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            Immediate Family

         

         Last night I told you that today might be hard for us, and you said why, and I said because you’ll be married and all grown up, and you said I’m already grown up, and gave me a look that I’ve never seen on any face but yours, a kind of mischievous pride that wavers between the certainty of your own truths and the question of whether you’ll get away with them.

         I was supposed to be with our mother, helping fuss over the bride, your soon-to-be wife, but instead I made my way over to your corner of the Mexican restaurant during the rehearsal dinner. Over your head was a red piñata and behind you was a large dark window that a few hours before had held the beach. You were surrounded by our father’s friends, holding a beer that was as much a display item as the piñata; what you probably wanted was just an ice-cold Coke. The other hand was in your pocket and you hunched a bit in your collared shirt, happy to be noticed, to be at the center somehow, but unsure how to handle your body as a result. A month ago you had called to ask if I would give you a speech. When I saw your name I wondered if you were calling to apologize, to set things right between us, but instead you cut right to the question. This is exactly the way you said it: Will you give me a speech.

         I listened closely to the sound of your voice because I didn’t hear it as often these days, and rather than being upset like I’d thought, I marveled at the feeling it brought along, like no time had actually passed, like the bad things hadn’t happened or maybe they still had and regardless here we were, back to our old selves again. A speech? I said. Isn’t that a best-man thing? And you explained that your best man had backed out of the speech, maybe even backed out of the wedding, and you didn’t want to talk about it because it was a long story and please. You said please twice, please give the speech, you were in a bind. Otherwise would you really be asking your sister?

         Did Mom put you up to this? I said, and you breathed a loud sigh into the phone, like those brief hits of Northern California wind that come from nowhere out of the sunshine and push all your hair into your face, unsettling an otherwise pleasant day. The sigh made you sound like you had lived a long hard life even though you were twenty-eight years young and seemed to lose accountability like a sock in the wash.

         So it’s a best-sister speech then, I said.

         I guess, you said, and before we hung up I reminded you that I hadn’t put you on the spot at my wedding, and you reminded me that I hadn’t asked.

         
             

         

         You used to write to me when we were young; I’d find messages tucked into my shoe or lunchbox. Back then all of your letters were a signature combination of great feeling and formality that I’ve come to miss very much.

         
            
               To my sister: Your the best sister in the whole world. 

               From, Danny Larsen.

            

            
               Hello, I love you HEPPY BIRTHDAY Sincerely, Your Sibling 

            

         

         Even now, as adults, I still hear it in your voice mails. It’s me, Danny, you always begin, as if I won’t recognize the number, or the sound of your voice.

         
             

         

         Once, when you were a teenager, I wrote you that angry letter – do you remember this? I was home from college and handed it to you on Christmas Day, for effect. You tossed it on your dresser where it remained unopened the rest of the week and, feeling remorseful by then, I took it back and tore it all up.

         The letter was about money, of course, as most of our fights would come to be. You’d taken cash from our mother’s underwear drawer a few days before and bought a silver bracelet for a blond girl at school. (How much I could say in the speech about your lifelong appreciation for blond, blue-eyed girls.) When our mother discovered the bracelet in your backpack, you’d pretended the gift was for her, the dangling hearts so clearly unintended for a mother. In reality you hadn’t gotten anything for our parents for Christmas yet, and I’d just put both our names on whatever I had. When you asked me what the letter said as I packed my car to head back to school, I said it explained what I thought of you when you did things like that.

         Your body settled into this statement and from across the driveway I watched the words warp into some strange shape for the journey ahead, through your ears, your frown, your throat, your heart.

         Well, you said after a moment, what do you think of me? You said it so earnestly that we both couldn’t help but smile. The question seemed absurd after so many years together, and I didn’t end up answering before I hugged you goodbye.

         
             

         

         You asked me what it’s like to be married, what we did at home if we had no TV.

         Talk, I guess, I’d answered, and your eyes widened like it was the last line of a ghost story.

         
             

         

         I’ve thought about us often over the past few years as I’ve tried to become a mother. I’ve thought about simpler times: like when our parents went out and we’d have pizza delivered and you’d squeeze the blue cheese dressing on our plates for dipping like I’d taught you. We’d watch whatever you’d picked out at Blockbuster because in about thirty minutes you’d fall asleep. Sometimes you’d fall asleep still holding the pizza, your little legs crossed on the couch; I was probably about fourteen, which would make you eight. Your head would slide back, your mouth open, and then when I’d take your plate your body would slide over to me, slumped dead-weight on my shoulder or lap. At this age our days no longer contained physical closeness; I no longer picked you up or swung you around or carried you on my shoulders as I once had. I was fourteen and bodies were becoming new territories to me, mostly my own, and I no longer touched people without awareness. But on nights like this I would let you take full comfort in sleep, I would cover you with a blanket and finish your pizza and occasionally if you stirred I’d rub your back. What surprises me after all these years is the fear I still feel in talking about your body, a body I’ve known and lived next to for so long, a body I’ve hugged and pushed and carried and cleaned.

