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CHAPTER 1

Come on, Bessie!” she'd say while tenderly tapping the dashboard of her rusty blue station wagon. “Come on, Bessie!” every time, without fail, urging the old car up a steep hill. I would lie in the way, way back, all alone, listening over the ever-present din of sibling arguments and wait for it. “Come on, Bessie,” I'd mouth along with her. A secret ritual, a way to connect.

My dad sold Bessie sometime in the winter of 1973. I came home from school and the battered blue wagon was gone. I didn't expect an explanation, I didn't ask for one. I missed that car, full of memories, full of her. After she died, I would curl up in the way, way back, close my eyes, and search for the Mommy smell that still lingered inside. A scent that would carry me off to dreamland.


CHAPTER 2

I met Stacie for the first time in May. Her voice was meek and flat on the phone. She wasn't crying, but I heard it, the unmistakable sound of desperation. That was the first call, the single call that would change my life, and hers too, probably forever.

I work with a nonprofit adoption agency in New Jersey. I fund their operation and provide outreach services; they do the work. Finding families for kids who need them is beyond fulfilling, it is addictive. I like to help. I need to help. I help a lot, sometimes too much.

This is a true story about a girl named Stacie who called the adoption agency with a terrible problem. A lot of it won't make sense, at least logically. But sometimes sense runs deeper than logic. Nothing happens by chance. The events that follow, some dark and painful, changed me absolutely.

You have been warned.


CHAPTER 3

Once a week, after my show, I have an adoption meeting. An intake counselor gives me a rundown: who called, who returned the necessary forms, any problem cases. That's where this thing with Stacie started, but not at all where it ended. One afternoon in May I sat down with Colleen, one of our counselors. It was pretty standard fare until she opened a blue folder on her lap. “Oh, God,” she said, glancing over her words, remembering. “This one is so sad.” Then suddenly Colleen bit her lower lip and started to cry. At that moment I remembered why I no longer talk to birth mothers. I can't stand the pain in their voices, the tenderness in their hearts, their struggling souls. Also, I become overinvolved. To put it bluntly, I have no boundaries. Zero, nada, zippo—none. The birth mothers who call are usually in crisis—scared, confused, and needy—and I am in constant say for mode. Like it or not, I hear their voices, I see their faces, I don the tights and cape. Here I come to save the day! It's not Mother Teresa—ish, it's not a calm centered giving, a planned Zen thing; it's a compulsion. I can't help myself.

Colleen told me the details of the case: “Stacie is fourteen. She is six months pregnant. Her mother, Barb, called the hot line. She got the number off the show. Her daughter Stacie was raped, get this, by a youth minister. The guy is in jail, the kid is in shock. They were calling for information only, they don't know what they will do. The mother is kind, well spoken, concerned for her daughter, feels the baby should be placed for adoption, but will do whatever the daughter decides. God, Ro, she sounded so defeated. I didn't know what to tell her.”

Right then and there, for reasons I will never completely understand, I jumped in, headfirst. I broke my own rule. I picked up the intake sheet and dialed the number, a birth mother and a birth mother's mother. A double whammy. Two helpings of hurt. The phone rang. I got an answering machine. The voice on it sounded so confident and carefree, I thought it must have been recorded months before. I heard the beep, and left a message. … “Hi, this is Rosie O'Donnell. … You called our adoption line … the counselor told me about your daughter. … If I can be of help in any way … questions you may have, anything, please call. We can provide financial help for counseling. … I know this must be horrible for you and your daughter, and I am very sorry it happened.” I left my office number.

Colleen went back to work, and I finished up my adoption stuff. I tried to find a parent for a two-week-old born in a hospital prison in Utah. I checked on the status of an eight-year-old HIV-positive black girl I had been trying to place for months, with no success. Difficult things, all of them. The afternoon was bright in a Crayola kind of way, simple blue sky, yellow circle of sun outside my window. But I couldn't see any of it. My mind, for some strange reason, was wandering back to the tale Colleen had told me, the tiny child carrying a child, like one of those Russian nesting dolls, babushkas you open up to find something inside, a child within a child. A mother and a daughter. My mind would not leave what it had only heard.

A mother and a daughter.

