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			Epigraph
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			From the Authors

			These stories are as remembered and generously told by Tennessee Children’s Home Society adoptees and their families. To respect their privacy, we have changed the names of adoptees and family members, with the exception of wonderful actors Stephen Smiley Burnette, his daughter, Elizabeth, and his parents, the incomparable Smiley and Dallas Burnette.

			In our hearts, we will always hold sacred the true names of each of the people we have gotten to know through their stories. 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			July 1950 is a hot, uneasy month in West Tennessee.

			The United States enters the Korean War. Fear of a third world war hovers while the region still grapples with the aftereffects of the second one. The stock market plunges. As if that is not enough, boll weevils plague cotton crops and devastate farmers trying to eke out a living.

			Tumult of a different sort, though, brews for a young pregnant woman. She has been sent out of state with her three-­year-­old son, her sister, and a nephew to await the birth of her second child.

			A house is provided. Expenses taken care of.

			But the largesse comes at a high price.

			She has agreed to hand her baby over to Georgia Tann, who has run a questionable orphanage in Memphis for more than twenty-­five years. Rumors about Tann’s toxic adoption practices swirl like a hot wind on a dusty day, and they are about to hit gale force.

			Tann’s empire at the Tennessee Children’s Home Society—­shortened to TCHS by those familiar with the operation—­has been built with a combustible blend of desperate pregnant women, shattered children, vulnerable poverty-­stricken families, eager adoptive parents, powerful politicians, ego, and greed.

			But this young mother’s life is complicated, and Tann offers a solution.

			A sweet baby girl is born on Monday, July 10, 1950.

			Five days later, a TCHS worker whisks the newborn away. The traumatized mother is left behind with her preschool-­age son. The baby girl will not see her brother again for four decades. The aunt, who has come along as a companion on this sad journey, will keep the secret from family and friends back home, intending to take it to her grave.

			On July 26, the infant is delivered to a new set of parents—­a couple with turmoil of its own.

			Scarcely two weeks old, the tiny girl is on a path that will shape everything she becomes. Whisked away with the speed of a wartime ballistic missile, she will spend most of her life piecing together the mystery of her birth and early years . . . and wondering how things might have been different.
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			Part One

			Truth Meets Fiction

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Real-­Life Adoptees

			“Have you considered a reunion?”

			Connie Wilson is relaxing in her condo in Southern California with her beloved Labradoodle, Jackson, when the email arrives.

			“Oh my gosh, Connie!” a book-­club friend from Arizona writes. “Have you read Before We Were Yours?”

			It’s June 2017, and the novel by Lisa Wingate is brand-­new. Connie has not heard of it. But faster than her pup can nudge her to play tug-­of-­war, she downloads a digital copy. In only forty-­eight hours, she devours it, tamping down emotions as she reads. The fictionalized story about children adopted through the Tennessee Children’s Home Society is oh so familiar to her.

			Connie’s life is historic in a way she would rather have avoided: she is one of the last babies placed by the scandal-­ridden orphanage. In her late sixties when she, Lisa, and I meet, Connie is one of the youngest members of a unique and uncomfortable club—­living adoptees connected to TCHS. People whose lives were irrevocably altered at the hands of Georgia Tann. For Connie and thousands like her, events that took place decades ago are difficult to place in the past. The effects remain ever present.

			On September 11, 1950, just two months after Connie’s birth, a criminal investigation into Tann’s adoption practices was announced. Orphanage funds were cut, and the babies on hand were left in limbo. Connie’s adoption was held up, and her guardianship was transferred from TCHS to the Tennessee Department of Public Welfare. That was when she joined the tail end of a decades-­long line of sad statistics.

			Under the autocratic control of Georgia Tann, and thanks to her effective grip on look-­the-­other-­way political and civic leaders, TCHS managed to operate in Memphis from 1924 to 1950 without scrutiny or interference. Approximately five thousand children, many of whom were not actually orphaned, passed through the agency’s doors. An unknown number, estimated at five hundred, perished in unregulated, often squalid, holding facilities. Others were delivered into homes that faced little to no scrutiny, to parents who, for a host of reasons, could not adopt conventionally.

			These real-­life stories left their mark on ordinary people, now in the final season of their lives, as they pass along their experiences with TCHS and Tann’s deeds to future generations through their personal accounts of what happened . . . and through their DNA.