         Were there simpler times? Was anything ever simple for you?

         
             

         

         I tell myself I can’t worry about the speech. I can’t worry about the speech in a place where everyone will have drunk too much and you’ll be so busy being famous for a day that you’ll hardly remember the words at all. I tell myself that I’m a last-minute substitute, which should keep expectations moderate at best. I tell myself that the success of a marriage does not depend on the success of the speech, and if it did there would be many more luckless unions in this world.

         Maybe I worry because I’ve watched our parents plan with your bride for the past six months, how money has again translated to care. Where have you been? Maybe I worry because I want to be good for the three of them, because I’ve refused to do anything just for your sake. I helped with the cake, the color scheme for the bride, the backstage drama of who would sit next to whom. I helped with the flowers and finding our father a tie, the silverware, the chicken or steak; I conceded to wear whatever the bride picked out. I tried to help with the absence of the bride’s parents, and how our parents shouldered the costs as a result, but too often I became angry and ungenerous and consequently no help at all. I was angry most of all because of course I still loved you, because everything was always done for that reason, despite what I told myself.

         When you called a month ago about the speech, I realized I had never put words to that kind of love, or more specifically our kind, and how it had always felt a little different from everyone else’s. I didn’t know how to angle it into the light, to see through it, and instead I longed to just buy the cake and wear the dress and show up on time to explain that I love you. Because what did I know about which facts should be collected or shed in the story of a person? What right did I have to speak of your life?

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         If I were to start from the beginning, I would say that you entered the world on 28 May 1991, ten minutes after eight in the evening. Your birth certificate, which now sits in the box of paperwork next to my bed, tells us you were born at home, with only a nurse present. The address listed is difficult to trace, but if you widen your search to Samut Prakan, suddenly your corner of the earth appears. For the first nine months of your life you lived there with your family just south of Bangkok, at the mouth of the Chao Phraya River on the Gulf of Thailand, on the western side of the province. You know this because our mother and father told you, but it’s not something you asked about while growing up.

         But I always wanted to know more about the baby I never got to meet, because hard facts were the most intimate records we had, and so from about eight or nine years old I memorized your paperwork the way children learn their favorite book. You were three thousand grams, roughly six pounds, six ounces, when you were born, and your name was Boon-Nam Prasongsanti. Your mother was named Nin and was thirty-two years old at the time of your birth. Your father, Chet, was thirty-six. Both of their identification numbers are listed on your birth certificate, though, coupled with their names, still return no search results. Years ago, when I first saw their names, I remember thinking that your mother seemed awfully old to be having a child. Thirty-two, I said to myself, probably horrified. Now it strikes me just how young your mother was, how quickly she had to say goodbye to you. I wonder if she knew from the beginning that there wouldn’t be much time.

         There was one other person present at the birth, a Mr. Kit Foythong, age fifty, who, according to the home address provided, appears to have been your neighbor. I don’t know why his is the face I can imagine so clearly, the neighbor, whose role in the delivery may have been critical or merely passing, stopping by only afterward with a pen. His relationship to you is listed as Other, and it is his signature that certifies the report of your birth.

         I don’t know how long your mother labored, or what, if anything, she was given for the pain. I don’t know if there were siblings also present at the birth, as the certificate lists you as Child No. 4, something that was initially withheld when we first came to meet you, and confirmed finally when our parents knew to ask, though no other information was provided about the three children before you. In fact, of the period between your birth in May 1991 and the July day in 1994 when we first locked eyes on you, we know very little. We know that your mother had nine months with you before she passed away of liver disease. Judging by your eyes and bright, straight teeth, your thick hair and walnut skin, I imagine she was very beautiful.

         Of your father we also know very little. The paperwork from the orphanage documents him solely as handicap, and our parents were told he couldn’t earn his living and depended on food from his temple. Shortly after your mother passed, he gave you to the Department of Public Welfare. He signed the forms that referred you to your first orphanage, Phayathai Babies’ Home, on 9 March 1992, and it is at this point in your paperwork that you begin to be called an orphan. The orphanage told our parents that your father likely didn’t have much longer to live, though at the time, with all the blank pages they’d been given about you, they weren’t sure what to believe.

