disk and return it to her. And then, when the timing was absolutely perfect, I’d let her know that someone had it. Telling her would be the heart of my plan.




But to get the disk, I’d have to get into her room. I’ve gotten into hotel rooms before, but never in a place with electronic locks. But there’s always a weakness in a system. It’s true of people, and it’s true of hotels. I started looking where I always look first, at the bottom of the food chain. At the City Center Complex, that was the housekeeping staff. You can count on any hotel to provide two things: a bed, and maids who are paid next to nothing.




The next morning, the second day of the conference, I was haunting the hallway when María Alvarez pushed her cleaning cart up to Room 1633 and knocked. No answer. I didn’t think there would be because Ms. Trayle had gone to breakfast, and I could still see her at a table down in the atrium talking to some of the other people attending the conference. When María used her passkey, I made my move.




I had no hope of finding Ms. Trayle’s laptop in her room. She had it with her. But that wasn’t my purpose in slipping in behind the maid. I wanted to compromise her, and I’ve studied human nature long enough to know that you’ve got to do this in steps. The first one cost me a hundred dollars, all twenties, all for María. I’d come prepared.




“I just want to look around,” I said. “That’s all. Police business.”




She looked scared, but she took the money. I don’t think she believed me for one second, but she believed in the currency of Los Estados Unidos and stuffed it into her pocket.




I did look around, but, again, this wasn’t my purpose. I wouldn’t have taken a thing with María standing there.




After checking the drawers and under the bed, I turned back to her and held out five hundred dollars in fifties. Five hundred dollars for a hotel maid from Mexico isn’t chump change.




“For me?” she managed in her broken English.




“Si,” I replied. “Para la llave maestra.” For the passkey. I’ve lived most of my life in Arizona and spoke her language well enough to know that, strictly speaking, “llave maestra” means “teacher key.” But that’s what they call a passkey, and I liked the twist in meaning because la llave maestra would definitely teach Ms. Trayle a lesson.




But first I had to get María to take the money. She was hesitating, so I placed the bills in her hand and said, “Para ti,” as gently as I could. For you.




She handed over the passkey and walked out of that room, and probably kept on going right out the service entrance of the City Center Complex.




I wheeled her cleaning cart back out to the hall and closed the door.




Now that I had the passkey, I starting thinking about when I’d go into Ms. Trayle’s room. While she slept? That might work, but only if she didn’t use the chain lock. They’re such teasers, the way they can taunt you with a vertical slice of a terrified face. There’s always that single eye staring out and some woman going, “What do you want?”




Every room also had a dead bolt and a horizontally mounted steel latch that was V-shaped, like a woman’s groin, and slipped over a ball-headed bolt. As a psychologist, I couldn’t help noticing that the very image of sexual penetration might actually prevent me from entering her room. But I’d also found that when you have all these gadgets hanging off a door, people often don’t bother with any of them. It’s too much trouble, and at some level they think that if they start with one of them they’ve got to use them all. So why bother, especially with those hefty electronic locks to keep them safe.




If nothing else, when Suzanne left to do her workshop, I could come and go as I pleased. She’d probably leave something behind.




She did. Her most intimate apparel, and her toiletries with their uniquely female uses. I left none of it untouched, unexamined, but after I returned to my room I realized that my needs had not been satisfied. Not at all. Going through her possessions made me want the disk even more. Then I looked in the mirror and forced myself to be honest. Yes, I wanted that disk, but I also wanted the risk. I craved it. Roaming around her room and going through her stuff had been titillating. The adrenaline rush had awakened my desire for violation, which never sleeps for long. So it was probably predictable that I then asked myself a question that led me to take my biggest risk ever: Why not try getting into her room tonight, after she settled down for the evening? Maybe she’ll come back tired and just close the door and call it good, put her faith in that electronically coded lock.




I had nothing to lose. If the door only opened an inch before the chain tightened, I could leave. I could always visit her house or office in the weeks to come. But if those extra locks were just hanging there, I could copy the disk and plan my future visits right away.




Was the disk really worth the risk? What would you say to the satisfaction of your greatest pleasure? Think about it for a second or two. Is it young boys? I’ve seen that in my practice a time or two. What if you were to be given the secret hiding place of every young boy who could be cowed into silence by your most urgent impulses? Boys who would whimper less and less as you satisfied yourself more and more? Boys who would look up from their shallow graves with eyes that still longed for all that you had brought them, who could make you believe in this lie even as the chill settled over their skin, and made yours snappy with desire?