			A blend of what was happening in the world, from the Great Depression to World War II and the Holocaust, and including the stigma of unwed motherhood, led to the growth of Tann’s network for obtaining and placing children. Poverty-­stricken mothers gave up babies out of desperation; unmarried young women were not allowed to keep their newborns because of the taint of illegitimacy; and poor parents, hard at work, often unable to afford babysitters, found their children lured from front yards and into Tann’s chauffeur-­driven black limousine as it glided around Tennessee and Arkansas. With her paid network of doctors, social workers, and even boardinghouse owners, Tann snatched babies up as soon as they became available.

			[image: ]

			This photograph of Georgia Tann in the parlor of the orphanage was included in one of the home’s marketing brochures for prospective parents.

			Some frantic birth parents—­along with the occasional physician—­attempted to challenge Tann, a stern-­looking woman with short hair and glasses. Tann, however, had political clout and immense wealth, built on the backs of children sold for profit, some of it from checks made out to her personally. With the help of her connections via Memphis mayor E. H. “Boss” Crump, a political kingpin with powerful ties throughout the state, and others in positions of authority, she deflected inquiries with the ease of swatting a mosquito on a Tennessee summer afternoon.
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			Georgia Tann writes adoptive parents and asks for reimbursement, with checks made payable to her personally.

			But now, in 1950, the year of Connie’s birth, the end of Tann’s reign of terror nears. Tennessee politics are changing. Crump is out. The new Tennessee governor, Gordon Browning, appoints attorney Robert Taylor to ferret out the grisly truth of TCHS’s Memphis operations. He has already discovered damning evidence. Only a small network of co-­conspirators know the truth. With the investigation under way, they flee into the crevasses of Memphis and disappear like rats running into the city’s sewers. Although some community leaders—­powerful, wealthy, political—­have undoubtedly been complicit, all the blame is conveniently assigned to Tann.

			She holes up in her home, reportedly in the last stages of uterine cancer—­too ill, it is said, to respond to the charges or face the public. Governor Browning releases Taylor’s shocking initial report, which details Tann’s years of nefarious dealings in the adoption market. She has, the governor reveals, made herself rich and completed an unknown number of horrendous deals involving flesh-­and-­blood products.

			Within days, on September 15, 1950, it is announced that she has died. Tann, fifty-­nine, never married, leaves her estate to her mother, an adopted daughter, and an adopted sister. The orphanage is not mentioned. The Tennessee State Legislature quickly and quietly seals the paperwork of thousands of TCHS children, which will leave adoptees desperately searching for decades to uncover the truth about their heritage. The investigation concludes that Tann profited from the operation of TCHS in Memphis in excess of five hundred thousand dollars in the last ten years of her life—­taking in today’s equivalent of between five and ten million dollars.

			During that period, the investigation found, she placed more than a thousand children for adoption outside the state of Tennessee, principally in New York and California, the exact number not known.

			If Connie, the baby girl born just two months before Tann’s death, and these thousands of other children were characters in a novel, justice as well as blame might have landed squarely on Tann’s head. Police would swoop into her Memphis Receiving Home, rescue her remaining charges, shackle Tann, and whisk her off to jail. She would endure a trial and be forced to stand eye to eye with children she procured in the 1920s or 1930s or 1940s, or with parents whose babies were snatched, or with people in California and New York who paid extra for children because they sensed that if they didn’t, their in-­process adoptions might suddenly go wrong.

			But real life does not happen that way.

			Tann dies, never having admitted to her crimes and, supposedly, never having known that she has finally been exposed, and certainly not having paid back the money that supported her lavish lifestyle. She is never made to face families she misused, those good and kind people who will spend a lifetime unraveling the knots she tied, a lifetime trying to heal the hearts she broke.

			But finally, all these years later, her name is ruined, her power gone. Now the triumph belongs to quiet conquerors, who are ready to tell their stories.

			In a piece of history with so many villains, they are the heroes.

			Still in the throes of reading Before We Were Yours, Connie is intrigued when her book-­club friend surfaces again with an invitation: “Would you mind talking about you and the book?”

			A seasoned traveler after years in the business world, Connie happily makes plans to hop a plane to Arizona a couple of months later. Spurred on by this interest in her past, she emails the author of the novel, a woman she has never met.