         On 2 December 1992, you were transferred to the Rangsit Babies’ Home, where you were considered legally available for adoption. Records indicate that you never had any serious illness in either orphanage, only the common cold, fever, and common diarrhea, though we wouldn’t learn this was untrue until two years later, when we’d finally meet you.

         
             

         

         Our mother kept a diary during the first three years of my life, where every sound, outfit, sleep pattern, expression, and clip of dialogue is recorded into three small drugstore notebooks. Sometimes the entries are on scraps of paper stapled in, written quickly with a free hand or during a few quiet minutes while I napped. I’ve often wondered why you never seemed curious about the early years of your life, but then I’m reminded that I wasn’t curious about my own – I’d never asked to see the diaries until recently. When I was certain I didn’t want children, the diaries were of no interest to me, and then later when I realized I did, they were too difficult to think about. But lately I’ve found myself turning to them.

         We have no pictures of you as an infant, no diary, so I’m left to imagine how handsome you must have been from the beginning, with your toothless smile and signature frown. I imagine that your mother took you right away in her arms and began to forget all the hours of long, painful work. I imagine your father sitting at the foot of the bed, and Mr. Kit Foythong at the door with the nurse, offering congratulations. I don’t imagine you cried much, because tears have been rare in all the years I’ve known you, even when you’re scared. Instead I imagine you pressed yourself against your mother’s chest and breathed a sigh of relief that your hard work was done, too. I’ve never imagined this scene with other children in the room, even though there were likely three siblings nearby while your mother rocked you, maybe sang you a song.

         Have you ever wondered whether you were held, tucked in; if someone was keeping track of your sounds, your sleep, your happiness?

         
             

         

         I was surprised to see our mother mention adoption in those diaries from my first few years. The seeds of a life’s path are so often scattered by the thoughtlessness of the wind, but there it was: the bud of a future with you. Maybe it’s just surprising to read about any kind of longing from a parent. Though I remind myself that the woman in the pages is my age.

         In one entry, when I’m seven months old, she describes the new visions that batter her head: I’m choking on a button or blinding myself with a toothpick or acrobatically flipping out of the crib. The rare times I sleep through the night she shakes me awake to ensure I’m still breathing. Our father, in the background, is bewildered. As I read, I wondered if anxieties like these could be understood without children. I remembered that when I first fell in love with your brother-in-law, I would put my hand on his chest while he slept or watch him walk away down the street and think please, please, please. Please never die or else.

         I wonder what adoptive parents feel, she writes. Is it the same? Is there a physical bond because she came from me? I’ve wanted to adopt a child and wonder if there’s a difference. I’ve acquired a lot more love for her since the day she was born so maybe it’s the same, after all. Maybe I would love as I learned to know.

         
             

         

         Recently I called our mother and asked her again about when she knew she wanted to adopt, and why, and she said what she always said, that it was just something she always wanted to do. As a teenager, on cold winter afternoons, she would take the bus out to Sea Cliff after school and spend the last hours of daylight at St. Christopher’s, an orphanage in Long Island, with a building full of children, from toddlers to teens. It was a bright attempt at a home, as she remembers it, however temporary, with windows that overlooked the bay and a staff of adults who soon became her closest friends in Long Island. They stationed her in the library, where she taught children from five to nine years old how to read and write. When I asked her if there were any children she became especially attached to she said yes, that there had been one in particular, a little boy. She said the memory of him had stayed with her for many years, though she didn’t offer much more on the subject.

         
             

         

         Maybe you just didn’t want to be pregnant again, I said a few days later on the phone.

         Oh, please, our mother said, in the way she has our whole life. You know the voice I mean. What am I going to do with the two of you. She reminded me that adoption was something she had always thought about, even dreamed about, the way some women dream about conceiving.

         
             

         

         You remember how I was in my teens and twenties: I took pride in saying I didn’t want marriage or kids. We lived in a place where children grew up and stayed, multiplying to keep the Catholic school running, and I longed to escape a cycle. It never required much of a leap, that certainty that a disinterest in marriage and children made me not only different but better, like the sexy aunt in the movies who comes to shake up the family on a weekend visit. That kind of woman always seemed to have lacy underwear, a bottle in her purse, a wrecked beauty that, back then, I found enviable.