You would do what I did. At least you’d try. The worst that could happen is she’d wake up and scream, and I’d run. But the payoff? The payoff would be unimaginable.




It was a little past two-thirty in the morning when I used the passkey again. I’d watched Ms. Trayle all evening, seen her drink wine with dinner and retire to the lounge with several others, including her husband, who was some kind of judge. I’d read plenty about him. They’d even mentioned him in the People story, said the Trayles had a “challenging” marriage without saying why. But anyone who knew his history would know that he had “poor impulse control,” as we say in my field.




He looked dapper enough in a gray suit, but he had a nervous habit of adjusting his tie, like Rodney Dangerfield used to do. And then I noticed that he did this every time he was about to touch his wife, put his hand on her shoulder or arm. No wonder he was nervous; she kept brushing him off. She did it smoothly, the way some women do, but it was clear to me that she didn’t want him touching her. But was he discouraged? No more than a dog going after a bone.




After adjusting his tie one more time, he put his hand on her thigh, which she did not take to at all. She leaned toward him and spit out some words. He said something back and left her with her appalled acquaintances.




I’d say a good hour and two more glasses of wine passed before she seemed to relax. All that time her laptop was on the seat beside her. It looked as much a part of her as the skirt I saw clinging to her bottom when she walked over to the table. I’ll admit I thought about taking my pleasure with her, but I told myself that this would be a huge mistake, that the disk held the promise of a thousand reunions just as sweet. But as I slipped the passkey into the slot and turned the handle, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to control myself.




What man could have claimed otherwise? Not the ones I’ve treated. They’re almost always driven by their basest impulses.




I opened the door slowly, and actually nodded with pleasure when I saw that she hadn’t used the extra locks. She’d gone to bed without any fear. But then I remembered her in the lounge and understood that she’d bought her tipsy bravado with the wine that had soothed her nerves, the ones upset by her husband.




Her long body lay stretched out under the covers, her blonde hair fanned across the pillow. It was tinged green by the clock on the nightstand, like she lived in envy of the world that had taken her son. The way she announced that she was a birth mother surprised me. Not the news itself, but the brazen way she told everyone. I’ve actually known about her son for more than a year. If there’s one thing I’ve studied closely, it’s birth mothers; and if there’s one birth mother I’ve studied more than all the others combined, it’s Suzanne Trayle. A long time ago I started asking myself why she was so interested in finding birth mothers and their miserable offspring. She always said in interviews that it was because she was an adoptee, but I never bought it. There are lots of search angels out there who are adoptees, and a few who are birth mothers, but none of them are as possessed as Suzanne Trayle. Or have near her numbers. She’s like a search angel on steroids, way too invested in The Search. That’s what they call it, capital letters and all. I remember when it first hit me.




I was watching her on Oprah, and I thought, She’s burning from both ends. I’ll bet she’s got one of her own somewhere. She wouldn’t have been the first, as she owned up to in her speech, that whole “like mother like slut” syndrome. So after seeing her on national TV, I started my own search. I had an advantage and used it to the max. When I found her kid, I can’t say I was the least bit surprised; but I was completely floored when I found out who he was, even more shocked than I was to hear her talking openly about her very own bastard. Maybe she thought the publicity would help her find him, bring in some hot tips, but if that’s the case she’s in for another big disappointment: I made sure his trail’s covered up a whole lot better than her body was on that bed.




I looked at the outline of her legs, and the rise of her chest with every soft breath. Not sexy? Not a lot of sizzle? Isn’t that what she’d said a few hours ago? I beg to differ. I stood there feeling nothing but sex and sizzle and knew it would be very hard to restrain myself. My breath was short and shallow, and I could feel myself coming alive with desire. The strain in my pants was exquisite—I love that kind of pain—and for many minutes I just stared down at her. She was completely appealing. She might have been in her mid-forties, but she looked soft and sumptuous and so willing to please. Sleeping there, she even looked kind, like a woman who’d never hurt you. Yet she’d hurt her own son very badly. SHE GAVE HIM AWAY! She must have been a real sex machine back then. Maybe she still was.




No, I told myself, don’t do it.




I swallowed, and with that simple act I turned my eyes to her laptop. It opened easily, quietly, and there was the disk, the one she’d held up to the crowd the night before.