			09/12/17 at 4:06 p.m.

			Dear Lisa Wingate,

			Reading your new book Before We Were Yours inspired me to go back through all the records, articles, and information I have gathered about my adoption . . .

			I was reunited with my natural brother after 40 years of not knowing I even had one (same for him). It is a wonderful story if you are interested. I also think you would find interesting all the letters from Georgia Tann and the research for the 40 years that followed.

			I’d also love to know how the other victims are today. What emotional impact this had on them.

			Please let me know if you’d like me to come speak with you, bring any records, or just have a phone call.

			Looking forward to hearing from you,

			Connie

			Lisa is crisscrossing the United States on a book tour when the note lands in her swollen email inbox. The idea of an in-­person meeting draws her, but the novel is only weeks old. With stops on her publicity tour from New York City to Los Angeles, she can scarcely keep up with what time zone she’s in. She will ponder the logistics later, when she can settle into her favorite writing chair with her cherished dog, Huckleberry, and sleep in her own bed.

			But as the miles add up, so do emails from other adoptees and their family members. Before We Were Yours stirs an unanticipated response from real-­life older adults who have lived with so many questions and too few answers—­and from their children and grandchildren, who carry DNA mysteries of their own.

			Aging adoptees seem compelled, often in understated ways, to talk about what happened when their childhoods were redirected by Tann. Even those with the most positive adoptive experiences recall agonizing moments. Many others speak of homes filled with drama and heartache. Some describe unthinkable experiences, both in Tann’s horrific system of holding facilities and in unvetted adoptive homes.

			After all these years, many remain, in ways, incomplete. Their emails reveal deeply personal experiences and haunting quests pursued along lonely paths. They volunteer stirring real-­life stories:

			My brother was taken from a hospital. My mother was told he died.

			I was shipped to Hollywood.

			My birth mother was Irish-­Catholic, but my adoptive parents were Jewish.

			They ask heartrending questions:

			Was my mother selling her children?

			Could I have been stolen as an infant?

			How could this have happened?

			Why didn’t anyone stop it?

			Packets of information with detailed adoption records wait in Lisa’s post-­office box when she returns home. Among them, the compilation of information about Connie’s forty-­year effort to unravel the mystery of her adoption.

			Lisa, on and off the road, and in the middle of a family relocation back to her home state, answers Connie’s question about a visit:

			09/15/17 at 10:35 p.m.

			Hi Connie,

			I would love to set up a time to talk with you and yes, I’d love to work out a time to get together, hear about your memories . . . and also look through the rest of your records. I’ve heard so many wonderful stories of family reunions since starting on this project, and, of course, some sad stories as well.

			I will email after things settle down around mid-­October and we’ll set up a time to talk!

			Warmly,

			Lisa

			September rushes into October. Life in the Wingate household tumbles end over end. The eldest son has recently married, and a new daughter-­in-­law joins the family. Lisa’s youngest son has graduated from college, landed an engineering job, and is navigating the world of housing, insurance forms, and employment paperwork. There’s motherly advice to give, and pots, pans, furniture, and pillows to sort for a fledgling apartment. And the son is not the only one headed to a new nest. A moving van travels to a fixer-­upper house in Texas, where Lisa’s husband has started a new teaching job. The Wingate stint in temporary lodging in a loft space over a coffee shop is drawing to a close.

			Before We Were Yours has catapulted into readers’ hands, propelled by word of mouth, through reader-­to-­reader and book-­club-­to-­book-­club recommendations. Not only has the novel affected adoptees and family members hungry to know more, it grabs book lovers around the world as it is published in foreign-­language editions in thirty-­five countries. The abuse of children, sadly, isn’t just an American issue, but one that travels across cultural boundaries.

			While chaos is reigning in Lisa’s world, Connie experiences a new world of her own. One she never anticipated. In Anthem, Arizona, the book-­club discussion of Before We Were Yours begins enthusiastically—­and continues for three and a half hours. Readers fling questions at her, curious, angry at what happened, inspired by her courage. Then an unexpected question comes. “One gal said, ‘Have you ever considered doing a reunion?’ ” Connie recalls. Of course she has considered it. She yearns for it. At the book club, this idea that has resided in her heart floats about the room, out in the open for everyone to see.