         What I never told you was the shock that came in my thirties, the kind people talk about but I’d never believed to be true, when I started to imagine my body with a baby inside it. Suddenly my brain was host for biological takeover, and the invasion spread to your brother-in-law, too. Almost overnight he began clucking at children on the street, on social media wearing funny hats, while I dreamed of the powdery scent of a baby’s skin, the softness of their feet, the heat produced from pressing them against my chest. I dreamed of an imaginary child with the wistfulness attached to romantic longing. It was a desire without a history, like new skin grafted to a body, a foreign organ implanted. But the old resistance was still in there, too. I pictured myself swollen, constipated, the acne returned to my face, leaving it cratered like the moon, its blemishes visible a planet away. I pictured rock-bottom fatigue, the carpet a plastic minefield, a pillow over my face to capture the scream. I had heard what the disruption would kill off temporarily – sleep, sex, two minutes alone in the bathroom – but no one could confess to the larger question: What were the permanent losses?

         In truth, I knew what disruption felt like in a house, how it stayed with you even after you left. I remembered how the world transformed with you, and I wasn’t sure if the two fears belonged to each other. I wasn’t sure if this had been the root of the resistance all along. It began to eclipse so much of my thoughts that finally one morning I went to the doctor in secret, suddenly starved for the cold, objective truth of a medical professional.

         I told her I was scared about what a baby would do to my body, my life. I told her lately all I dreamed of was babies, and in the dreams I was happy, but when I woke I found myself steeped in sweat. And instead of telling me it was all right, that I was a normal person, which I realized halfway through was the reason I’d paid to come, she told me I should prepare to be patient, for women like me who have follicles on their ovaries the process could be arduous. Arduous, she repeated, after my question. She reminded me there were always other options. Would I consider other options?

         
             

         

         You and I had dinner the day of that appointment. This was four years ago, and you must have been living in Reno. You were visiting our parents in Petaluma and had driven into San Francisco to see me. I asked where you wanted to go and you said California Pizza Kitchen, and I said we could go someplace nicer but you said you liked their barbecue chicken pizza, that there was a shortage of good barbecue chicken pizza where you lived.

         We were getting along well in those days; there was no wedding yet, no talk of you returning to Thailand. You were working hard to get your degree but as usual all you wanted to discuss was girls. You usually preferred your brother-in-law’s advice but since he couldn’t make it that night you were stuck with mine. I listened until finally you said, What’s your problem, anyway?

         Problem?

         I drove over an hour to get here and I can’t tell if you’re pissed to see me.

         I’m not pissed to see you.

         Are you mad that we came to California Pizza Kitchen?

         This made me laugh, and then your face softened but only a bit. I sat back in our booth and for a moment I considered it: I’d told you when relationships had ended, when I’d been laid off, when I was worried about your brother-in-law or our parents, but somehow I couldn’t bring myself to tell you the truth. Somehow I couldn’t just say, plainly and without much consequence: Danny, I think I want to be a mother and today someone told me it might not be possible.

         Instead I said: I’m glad you came. I’m just stressed about work, no big deal.

         Why? you said, and you meant it.

         Boring stuff, I said, and waved over the waitress for another beer for me and a Coke for you. I asked you to tell me again about the girl you were seeing now, and you pulled out your phone to show me a picture.

         
             

         

         Our mother and father began researching the adoption process in 1989, as you’ve been told many times, when I was four years old. Adopting domestically was out of the question; it could cost upward of thirty thousand dollars and they couldn’t afford it. So for roughly two years our parents searched; they were both over forty years old at this point and many countries were closed to them because of it. They looked in Central and South America, but in many instances the adoptive family was required to stay in the child’s home country for weeks before they had clearance to leave with their new baby. You were also expected to grease some palms down there, according to our father. China hadn’t opened up yet; South Korea had shut down its adoption process after Bryant Gumbel called it a baby factory during the 1988 Olympics. One afternoon our father received a phone call from his old college roommate and the advice was brief: consider Thailand. I hear you can have a child in six months.

         But then: three more years of waiting. Our father was laid off, sending the three of us from the East Coast to Petaluma, California, where we lived with our aunt for close to a year. I remember swimming in the outdoor pool of the neighborhood complex at Christmas and thinking how wonderful this was. I didn’t realize that more bad news had come: California law required our parents to do most of the adoption paperwork and in-person screenings all over again. They were transferred to another adoption agency, which, once we moved out of our aunt’s house and into the small rental on the west side, began the process of sizing us up.