In minutes I made it back to my room and fired it up. You can’t imagine the thrill when I saw that she hadn’t lied. These were her records, her birth mothers. This, as I said at the start, was the mother lode; and even though I hate a cliché for the way it robs anything new of meaning and emotion, I used it right then like I’m using it now. I would mine that mother lode forever, and there’d be no way for her to stop me. Why? That was a secret I’d share with Ms. Trayle at just the right time. For now, I was content to take a few moments to stare at the names and addresses and biographical notes of all these birth mothers. I now had the means to lead me to all the moms a man could ever want.




It was easy to return the computer and disk, but much harder to leave. I stood by the foot of her bed again with my body urging me on, while my mind told me to get out of there. Now! It was at this moment, while I was teetering on the edge of indecision, that I smelled the wine, the undercurrent of alcohol alive in the room. A moment later an interesting thought occurred to me. I’ll never know if it was related to the sour notes playing in my nose, but I realized that with the help of a tiny hyphen, the word therapist turns into the-rapist.




The disk, lying safely in its own bed, was the least of Suzanne Trayle’s concerns.
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SUZANNE’S LIPS MOVED, and she heard herself clearly enough: He was singing in my ear the whole time. The same line over and over.




But when she looked up Cara didn’t nod, didn’t offer a comforting “uh-huh,” didn’t do or say anything, and that’s when Suzanne realized with a start that she hadn’t spoken at all.




She swallowed just to feel her throat, then broke the silence.




“The whole time he was singing in my ear.”




“What was he singing?”




Song lyrics like a wraith, a specter so haunting that her voice froze up again, the ghost of an icy puddle after a boot has cracked its pale face. But she’d been in therapy long enough to know that resistance this strong pointed a direct arrow to where she needed to go. To what she needed to say.




Cara sat across from her on an auburn couch, leather like the lounger whose cool surface always surprised Suzanne at the start of every session. The blinds had been opened on a window over Cara’s shoulder, but this was November in Portland—gray skies and drizzle—and the backlight was too weary to keep Suzanne from seeing her narrow face, or the short gray-streaked hair as stubbornly impervious to style as her clothes were to fashion; Cara favored loose cotton tops and baggy slacks that obscured all but the briefest hints of her lean limbs and tight torso.




She looked at Suzanne expectantly, waiting for her to say what needed to be said, whatever that was. Only Suzanne could know.




The first sounds to climb out of her strangled throat were not words at all: She was humming.




Cara had to know the song. She’d come of age in the sixties. So had Paul Simon. In one way or another, so have we all, thought Suzanne. But Cara wouldn’t make it easy for her by offering the name of the song, much less the lyrics, because that would only make it harder for Suzanne to heal. They both knew the rules of engagement: Cara the experienced therapist, Suzanne the experienced client.




“‘Mother and Child Reunion,’” Suzanne said. “That one.”




Cara leaned forward, spoke softly. “It’s a beautiful song.”




“It was a beautiful song. He kept singing it over and over while he was pushing himself into me really hard.”




Cara nodded, eyes unblinking as an actress.




“My head kept hitting the headboard. I know this sounds weird, but at first I didn’t notice the song because of what he was doing.”




“Doing?”




“His penis. Raping me.” Suzanne still couldn’t put those words into a single sentence. “But then it was like I was suddenly hearing a voice from far away, only it was my head—the sound of it hitting the headboard—and it hurt so much. There was all this blood.”




Her hand rose to the bandage on her brow, right by her hairline, so blonde it blurred into her scalp. Before dropping back to her lap, her fingers paused under her left eye, tenderly exploring the puffiness that had not yet receded from the purple crescents.




Cara watched, said nothing, silence the great talker in this room.




“He had a knife.” Suzanne’s voice seized up again, reminding her that feelings have memories, too, even the ones we can’t remember. She coughed, but speaking still made her feel like she was slogging through wet sand.




“One of those things that’s shaped like a snake. I saw it reflected on the clock face. I kept looking at the clock, telling myself that in five minutes it would be over, at three-ten he’ll be gone. And then it was three-fifteen. But he didn’t hurry. Everything I’ve ever heard, they’re supposed to rush to get it over with, but not him. And that song, he never stopped.”




She grabbed another tissue from the glass table that squatted between them, and wiped her eyes and nose. Nothing dainty about the gesture. She didn’t feel she had enough dignity left to sit there and dab.