One day, before she got sick, my mother gave me my “Are you there, God? It's me, Margaret” talk. I sat in stunned silence as she spoke of the wonders of being a woman. She showed me where her maxi pads were kept—in the top right-hand dresser drawer, under the fake Ming vase. She told me three times, because I was ten and not listening. I was in shock. I cried as she told me the details of tampons, cramping, and clots. I refused to believe my body would bleed monthly. Being a girl was horrible and gross. It was the end of the world as I knew it. First I found a lone strand of hair under my arm, and now this. I prayed it was all some sick joke mothers were forced to tell their daughters. Since she never brought it up again, I decided to forget the whole thing. Then she died.

I got my period when I was in eighth grade, during basketball practice. I went into the bathroom and saw my stained underwear, disbelieving. I was sure I had cancer, hepatitis, or diarrhea at least. I didn't know what to do or who to tell. I shoved some toilet paper into my shorts and finished the game. When I got home I took a very hot shower, scalded my skin, and wished my mother alive.

With no other choice, I snuck into my mother's room, which was now only my father's room. If anyone saw me, I was going to say I needed change for the ice-cream man. My dad had a pile of pocket coins on his dresser; I frequently helped myself to them. Once inside his room, I put a chair by the door so no one could get in. No one tried to. I saw myself in the mirror, above her dresser, a face full of want and need. I closed my eyes, so as not to see my own disappointment, and slowly pulled at the top right-hand drawer, under the fake Ming vase. My eyes opened to a blur of blue. There they were, a full box of Kotex Maxi Pads, right where she said they would be.

She must have known she was dying, that she would not be around when I needed her most. She orchestrated this comfort and care from beyond the beyond, before she left. I was fourteen the day I first needed a maxi pad. Fourteen, like Stacie.

Why this one girl, Stacie? Why did this tragedy, among all others, sit so stubbornly in my head? I'm not a naive woman. I've seen soul-smashing stuff before. Right from the start, though, Stacie stood out.

Why? Why this one kid, this particular story? I had spoken to pregnant teenage girls before. I had spoken to women who were raped. But never a child, raped, and pregnant, all at once. It was too horrible to imagine, too sickening to forget. And the tragic twist, the inedible icing on the corrupt cake—the rapist was a minister. A minister, a man society tells you is trustworthy, a man you are supposed to love and be led by. A man who should have been safe, a savior even. He was the virtuous villain. It was all too much for me. From the moment I heard the tale, I was hooked.


CHAPTER 4

I have many names. People close to me in my life call me Ro, as in “your boat gently down the stream.” I was born, however, Roseann O'Donnell to Roseann O'Donnell on March 21, 1962. My stage name is Rosie, and at first I hated it.

I was working in a tiny comedy club in 1980. The comic introducing me was from Brooklyn. “Next up, RoseannAdonal,” he said, all smushed together like it was one word. Roseanna Roseannadana—that's how it sounded to the folks in the seats. … They waited with expectant faces for Gilda Radner, or someone doing an impression of her. Nope, just me. When I got off stage that night, the club owner, a man who looked so much like Richard Nixon that he legally changed his name to Richard M. Dixon and opened a nightclub called The White House Inn, came over to me and said, “From now on, kid, you are Rosie O'Donnell. … Rosie, no more Roseann. … It's Rosie, kid. … It sings … to the moon!” And that was that.

I don't really feel like a Rosie. Rosie is Nancy Walker selling paper towels. “Bounty, the quicker picker-upper!” Rosie is the maid on The Jetsons. Rosie is an elderly aunt who forces you to eat decade-old hard candies that live in the bottom of her crusty purse. No, Rosie never fit me. I feel like a Ro.


CHAPTER 5

I know stuff. Stuff I shouldn't. It scares some people. Not me. It started when I was little, before I knew what they were, these ethereal moments where I am given information from some unknown place inside me. Whatever it is tells me, and then I know.

Very Shirley MacLaine.

My brother Eddie's son was born around the same time as my daughter Chelsea. A beautiful redheaded boy, with my nana's blue eyes. He was alert and happy and not able to find a formula that would stay in his stomach. I saw him when he was two months old; I looked at him and I knew. This baby, my nephew, had cystic fibrosis. No one in my family had CF; no one in my sister-in-law's family did, either. Other than spitting up, the baby was healthy. It seems unbelievable, but I knew he had CF. I asked my brother if they had tested the baby for anything. “Like what?” was his response. “Cystic fibrosis,” I said meekly. He thought I was insane, as did everyone else. But I knew; I was sure. The baby was tested two weeks later, and he does, in fact, have cystic fibrosis. My brother thinks I should open a psychic hot line, give Dionne Warwick a run for her money. The thing is, my knowing arrives. I can't request its appearance. It happens when it happens.