			When she returns home, she emails Lisa with an update. And another question:

			10/18/17 at 11:16 a.m.

			Dear Lisa,

			I was invited to join my old book club to discuss Before We Were Yours and my own experience with Georgia Tann . . . Everyone was so interested in your characters and the true story of those who were separated.

			Would you ever be interested in doing a reunion with these victims? I was a senior vice president of a company and did a lot of event planning. I would be happy to help put something together, if you are in the least bit interested?

			Your book really pushed me to dive back into the history of my past.

			Best wishes,

			Connie

			Wrapping up a leg of the book tour and touched by these true stories, Lisa is increasingly drawn to the idea of a reunion. These adoptees—­survivors really—­deserve something. But what? The logistics seem daunting. With the death of adoption rights champion Denny Glad, a Memphis resident who helped connect adoptees like Connie with their birth families, and the end of Tennessee’s Right to Know project, which fought to open Tennessee’s adoption records for decades, finally succeeding in 1995, there is no clearinghouse for TCHS adoptees and family members. No convenient place to go with unanswered questions. Nowhere to compare paperwork, share stories, meet others drawn into this aging group of survivors.

			Lisa, unable to shut the reunion door, gets back in touch:

			10/19/17 at 10:10 p.m.

			Dear Connie,

			I love your idea of doing some sort of reunion gathering of victims. These stories should be validated and shared. Thank you for offering to help. It sounds like you have just the right expertise for this sort of thing.

			In the meantime, I’m cataloging stories and contacts as I hear from people who are connected to TCHS.

			Warmly,

			Lisa

			Nudges for a reunion come in trickles . . . and then a torrent.

			Before We Were Yours is chosen as the “If All Arkansas Read the Same Book” selection for 2018. Lisa will tour the state in the spring. That’s Arkansas, next door to Tennessee. Just across the river from Memphis. Another invitation for Lisa arrives. Another tie to Memphis:

			10/05/17 at 12:42 p.m.

			Hello Lisa,

			I hope this email finds you well. I’m the executive director of historic Elmwood Cemetery in Memphis, TN, where nineteen children are buried who died while living with Georgia Tann. Recently we erected a beautiful memorial stone in memory of the children resting in Elmwood.

			Do you ever come to Memphis, and if so, would you be at all interested in a book reading/signing/selling event here? Elmwood is a nonprofit organization that provides support to the community of Memphis in many ways, one of which is history-­based learning opportunities.

			I hope to hear from you.

			Warm Regards,

			Kim Bearden

			Lisa’s thoughts whirl as she accepts the invitation to speak at Elmwood Cemetery, in the Lord’s Chapel, just up the hill from the plot memorializing nineteen of the children who died under Tann’s watch. Could this place—­this sad yet holy place—­be where those who survived finally come together?

			A possible reunion schedule shuffles and shifts, but the stories continue. A steady stream of TCHS adoptees and family members show up at Lisa’s appearances through late fall and winter and into the harbinger days of spring. They carry yellowed letters and documents from old file folders, including sales pitches, of a sort, written by Tann as she marketed “orphans” to prospective parents.

			Take him and try him for a month. If you find him satisfactory, we can pair him up with another, similar offering . . .

			 . . . a lively two-­year-­old boy. We’ll have to wait a couple weeks for you to meet him. The little fellow has suffered a bump to his cheek after a fall from the swing . . .

			The contents of these carefully preserved files emphasize the realness of these children, these families, the longing to have their experiences substantiated. At a book festival near Atlanta, Georgia, an audience member asks Lisa why families didn’t track down their kidnapped little ones and insist on taking them back. “There were so many reasons,” Lisa explains. “With her political alliances in Memphis, Georgia Tann was almost untouchable. She preyed on single mothers, indigent families, poor people who didn’t have the resources to fight her. She altered paperwork to make children harder to find and to make them suitable to fill orders, the way she thought of adoption transactions. Ages and birth histories were changed.”

			Lisa elaborates on some of the subterfuge: “Children of sharecroppers were portrayed instead as the offspring of intelligent, beautiful college girls who slipped up with a med-­student boyfriend and couldn’t keep the baby or died in a tragic car wreck. Jewish families who wanted to adopt babies of Jewish heritage got Jewish babies. The baby might have been a Tennessee Baptist dirt-­poor farm kid one day, and the next, he or she was of educated, well-­to-­do Jewish descent.”