         First thing, a social worker began visiting us at the house. We welcomed Rosemary Pascal into our living room wearing our finest – our mother and I in long floral-print dresses, our father in his one sweater-vest – and introduced ourselves with trembling hands. I hadn’t known to feel nervous until the doorbell rang and I watched all the color leave our mother’s face. Our father went to answer the door, and unsure of what to do, our mother and I followed. We all stood there a little strangely for a moment, smiling at the visitor on our doorstep, until our father remembered to invite her in. Our parents had done these screenings before, but maybe the prospect of rejection seemed scarier now because they were even older, with fewer alternatives. Our mother had put out cookies but I was the only one who ate them while Rosemary asked me about school and hobbies, questions I returned with ease. It wasn’t until she asked if I wanted to be a sister that I looked at our parents, afraid that there was something wrong in the question. Of course, I remember saying, a little irritated. I don’t know if my mom and dad have told you, but we’ve already waited so long.

         Rosemary took some notes and it occurred to me that maybe the baby wouldn’t come because of what I’d said. How was I supposed to know the stakes for this meeting were so high? Why had nobody told me? I held back tears on the couch while our mother remained pallid and our father navigated Rosemary’s questions about his recent unemployment, crossing and uncrossing his feet.

         Danny, if you could have only seen us. We must have looked like the unhappiest family in the world. There was so much I didn’t know about our parents’ money problems, work concerns, but they never wanted you in order to fill a hole. When our father would come home from his new job, our mother and I would run to the door to greet him, singing yay yay yay. This is what I knew. We had a good life. We wanted you to be a part of the happy thing we had going, despite the money, the moves, the jobs, the waiting.

         
             

         

         Shortly after that dinner at California Pizza Kitchen, I started going to a fertility clinic in San Francisco, not far from my office, passing long mornings in the waiting room. Despite high infertility rates among nonwhite groups, and less research on the issues affecting those demographics, the waiting room reflected another truth: it was white, upper-class women who had access to medical interventions or, as in my case, women with health care that actually considered reproductive health.

         A fuller portrait of longing was often found in the forums online. There definitions of womanhood weren’t limited to having a working womb or having a womb at all. Women pooled recommendations for Black OBs; others asked about doctors who were LGBTQ friendly. There no one called IVF a tool of the patriarchy; often we wondered where the feminists were when it came to us. Instead we could try to put words to the force field that surrounded mothers, whereas we were unsexed, sites of a hollow desire, of an unnatural, scientific labor rather than a God-given one. I participated in these conversations and I didn’t; they weren’t a utopian escape. People fought in the forums, they corrected and insulted one another, they contested milder forms of sadness, and problems presented often remained unsolved. But talk was open and there was compassion: we wept and hoped for those we’d never meet, those who vanished once success found them. It was just that the waiting room was lonelier. In person we avoided each other’s eyes.

         I used to think that a fertility clinic would be the kind of place where women cried while they waited on the couches for their names to be called. But most of us waited for our names just as we wait for the bus. Once a man came in with his girlfriend and looked at us waiting-room women as if we were contagious, as if he were going to start his period on the way home. This may be the reason I always preferred to come alone. I liked the feeling that we were all banded together against something while we waited, even in our silence.

         To make someone wait: the constant prerogative of all power, Barthes writes.

         Sometimes while we’d wait I’d hear the nurses’ laughter in the background and think, why not share the joke? I felt like telling them: those of us out here can appreciate a joke as much as anyone. But then I remembered that there are people in this world who want you to be a little bit apart, as you know. They want to know, I suppose, that they’re safe from the things about you that scare them.

         
             

         

         While I waited, sometimes I thought of you. I thought about how secrets change. When your brother-in-law and I first started trying for a child, it felt like the most exotic secret we’d ever made together, second only to falling in love, and we carried it around for weeks, holding it as close as a child itself.

         When the weeks of trying turned into months, the secret suddenly felt too heavy to keep; I told our parents and one or two close friends. I didn’t have the strength to air it out to everybody, though seeing it written here that doesn’t appear entirely true. I don’t know why I held it so close for so long, if it was shame over my body or maybe just over my desire, that yearning for a typecast role was reductive. I began to wonder again, as I once had, if my life would be better without children. Why else would my body turn against me. Why else had it become a broken thing?

         
             

         

         I wasn’t supposed to drink once the treatments began, which ruled out the bars. And I’d lost interest in walking downtown after work, galleries and bookstores replaced by new businesses, all named after sounds that a baby might make. Kaggle. Zynga. Digg. Hadoop. So I started going to the library a few times a week in the evenings, walking up Market Street to San Francisco’s main branch.