“Even now I keep thinking, what’s an hour? I watched the clock for a whole goddamn hour with him behind me, hurting me, banging me around. I kept trying to see his reflection, but all I saw was that knife. And I felt it. With each . . . thrust . . . he’d press it against my neck.”




Never a hint of his features, just the knife and the face of the clock, and her watch lying on its side, the weak certitude of the second hand sweeping around and around. She’d prayed for its collapse, as if the stoppage of time could freeze him, too.




It didn’t make sense that his hour had lasted to this moment, and threatened to last forever, while the few hours she’d spent with her baby thirty-two years ago had fled almost instantly.




Odd thoughts, odder feelings, and they’d begun to infect other moments as well. When she woke up this morning she’d looked at all the everyday objects—her books, bureau, the door opening to the bath—and found a shading of strangeness in each of them, the fusing of the familiar to the foreign to form the utterly eerie.




She’d swung her legs out of bed, as if to flee the day’s first surge of anxiety, but before her feet hit the cool hardwood floor, she’d been hobbled by the idea that she could multiply the homeliest seconds into infinity, or take their sharpest splinters and reduce them to final decimals, and they’d all send back the same stark message: that time, so set and determined to the rest of the world, had become so incontinent, so indeterminate to her. Like the invisible strings of the universe itself. Nothing steady, nothing to hold on to. Forty-eight hours ago she’d felt strong enough to finally reveal her most closely guarded secret to a packed ballroom. Now violence had claimed her and shattered every means by which she measured normalcy.




“Suzanne, what are you thinking?”




Suzanne shook her head. Icy beads of perspiration dripped down the insides of her arms.




“No, tell me.”




“I was thinking about how he messed up time for me. I can’t even look at a clock without . . . feeling . . . him. He took his time, and now it feels like he’s taking all of mine.” She flattened her arms against her sides, crushing the icy drops.




“Is there anything you can do about this?”




“Throw away my clocks?”




Her stab at humor made Cara smile—pleased, apparently, to see that some playfulness had survived in her client—but did little more than shadow the laugh lines in Suzanne’s own face.




“I remember you once saying that when you painted you sometimes lost track of time. Maybe you should paint.”




Suzanne nodded.




“The weird thing?”




“Yes?”




“Was that I was glad Burton was there.”




“There’s nothing weird about that at all. He’s—”




“But I hated the fact that he showed up in Chicago. That was so Burton of him, to think he could make some big gesture like that and I’d just come around. But after . . . it was over, I called him. I called him first. I wanted him there.”




Cara sipped from an earthenware mug before speaking. “He was safe. And he’s someone who loves you.”




“Cara, come on! He’s the reason I’m seeing you.”




“I know, but when we’re really scared we turn to the people who love us. And even though he hurt you, you know he loves you and wants to get back together.”




Suzanne began to weep over the whole messy mix of good Burton and bad Burton: his betrayal, but also for his comforting of her in the hotel room; and for calling the police, and fending off the night manager, who’d had the indecency to worry aloud that she’d tell the news media about the attack, as if she’d want that kind of attention.




Burton, Burton, Burton . . . He’d never left her side during all those wrenching hours, not when she’d needed him to endure the brusque questions of a shockingly indifferent detective, and not during the considerably more sensitive, though infinitely more repugnant rape exam at Cook County Hospital. He’d taken her hand at the start of the procedure and then cradled her slumping head as the East Indian physician removed evidence of the rape from the most private—and most violated—part of her body.




Seconds after the long white curtains had fallen closed behind the doctor, they swished open for a nurse who drew blood.




“What’s that for?” Suzanne had asked in a voice so feeble she could scarcely believe she’d given a speech hours ago.




“I’m sorry,” the woman said softly, “but we need to run a blood test to check for any previous exposures. But you should definitely get tested again in three months, and at six months too, because a lot of these guys have been in prison, and the infection rate for HIV is . . .”




Raising his hand, Burton had brought silence to that emergency room cubicle with the same unspoken authority that he commanded in his hearing room. The nurse had meant well but had left Suzanne with a festering worry.




Burton had flown home with her, and they’d spent yesterday cuddling on the antique velvet couch, the one they’d picked up years ago at an estate sale.




But even the warmest thoughts of Burton were quickly subverted by the memory of what he’d done with another woman. Solace slipped away so easily now, and Suzanne found herself right back where she’d been minutes ago: thinking about her attacker.




“Oh, God,” she moaned.




“What?” Cara said.
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