I also have spingles. They are much more subtle than knowing nods. A spingle is a deep shaking shiver, the kind that climbs your spine and leaves your throat dried up. Out of the blue I'll see something, or hear something, and it will spingle up my back. It can be small things. When I was six years old, I found a bird's egg in the grass by the big tree in our front yard. It was a robin's egg, tiny, speckled blue, and perfect. I picked it up. The egg was cool and small and I thought I could feel the tiny bird beating its wings inside. I pictured the bird in its yolk world, flapping away. I took it home. I held it close in my palm, trying to let my own body heat go through the shell: Stay warm, little bird. At home, in the room I shared with my sister, Maureen, I put the egg under my desk lamp, in a nest of toilet paper. For four days I watched. I waited. I wanted that bird to be born, and once it was born, I figured, we'd be the best of friends. He would sit on my shoulder and repeat after me. I swabbed the egg with cotton balls and water; Isang it to sleep. It never hatched. Weeks later, overcome with curiosity, I broke it open. Inside was just a yellow crust and a scatter of feathers. Spingle.

Huge things cause spingles too. Daytwon Bennett, a five-year-old boy, starved, beaten, and found dead, tied to his crib in the Bronx. The newspaper had his photo next to the way-tootiny item about his murder. I can still see his eyes. Certain sorts of horrors open up my skin. And now it was happening with Stacie, although back then, before the journey had really begun, I couldn't say why.

I went to therapy the day I left the message for Stacie and her mom. Just a coincidence I suppose. I told my no-nonsense shrink the whole story, a rape, a kid, a minister, and a mom. When I was finished, she said, “Ro, you have to learn to sit on your hands.” She says that often.

Have you ever had a mind itch? It's like there's a tickle in your brain, or maybe a bug bite. A brain is no place for a bug to bite, but I bet if you cracked open my skull you'd see little round raised red circles. I think I have OCD or ADD or some other three-initial ditty. Whatever it is, it is exhausting. I worry. I used to spend a lot of time wondering why I worry about the things I do. Is the need to save people good or bad, compulsion or compassion? Where's the line, and how do you know when you've crossed over it? Are artists driven by creativity or insanity? It's complicated. On a good day I think I'm a relatively sane person with a few frayed wires. On a bad day I think Just lock me up. Maybe compassion is compulsion, creativity is insanity. If this is so, then is craziness a good thing, the source of our humanity? I ask myself these sorts of things on a daily basis. I wish I didn't. I need a pause button for my brain.

That night I put my kids to bed. I tucked in Parker, Chelsea, and then Blake, who was still an infant and in a crib. I wound up his musical mobile and watched the black-and-white shapes turn in the air. He is so sweet, my sleeping baby boy. His eyelids are very thin, and they flit back and forth. Sometimes he laughs. There is nothing, I mean nothing, as wonderful as a baby whose dreams are good. I held his little hand. I thought of the little bird egg. I thought of my own mother. Did she stand over my crib like this? She must have.

She had a big laugh, my mother, but there was never enough of her to go around. When she slept, I used to pull the loose skin on her knuckles like it was taffy, and she wouldn't wake up. Even while she slept, I wanted her attention.

I fell asleep and had an odd dream. It was raining and I was lost. In the distance were spinning lights and a huge sand castle. A black car drove by, and stopped. The window rolled down; Angelina Jolie was behind the wheel. She wanted directions. I didn't have any. She gave me a pair of dice and told me not to worry so much. I looked up and saw a baby monkey in a very tall tree. (What the hell does that mean?)

That next morning I did my show. I walked down the hall, stopped in the nursery to see my kids, went into my office. My assistant looked up at me as I walked toward her. “Someone is on the phone, sounds like a kid, she said you gave her this number?”

It was her. I walked into my office, closed the door, and picked up the phone. “Hello?” I said.

That flat, distant, dull voice answered. “Hi, this is Stacie. My mom said I should call. …”

“Yes,” I said, my voice catching. “Hi, Stacie, thanks for calling. … My name is Rosie and I will help you in any way I can.”