			As the Q&A ends, a woman in the audience raises her hand and tentatively half-­stands as she speaks into the pass-­around microphone: “I was one of the Jewish babies.”

			The room erupts in a collective gasp.

			After the event, Lisa and the woman, Patricia Forster, talk for a few minutes. Patricia tells a brief version of her story. They exchange contact information, and Lisa carries the memory with her to a book event in Florida, where a woman named Amy tells of her parents adopting a five-­year-­old sister for her from TCHS. The child was delivered to the back door in a big black limousine, typical of Tann’s style. The recollection remains vivid for Amy.

			As spring arrives with its too-­brief beauty, plans for Lisa’s Arkansas tour fall into place. Overwhelmed, she talks herself out of the idea of a reunion. Then she’s back in. Out again. Your schedule is already packed. Overloaded, in fact. You need to prepare for this trip!

			Writers don’t plan reunions.

			This is too far out of your wheelhouse.

			Let it go.

			She’s nervous about logistics—­petrified, actually. She has another novel to write. And yet these true stories won’t leave her alone. They’re an unexpected real-­life sequel to Before We Were Yours . . . and they matter. These stories pursue her. They keep arriving, in more emails. They erode her decision the way the Mississippi River eats away at sandbars and banks to let the water flow.

			The final nudge comes in the form of emails from two more survivors—­a woman who managed to attend her birth mother’s funeral and finally saw people who looked like her and another woman, abandoned on the courthouse steps in small-­town Tennessee, who recalls the orphanage and Tann herself. It’s early March. Time is short until Lisa’s June appearance in Memphis, the logical place for a reunion, if there is to be one.

			It’s now or never. She emails Connie:

			3/7/18 at 10:18 p.m.

			Hi Connie,

			The thought of bringing TCHS survivors together has been on my mind . . . One event stood out as a good possibility for gathering survivors. June 10th, I’ll be doing a speaking event for the historic Elmwood Cemetery in Memphis.

			I’ve already heard from two survivors who hope to come, but being as this event is in Memphis and tied to the history of TCHS, it makes sense as a time and place for a gathering of survivors, perhaps with something additional just for the survivors after the public event.

			After you’ve had time to ponder this a bit, I’d love to know your thoughts.

			Warmly,

			Lisa

			Connie does not need to ponder. In the wee hours, she replies.

			3/8/18 at 3:11 a.m.

			I’m in and will do whatever you need to help!

			Connie

			She’s too excited to sleep. At 3:22, she adds:

			More to follow! It’s 3 a.m. here, but I wanted you to know how excited I am to participate, help organize, etc.!

			The answers await Lisa when she makes it to her inbox the next day. She dashes off an email while packing for another book-­tour trip:

			Hi Connie,

			Wonderful! Thank you for being a driving force behind this idea of a survivor’s gathering. I think (and have known for a while) this is an important part of the story. The true stories are as varied and unique as the children were when they were taken to the TCHS receiving home and of course the effects of those stories carry down through generations of children, grandchildren and greats.

			It will be a full-­circle moment, to be sure.

			Lisa

			Lisa certainly hopes so, although her excitement is mixed with trepidation and a stomach-­churning dose of skepticism.

			Will TCHS adoptees, most now in their seventies and eighties, trust a group of strangers and be willing to engage with outsiders? Do they want to delve into memories, many of which are distressing or long submerged?

			Far away in California, Connie believes they will.

			That, like her, they must.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			In Their Own Voices

			“It is a joy to be able to ‘reunite’ you.”

			The idea of a reunion has wings, just as Connie has dreamed. As Lisa has hoped it would, but feared it might not. The long-­distance introductions of a tiny core group of adopt­ees begin.

			Fact has met fiction, and the real stories are compelling, bittersweet, intensely personal, and part of history. “You create these fictional people, and you send them out into the world,” Lisa tells a book group. “And the craziest thing is they come back home, tugging real people by the hand with them.”

			She connects Connie of California with a small circle of other women, and she gets to know them more in depth herself. Skype chats, email exchanges, and FaceTime conversations ensue. She sends an update when the core group of survivors grows from three to four.