         Sometimes I would hear you as I sat there reading, reminding me of the night you turned twenty-one. Here was your sister, late to the family dinner again because she couldn’t decide on a gift, and ended up at the bookstore, circling for an hour. She finally decided on The Catcher in the Rye because it was one of the first books our father had given her, and she remembered how significant it’d felt at the time, some rite of passage that signaled she was ready for a world with drinking and prostitutes, so different from the one that she knew. She hadn’t known that books or the world could look like that, or sound like that. Catholic school had not provided that narrative.

         When she presented the gift to you back at the house you looked at the wrapping and frowned. Really? you said, without even opening it, the hurt genuine. Do you know me at all?

         
             

         

         My husband and I were young when we met in graduate school, filled with a kind of romantic impatience, waiting for life to get on its way. It made all the days drag and sparkle. We went for a drink after class and when he asked how old I was I answered, Almost twenty-five. Almost twenty-five when, he said, and I winced and told him. That’s nine months from now, he said, smiling. Yes, I said, gulping my drink.

         Sometimes when I picked up books from young writers at the library, I’d want to tear all the pages, chew them, and spit them out. Get a job! I would tell the characters. Money and blood never seemed to concern them, how they’d eat, where they came from. Maybe the more time passed, the more fictional old selves became. Maybe they revealed the same person years later. Or maybe I’m still recovering from the idea that I won’t become any of the characters I’d once hoped, having grown into a career at one of the city’s tech companies instead, the kind I used to complain about. That first job was meant to be temporary, but that was many years ago now.

         How do I still not get what you do? you’d said.

         The more important you are the harder it gets to explain your work.

         You’re not that important, you said. Come on. In five words or less.

         So I explained it to you, first in five words, then in ten.

         Huh, you said.

         Does that actually help?

         Yeah, you said. But it makes me a little sad for you.

         
             

         

         In the beginning I traveled for work because I enjoyed it, and later because it was easier for me than for my boss; without children I could quickly pick up and go. When I would call you at airports or while waiting for a cab – all the pockets of time one fell into while traveling – you would ask if my life was getting fancy and I would correct with the reality of the scene. I ate alone every night. I forgot to pack underwear again. The flight was delayed and the thing that I came for didn’t go through. Like Dad, you would say, the comparison always surprising me. And we’d remember together how he would come home after a week away and we’d swarm him with the small details of our days, unconcerned with where he’d been, what had happened to him.

         
             

         

         Even when you grew into a man’s body, I always carried that inch or two over you; I always had to look down to consider you. I also had those nine long years before you turned up, which I’m still not sure you’ve forgiven me for.

         Nine years was a long time to be an only child, though, and perhaps not something to be envied. Childhood didn’t pass as quickly without the slick surface of chaos; being an only child was mostly a waiting game. There was time to settle into oneself, to become accustomed to the quiet, to learn to talk to myself under my breath. Solitude, great inner loneliness, Rilke writes. Going into oneself and not meeting anyone for hours … Loneliness of the kind one knew as a child. I don’t recall being lonely. Only lately have I thought about who I became in all those free hours of childhood, building up a quiet little island from books, population one, a place where you could never reach me. Our mother began reading to me early on and language became the bridge between us. If I was hit with a rumble of anger or need or hurt or confusion, I was instructed by our mother to explain why that was. I never considered the enormous advantage in all these things until you came, when I was left to imagine an entirely different kind of silence, so different from the one I knew. To be three years old and have no words or expressions to draw from, minimal Thai, no English. I don’t need to explain to you how deeply the first few years of our life affect the outcome, tracing the ghostly shape of who we’re destined to be or who we’ll hardly escape.

         I had spent those early years in a home you would never know, a small one-story far from California’s dry climate, with a pond in the backyard and green carpet in my bedroom, a house that, shortly after we left it, was demolished and replaced with something much larger. But back then, the heat rose up from the floors and in winter I associated the mornings with bare feet on the embers of the kitchen tile. In the summer, fireflies would blink in the backyard and the house would fill with the scent of cut grass. And in the front our father planted our first Christmas tree, whose bottom branches we decorated every December.

         It was there in that little home where I grew alongside the anticipation of you, imagining a sibling at four, five, six. In the beginning I could hardly wait, asking our parents again and again when a sibling would come, until eventually expectancy became so common that I no longer felt compelled to ask. But I never feared or dreaded your arrival, and this is truth, because in my naivety I didn’t think it would change anything. I pictured our life with you as an extension of what already existed. Back then it felt like the three of us against the world in the long fight to get to you.