And as I said those words, it was like a shell breaking open or a bird coming out. A connection beginning. Stacie. Stacie and Rosie and Barb, and later on—well, you wouldn't believe what joined us. You wouldn't believe what happened, what I learned about Stacie, about life, about me. I said hello and a crack came, and we all fell in, straight into looking-glass land, where nothing is what it seems, and when you finally get out it's a brand-new world, so if you looked at your palms, even your life lines would spell something totally different.


CHAPTER 6

I grew up on Rhonda Lane, the middle of five kids. We weren't rich and we weren't poor, but somewhere in that place in between, where it can be difficult to make ends meet, and you buy generic-brand everything. Our house was always a mess, laundry in piles, toys with missing pieces, and never enough Scotch tape. We had wallpaper with bubbles in it and Magic Marker—marked stairs. After my mother died, the house and just about everything else fell into total disrepair. It was always dark inside. Life itself was smeared a dull gray. It smelled of dust and stale urine. To me, it smelled of death.

My mother's mother, Nana, lived with us. Nana was so old. Her skin, if you touched it, felt like suede. I didn't touch her much. Nana's ears were going. That's what everyone said, “Oh, your nana's ears are going, you know,” and when I was very young, I would think, Going where? A child's world is so literal. So many things don't make sense. I was a scared kid, but you'd never have known it. I'm a scared adult. I don't think it shows.

My nana lived on the top floor of our house. She'd watch TV all day, sitting two inches from the screen, with the volume blaring so loud you could hear it in every room. Whenever the phone rang she'd cry out, “Telephone … telephone …” as if we couldn't hear it ourselves. After a minute, she'd hoist herself up, wobble toward the phone, pick it up, and scream, “HEDDOOO … WHO'S THERE … HEDDOOO … SPEAK UP. …” My nana was a riot. She chain-smoked Chesterfields and often missed the ashtray altogether, leaving her place at the dinner table dotted with small black circles.

I wish I remembered more about my mother. She was a typical thick-waisted Irish woman with a round face, and dark hair, like me. My mother died in 1973; she was thirty-eight, one year younger than I am now. People loved her; she was very funny. I watched my grade school teachers flee their classrooms in order to chat with her in the hallway. Through the four-foot-square glass panel, I saw my mom perform her magic, like a silent film star. Each conversation ended with uncontrollable laughter, the kind adults try not to show in front of kids. She was good. My mom was an active lady, president of our school PTA, a member of the parish council, and a Girl Scout troop leader. She wore little makeup—maybe a dab of pinkish lipstick. I wonder: Had she lived, would we be friends? Would our mother-daughter relationship have survived and transformed into something of substance, something I could count on?

My mother had a knickknack shelf she got at the flea market. It was an old wooden typesetter's tray she cleaned and refinished, using steel wool and sandpaper. She put red velvet on the back and a glass frame on the front, and she hung it horizontally on the wall. A rectangle full of smaller rectangles, ready to be filled with souvenirs, silver spoons, tiny vases with tinier tulips. Tchotchkes, junk. The knickknack shelf was proudly displayed in our kitchen. We weren't supposed to open it, but I did, whenever I could without getting caught. I needed to see, up close, the World's Fair tickets that were once Uncle Jim's, and the small wooden old lady that looked so much like Granny. My mom had two tiny Limoges plates and was on the lookout for a third. One Sunday we were at the flea market, browsing. My mom stopped in front of a stall full of knickknacks and spotted a plate she wanted. It must be Limoges, I thought, but said nothing. Then, in a voice I did not recognize, she asked meekly, “How much is this cute little plate here?” I stared at her, confused. What happened to my mother? The PTA president, the woman our local parish priest said “don't rock the boat” to twice a week. Who was this thin-voiced stranger next to me? I had to do something. I did. “Mommy,” I said, “is that Limoges, like you collect?” She stepped on my foot hard enough to let me know I should shut up. I had blown her cover. The Limoges comment wasn't what she was looking for. I realized, later, that she had been acting, my mom, like a little unknowing housewife in an effort to get a better deal. The man behind the counter smiled and told her the price was firm. We walked away empty-handed. Before we got to the next booth she told me, “Never say Limoges at a flea market.” Advice I follow to this day.
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