			4/11/19 at 8:39 p.m.

			Core group, meet Janie!

			Janie came to the main receiving home on Poplar at 3½ years old and has memories of being there. She’s one of the few with memories of the place.

			All of you reconnected with siblings and birth families later in life, so there are stories there, as well.

			I’ll leave you all to get to know each other.

			Warmly,

			Lisa

			Excitement grows as the new member is welcomed. Women with no memory of the infamous orphanage gain what they never imagined: a generous person who describes the place where their worlds were altered forever. Friendships deepen. “I’ve embarked on another journey . . . one I’d imagined many times but thought might never become reality,” Connie writes, moved by discovering that she and other TCHS survivors “share so many emotions: the sense of never fitting in, the need to achieve, the need to prove ourselves, the fear of being abandoned.”

			Plans chug along, but hiccups, including the lack of a clear number of guests, keep them from being finalized. Venues are investigated and a few hotel rooms are booked, although a central meeting location and the weekend’s format remain hazy. A wrinkle arises in the form of a note from Kim, the executive director at Elmwood Cemetery. Lisa’s Sunday event in June is full and has a waiting list. Might Lisa consider a second talk? Lisa agrees, happy to have another event that adoptees might attend. Updated and as-­close-­to-­official-­as-­possible emails are sent to all TCHS adoptees and family members known to Lisa and the core group.

			Before We Were Yours has been out ten months when Lisa writes in an email:

			It is a joy to be able to “reunite” you.

			While the schedule solidifies, Lisa and Connie busy themselves planning a separate weekend event limited to adoptees and their families. They reserve the stately Memphis and Shelby County Room at the Benjamin L. Hooks Central Library, which lies just down Poplar Avenue from the site of the turn-­of-­the-­century mansion that housed Tann’s Memphis Receiving Home for children. The very mansion that adoptee Janie Brand describes via email and FaceTime to her new friends on the planning committee.

			The library houses archives of historical information related to Tann’s tenure in the city’s adoption market. Newspaper clippings, photographs, information about court cases, and decades of TCHS advertising pamphlets bearing the cherublike faces of Tann’s young so-­called inventory are waiting to be pulled from dusty file cabinets for reunion attendees.

			Just after the email invitations go out, a follow-­up message from Kim at the cemetery presents a new conundrum. Tickets for the second Sunday afternoon book talk have sold out within twenty-­four hours. It’s terrific news. But what do we do now? Lisa and Connie wonder. Without room for reunion-­goers, another speaking event with ample space is needed to round out the weekend. A mild form of panic hits Lisa. June is the season of weddings and graduations. It’s also less than two months away. Will there be any place available?

			And she can’t shake another idea, a more complicated one.

			If this gathering is actually happening, true-­life stories will be shared. These pieces of history should not be left to fade after June comes and goes. The voices of these stalwart survivors should somehow be preserved. For decades, these women and men have carried a strange history, one their families often did not wish to speak of—­one involving adoption, a taboo topic in earlier eras, and ties to an epic scandal that was front-­page news when it broke in 1950.

			Tann too often overshadowed the stories of the lives that unfolded in her wake. Even during the 1990s, when the opening of Tennessee’s adoption records led to many birth-­family reunions, the national television coverage gave Tann a starring role.

			She was a powerful and even, to some, enthralling villain.

			But she is definitely not the victor.

			This reunion is for her victims, many of whom have felt pressure to remain quiet about their pasts. Family stresses, the salacious nature of the Georgia Tann scandal, the fears of hurting adoptive parents’ feelings, and even just the worries over upsetting life as it is have silenced them over the years. These survivors deserve to be heard, and not just on this one weekend, but for the future. Their stories should be documented by someone who can ask questions not only with skill but with compassion.

			The TCHS reunion project needs a documentarian, a gumshoe reporter.

			Lisa knows who she wants: longtime friend, author, and veteran journalist Judy Christie. 

			Judy

			Judy Christie here. When the phone rings, I’m looking forward to my regular long-­distance lunch visit with good friend Lisa. She and I first connected through a book festival ten years ago. We have a lot in common. We have been writers since childhood, we’re both married to amazing public school science teachers, and we’re girls who grew up in families filled with brothers. We love to laugh and have fun.