         So we were bound by that little house, we were bound by wait and process, and of course we were bound by the body, too. Adrienne Rich describes the connection between mother and daughter as a knowledge that is subliminal, subversive, preverbal: the knowledge flowing between two alike bodies. This knowledge lived in the comfort I took in our mother’s body: her lap, her neck, her hair, her hands, her voice, the ears that announced themselves when she pulled up her hair. It was an ownership I felt, in the way a child would show an adult her room, with the confidence that each object inside it was hers to touch, to test, to name, to hold close to her chest while she slept. This knowledge extended to our father, too, because in his body I found proof of myself: there, marked up all over him, were my fingernails, the curls that wound around the base of my neck, sense of humor, legs, that miraculous alchemy of nature and nurture that continued to bloom. A parent could spend a whole life in fear or admiration, depending on the work nature had done.

         
             

         

         Sometimes in the waiting room I’d think about which secrets became acceptable to keep. I still hadn’t told you about the treatments, and I’d think about how or why that had happened, as if it were a decision separate from me. For a while I told myself it was because I was the older sibling and didn’t need to burden you. But there was the other part, too, all this work being done to modify my body, all the shots and pills and routine ultrasounds, structures put in place to prevent or prolong what might be the next question.

         Hypocrite, I would imagine you saying, reminding me of the health scare our father once kept from us. I often thought about that in the waiting room. How we were both moved out and grown, both furious. How after a final positive report from the doctors and a few glasses of wine, he announced the good news to us one evening over dinner. No special occasion had brought us together – you were driving through town on your way to see a girl, and your brother-in-law and I had joined at the last minute to see you. Maybe it was the spontaneity of our meeting that made the news that much stranger, or perhaps it would have felt strange either way. Six months? I said, ignoring his relief. You lied for that long? You looked at our father and said nothing.

         You tell this story differently. You say that I was the one who sat there quietly. That you were the one to call him out on his mistake.

         What difference does it make?

         Because I was the strong one, you said, while you just sat there in the corner feeling sorry for yourself.

         Sorry for myself? Why?

         Because you don’t like thinking about death.

         Oh really, I said. I was laughing now.

         I don’t know, you said. Your voice became quieter and I couldn’t tell where your mind had gone.

         I don’t know, you said again, I just try not to ever think about it. And then I was quiet, too. I didn’t know if you felt like you knew something I didn’t. It was true that the thought of him gone had invited a terrible loneliness to the table, even as we all sat around it. Maybe my childlessness had also bound me to our parents; my only concept of family was a nostalgic one.

         Some days I don’t know what frightens me more, the idea of life without children, or without parents, or being the only parent you have left.

         
             

         

         On 25 January 1994, at 7:30 a.m., after five years of waiting, the adoption agency called our house. This is the call, the woman said to our mother on the phone, we have your match. I leaned in to the receiver and together we listened to your name: Boon-Nam Prasongsanti, born 28 May 1991. Later, when I saw your name on paper, I realized how beautiful it was, the first part like a drumbeat, the second like a few melancholic notes on a stringed instrument. But I didn’t hear this at first when she pronounced nam like ham, santi like panties. Boon nam praw song santi.

         Our mother put a hand to her mouth and then looked at me. I remember her initial look of happiness and relief, and how quickly those feelings were transmitted. Then she dropped to the floor, apologizing to the phone while she sat on her knees. The tears frightened me because I didn’t understand them; I didn’t understand all the longing and sadness that was shackled to the joy of that moment. After she hung up we walked around the house together, each space suddenly renovated with the news. This was the room where you would sleep, no longer an office; this was the room where you would eat, no longer just a table for three; this was the room where you would play with me, no longer a child without the company of a sibling.

         Our father was away that week on business so our mother dialed his hotel in New York, but he was out. She decided to leave a message with the receptionist, whose voice was cool until our mother said, Tell him he’s a father again!

         Oh! the receptionist cried, suddenly all sweetness. We could hear motherhood warming her voice. What is it?

         It’s a baby boy, our mother said.

         
             

         

         Often people have asked how we prepared for your coming. For four and a half years our parents didn’t know the sex of the child; for a portion of that time they thought they would be adopting an infant. Eventually they found that, the younger the child, the longer the line, and that biological parents were legally allowed to reclaim them up until their first birthday. So our mother told the agency that we would be thrilled with whomever we were matched with, and put away visions of carrying you through the door. Instead we imagined whoever you were to us then, walking through it yourself.

         
             

         

         How does anyone prepare for a child, I wonder now, regardless of the route you take. I knew one family from church who had been through the process – I babysat their two kids, adopted from Mexico. But even that situation seemed different from ours, as both children looked like their adoptive parents. Our father says they read lots of books, that our mother marked up each paper from the agency with scrupulous underlines, even when she was unsure exactly who she was underlining for. The image of you was blurry for so long, after all; we didn’t receive your name, age, or picture until a few months before we met you.