			We are also type A, usually busy, and committed to meeting deadlines. Give us a project to brainstorm and step aside. We throw out ideas with abandon. We are curious about what goes on around us, and most of all, we each want to tell meaningful stories in this fractured world of ours.

			As a book columnist for a newspaper in Louisiana, I’d received an early copy of Before We Were Yours and told readers, two months before it was released, that this would be a book they’d hear a lot about. “Take note,” I wrote in my Shreveport Times column in April 2017, “this may be the best book of the year. Every now and then a novel comes along that sweeps me off my reading feet. Before We Were Yours, by Lisa Wingate, is such a book.”

			The novel exposes a chilling piece of history that I knew nothing about. I grew up in the South, was the editor of a daily newspaper in West Tennessee, and married a Jackson, Tennessee, native. How had I never heard of this?

			It’s April 2018, a year almost to the day since my column about her novel ran. As we chat, I’m eating a baked sweet potato with extra butter. I drink my midday Diet Dr Pepper. Lisa nibbles on a few nuts and drinks water. We may have lots in common, but eating habits are not among them.

			These occasional calls break up the solitude of writing, and today’s conversation seems routine at first. We talk about her travels and what a year it has been. She mentions her efforts to redesign her website. I tell her about a screenplay I’m revising and a freelance piece for a magazine.

			The call is winding down when Lisa pauses and seems to take a deep breath. She speaks a little hesitantly. This is not her usual tone, and I sit up straighter. She tells me for the first time about the possible reunion and her worries about whether it’ll come off all right.

			“I think it’s an incredibly cool idea,” I tell her. She fills me in on her thoughts so far, and I jot down a few notes, a habit I’ve had since I was a teenager.

			The location in Memphis seems ideal to me. So many stories began there. Georgia Tann’s babies and children came mostly from Tennessee, although many were sent to adoptive families in California, New York, and other states. Lisa kicked off her Before We Were Yours book release tour in Memphis. Then she asks me an intriguing question, one she seems to choke on a little bit: “Would you, by any chance, be interested in being part of this? Possibly doing interviews and documenting the stories? These people have such incredible histories, Judy. These need to be written down, and if they’re not, they are going to be lost.”

			My heart pounds. This is the kind of assignment that uses my journalistic background, my love of storytelling, and my interest in meeting fascinating people. Documenting these lives would be an honor. It would take me to Tennessee, a state filled with my kinfolks. Maybe Lisa and I will even help justice be served by giving adoptees the last word. Take that, Georgia Tann.

			My usual practice of sleeping on important requests flies out the window faster than my intention not to grab a cookie for dessert. I’m in. My planner’s mind runs through my calendar. “What’s the timetable?”

			“The reunion would be in June.”

			“Of this year?” Something lodges in my throat. I’m not sure if it’s panic or sweet potato. Dates for events like this are set years in advance. Lisa is talking six weeks away. What about booking plane tickets? And a block of rooms? Is there any way to pull together a group of people from all over the country that quickly? What will attendees do at the gathering: Hear about the novel? Tell their stories? Try to find more information about their heritage?

			Lisa fills me in on the details of their fledgling plans, the struggle to arrange venues, and the work of the core group of TCHS adoptees, busy coming up with suggestions for the shape their gathering might take.

			It’s all somewhere between set in stone and completely tenuous.

			[image: ]

			This photo of Tann’s orphanage on Poplar Avenue in Memphis was used in a TCHS brochure. Some say the building burned; others say it was torn down. Thankfully, it no longer exists.

			Bringing together people whose lives intersected in one place, more than a half century ago, but who have never actually met one another is, at best, a challenge. At worst, it could be a disaster.

			Can it really be done? And in six weeks?

			I stare at my calendar. Calculate. Plan. Pray.

			Before the day is done, I have reorganized my schedule, blocked out a trip to Memphis, and committed to this event with all my heart. If there is a reunion, I will be there. And I will write the stories of all who want to share them.

			It is late April.

			In early June, we will be Memphis-­bound.

			We have no idea who else will be there. Perhaps there will be only four or five of us visiting in a hotel room. That will be just fine, I tell myself. Whoever needs to show up, will.

			For now, my gathering of stories begins. 

			I order a half dozen of my favorite notebooks and two dozen Pilot Varsity blue-­ink fountain pens.

		

	
		
			Part Two

			RSVP

			I can speak to you on the telephone . . . I would love an opportunity to honor my mother’s story.

			—­Email from an adoptee’s daughter who can’t make the reunion

			Wish We Could Be There

			Raised as sociable Southerners, Lisa and I have hosted our share of events. Lisa was a pro at all-­star birthday bashes for rough-­and-­tumble sons and puts together epic holiday potlucks. As for me, I’ve planned a surprise bowling party for my sister-­in-­law’s sixtieth, an old friend’s wedding reception at my house, an annual gathering of buddies who met in our college dorm in the mid-­1970s, even the annual newsroom New Year’s Eve party, back in the old days when people still smoked indoors.

			Invariably, a moment of terror arises after the invitations are out of my hands . . . and beyond my control. I second-­guess myself, start a few lists, and resist (or not) the urge to throw a quilt over my head.

			This reunion, such a tender and unknowable occasion, raises similar—­and yet new—­questions. Lisa and I take several planning roller-­coaster rides a week.

			It’s okay, we tell ourselves. If we host it, they will come.

			Won’t they?

			Responses trickle in—­a mix of “wouldn’t miss it” and “so sorry I can’t make it.” We celebrate RSVPs from Connie, our planner and cheerleader, and three other adoptees who plan to attend. At least six of us will be there. Those who can’t come send heartfelt replies with their reasons: a long-­planned vacation to Hawaii, a grandchild’s wedding, lack of money for an expensive plane ticket, a couple of surgeries.

			The regrets contain another message, though—­these kind people are devoted to telling their family stories and would be happy to visit long-­distance. Perhaps life will bring us together down the road, maybe even at another reunion, but till then, I can capture their stories. I tear the plastic shrink wrap from my optimistic stack of new notebooks and begin to call the adoptees and family members who want to talk.

			And I begin gathering pieces of history.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A Cadillac and a Secret

			“I know I have a mother out there somewhere.”

			Anna West is in trouble. She is unwed, pregnant, and living in a boardinghouse on Walnut Street in Johnson City, Tennessee. Joseph, the father of the baby, is older by a decade or more and lives in a nearby town.

			A tall, stylish young lady of nineteen, Anna gives birth at the boardinghouse on a cold February day in 1943.

			The baby girl is beautiful like her mother, with blond hair and dark brown eyes. As newborns go, she is a stunner. Anna names the child Josephine, after the father. He is the one who pays the doctor and hospital bills, and his last name is used on the birth certificate. Anna’s last name is the same as his on the document, and she is listed as his wife.

			But as much as the new mother wants it to be, this is not true.

			Joseph is already married and has a family. Anna tells her landlady, who is pressuring her for rent money, that he has sued his wife for a divorce and will marry Anna as soon as he can take care of the legalities. He visits the newborn baby, but then six weeks go by when he doesn’t come back or send any money.

			Anna is growing desperate.

			Sandra

			Sandra Morris, a retired educator, goes out to lunch with a group of longtime friends once a month. The women have a glass of wine and discuss books. Before We Were Yours ends up on the book-­choice list and grabs Sandra’s attention. She knows her mother was adopted in Tennessee. Could this be her story?

			After she reads the novel, she begins to ponder the documents she scarcely looked at after her mother died. Should she dig through her mother’s papers to see if there’s anything there?

			She heads to the metal filing cabinets in the spare room and finds details she never knew, including the typewritten Tennessee Children’s Home Society “Story Sheet” with dozens of heartbreaking details about her mother. Overcome with emotion, and eager to honor her mother’s memory, she writes Lisa to share the story.

			Months later, she hears about the planned gathering of adoptees and their families and wants to attend—­but she has already booked a vacation during that time. Still, she feels drawn to this event and hopes to share her mother’s story, so she and I connect over the phone. “Talk about fate,” she says. “I was so fascinated and horrified by Before We Were Yours at the same time . . . My gracious. This is totally real . . . Except for the documents I needed to close out her estate, I really paid only cursory attention to the papers until I read Lisa’s book.”

			She mails me copies of the documents so that I might understand the story, then help it live on. “What’s exciting to me is that someone is going to hear my mother’s story,” she says. “This is a way for me to say, ‘Mama, I love you.’ ”
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