         I have a memory of asking our parents at dinner if you might be bullied for looking different – but I’m not sure this is right, whether this came up before or after the bullying had already begun.

         Did we assume that any hurt you felt would only come from outside the home and not from the trauma of living within it?

         
             

         

         The first documented transracial adoption in the United States was in 1948, between a Black child and a white family in Minnesota. Up until that point, and even still afterward, Black families were denied adoption services, making it difficult both for Black children to find placements and to find placement within Black homes. Transracial adoptions grew in the postwar boom with rising interest from white families, but some states continued to ban them through the fifties and sixties, even after laws barring interracial marriage were ruled unconstitutional. In the seventies, the National Association of Black Social Workers changed the course of the conversation when it issued a statement on transracial adoption, which took a ‘vehement stand against the placement of Black children in white homes for any reason.’ It argued that white homes weren’t equipped to raise a Black child in a racist society, that these adoptions were done for the benefit of the white family rather than the welfare of the child, and that Black families would adopt in higher numbers if the adoption process didn’t effectively eliminate their applications. The statement echoed throughout the community and Black–white placements began to decline.

         There were fewer public discussions around transnational adoption at this time, how a child from an Asian country, for example, might psychologically adjust to a white home, white still being the primary demographic for American adoptive parents due to money, access, and racial bias. This was evidently an easier narrative for the culture to swallow; a kind of institutional saviorism was less apparent when foreign children came into the mix, not as quick to remind America of its original sin. But there was little mainstream language for any of it yet.

         There was a connection between the two things, though. It was true that our parents couldn’t afford to adopt domestically, but controversy might have stopped them if they’d traveled farther down that path. At its peak in 1970, only an estimated 2,500 adoptions between Black and white families were finalized each year, and the more controversial the subject became, the more international adoptions began to soar. They accelerated throughout the seventies, eighties, and nineties, when Americans would adopt more than a quarter of a million foreign children, most coming from Asia, Eastern Europe, and Latin America.

         I say all of this to you now because, in the privacy of our own home, the three of us didn’t talk about it before you got there, because our parents, in spite of the tall piles of research, perhaps didn’t notice the space a blind spot can occupy. I picture us there at the dinner table and am surprised to see how easily we slotted into adoptive tropes, either in the unspoken hope that we could make your life better, or that we ourselves would be changed, altered, transformed in some way, converted from a white status quo.

         And yet. Here also sat the same family, so excited to meet you. Here they sat, turning over your papers like love letters from afar, longing and praying for the wait to end. Any concerns our parents confided in each other might have been brushed aside with two questions: Here in this progressive California town? With all the love in the world to give?

         
             

         

         My husband and I had a game for a while, Bad Empathy, and the contestants comprised both friends and strangers. To qualify they needed to say things like:

         Is it him or you? 

         Just relax! 

         You have plenty of time. 

         It could always be worse, like cancer.

         Ding, ding, we’d say to each other in the beginning, when we still had a fresh sense of humor. This week’s winner. Step over here to the side to receive one giant foot to stick in your  …

         One evening at the library I picked up Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? I’d forgotten about the younger couple, Nick and Honey, who have married because of Honey’s hysterical pregnancy, a condition more palatably known in the medical world as pseudocyesis, in which non-pregnant women believe they are pregnant. What’s most mystifying about the condition is that their bodies convince them: their breasts and abdomens get larger; they experience nausea, vomiting, food cravings, and missed periods; in some cases they come back with positive pregnancy tests due to hormonal shifts that can only be half explained. Hippocrates documented this as far back as 300 BCE; Mary Tudor and Freud’s patient Anna O. were said to have experienced it. I was reading theories around its connection to desire until I saw a text from my husband, asking if I was ever planning on coming home for dinner.

         On the train, I went back to the play. I’d remembered how George and Martha’s sadness violently propelled the drama forward, its true horror kept secret until the final act. And I’d remembered the reveal: a child invented to bind their private pain closer, for better or for worse, an apparition part angel, part demon, that after twenty-one years would finally vanish that night. And so I didn’t think I’d feel chilled by the play’s conclusion until I came to one of Martha’s final lines just before the lights dim, as George invites her upstairs to bed.

         Just … us? she says, and it feels like the loneliest question in the world.
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“This unsparing and absorbing family portrait broke my heart
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‘Deeply moving’ Katie Kitamura






