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To Steve,


For urging me to take the first step.


To Jenny,


For walking with me, hand in hand,
until we crossed the finish line.


To my children,


By completing my personal story,
you have the beginning of yours.




We dance around in a ring and suppose,
But the secret sits in the middle and knows.


—Robert Frost
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Part One


FINDING MY WAY


When you stifle curiosity about yourself, you stifle many other things as well. You shrink your area of perception. You live in a smaller space.


~ Betty Jean Lifton, Lost and Found
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The Ask


2008


Latching the narrow gray locker, I slip the curly plastic band with its tiny key over my wrist. My hands shake as I retie the over-laundered smock with its opening in the front. In the waiting area, I join several women dressed in matching hospital gowns. They thumb through outdated magazines or stare at the overhead TV. Neither of which I do. Instead of being here, I wish that I were walking along Hinsdale’s streets bursting with purple magnolias and dainty redbuds.


Perching on a vinyl chair, I squeeze my eyes shut, not in a light dreamy way, but willfully to stem a spray of tears. I think about my twin sister and wonder why she’s escaped the threatening female health issues I face. For the first time in years, I consider my closed adoption and wonder how my biological background factors into the six areas of concern in my right breast. I pick up the chain of prayers that I began after last week’s suspicious mammogram.


When I return from Walgreens after the procedure, Steve’s sedan occupies the prime spot under the porte cochere by the side door. I park my Buick behind his car and skirt around both, being extra careful not to jostle my right side. The heavy wooden side door complains as I lean into it. Inside, I breathe in the smell of the old house—the lemony scent of furniture polish and the sweet mustiness of the drapes and carpets. It feels so good to be home. Steve calls out to me from the front of the house.


Kicking off my loafers, I avoid the creaky spots in the wood floor as I head toward his office. I expect to find my husband seated behind the antique desk. He’ll either be deep in thought, gazing out at the brick street, or sorting and paying bills on his computer. In the doorway, I finger the crinkly prescription bag in my hands.


His high-back desk chair swivels away from the computer screen. “How did it go?”


“Not my best day.” Lifting the sleeve of my red sweater, I swipe at a tear.


It’s a few seconds before I realize that my husband of twenty-three years is not rising out of his chair to offer me a careful hug. I can’t believe this. I need his compassion right now. After all I’ve been through today, and now this infuriating insensitivity. My anger flares, and I move closer to his desk. Gripping the edge of the big desk, I spare no detail as I fill him in on my breast biopsy.


“It was just me . . . alone . . . with the nurse and doctor in a cold, dark room . . . in the basement of La Grange Hospital. I bled each time the needle pierced my boob. Three tries to get it right.” I scowl at him over his computer.


Adrenaline from my rant courses through my system. Still he doesn’t get up. I’m shaking with indignation and hurt. I imagine there’s spittle forming on my lower lip. One benefit of being a twin is that you know what you look like when you laugh or let hell fly.


As I wind down, my voice whines. “Waiting five days for biopsy results is inhumane.”


Steve leans away from the desk, tilting his chair back. I read something in the dark eyebrows that lift into his receding hairline. I’m too spent to wonder about his expression. All I want is sympathy.


“Sounds like I should have gone with you then.” His chair twists ever so slightly.


“I should’ve insisted.” I head for the foyer. “I’m getting an icepack and going upstairs.”


Steve’s reply hits my back. “Are you ready to get at your medical history now?”


As I turn to face Steve, the staple on the prescription bag scratches my palm. “What are you saying?”


His eyes meet mine. “It’s time, Julie. You’ve been delaying this for years. Get your adoption records. Access your family medical history. We have four kids to consider.”


I blink. His ultimatum whipsaws me. We haven’t had a serious conversation about my closed adoption for a very long time. Not since I sent that letter to the adoption agency eighteen years ago. Since then, my “mystery genes” have become an inside joke, a good-natured riddle that has gifted three of our children with the skill to play college sports. I’ve been fine without knowing where all that talent came from. Well, sort of.


“You really want to talk about locating my birth parents now? After I’ve had a biopsy? You have terrible timing.”


My husband’s bent on honesty at all costs, a result of his military background, is a trait I usually respect and appreciate. Not today.


As I storm toward the stairs, a stream of silent, angry excuses ricochet in my head. I don’t need this stress right now. There are loads of people who don’t have a family medical history. It’s not like I haven’t tried to look into my adoption.


When I was thirty, my twin sister Jenny and I sent a letter to Catholic Charities in Chicago requesting information about our adoption that occurred in 1959. A month later, we received a one-page reply: Nothing can be shared at this time. When I wrote that letter back in the 1980s, Illinois adoption statutes favored the rights of birth and adoptive parents over those of adopted children and adults. Powerless to access personal information from my closed adoption file, I moved on. Eighteen years later and halfway through raising a family of four, I’ve grown content with the course of my life. Why invite uncertainty and trouble to dinner? To be honest, I haven’t been that hungry. Besides, I have my people, the ones who wanted me, me and my twin sister both.


I can’t recall when I first learned that I’m adopted. I seem always to have known. Yet my adoption wasn’t a topic tossed around the dinner table like the White Sox’s standings, or Grandma Mimi’s health. What I do remember is that on a handful of occasions, my parents pulled my sister and me into the living room for a private talk. By the second or third time this checking-in occurred, Jenny and I guessed what was in the offing. Our parents would sit stiffly next to one another on the sofa, avoiding our eyes and stealing looks at one another. In these chats, Mom and Dad professed their support should we ever want to look into our roots, but I had the sense that they were muttering a script given to them by a social worker.


Jenny and I were happy kids, and we knew we had a good situation. Strict but kind, our folks weren’t shy about telling us how much we meant to them. They encouraged us to take on challenges, and often they had to make sacrifices to make opportunities available to us. I can’t think of a time when I wasn’t praised for an achievement or a good deed. Throughout my forty-eight years, whenever I’ve contemplated looking into my adoption, the little voice inside has wagged its finger: You’ll be sorry. They’ll think they haven’t been good parents.


Trudging into the master bedroom, I avoid Steve’s side of the bed and slip under the king-sized comforter. My temples throb from the spat, and the icepack on my chest does little to dull the ache there. Despite my desire to drift off and postpone thinking about all that the day has ushered in, I reach for the phone. When my call goes to voice mail, I figure that my twin sister is caught up with work stuff.


I lie still for several more minutes, debating, and then dial my mother. “Hey, Mom. How’s Dad doing today?” I listen to her answer. “I’m glad. He looked better to me the other day. Do you have a second?” I take a big painful breath. “So . . . to solve a disagreement I’m having with Steve. You know how you’ve always said you’d help Jenny and me if we wanted to look into our adoption. Well, I’d like to get a hold of my medical background. To do that, I need whatever information you and Dad have in your files.”


I blurt all this out, hoping I’ve muted the stuffiness in my voice.


“Oh . . . my.” In Mom’s two-word reply, I hear a chasm open. The deep crevice that is my adoption splits the common ground on which we’ve stood for forty-eight years.


Mom clears her throat, but her voice catches. “Of course.” Pause. “I’ll talk to your dad when he gets back from physical therapy.” She swallows hard. “Is everything all right?”


While I may not have my mother’s genes, she’s schooled me well in the fine art of pretending. Mom doesn’t let on that she knows I’ve been crying or that I’ve just pulled the proverbial rug out from under her. In turn, I haven’t mentioned today’s biopsy—something I plan to reveal later on, if necessary. These matters aside, I can no longer pretend that being adopted is no big deal.


“I’m okay. Steve’s point is that I’ll be fifty in a few years, so I shouldn’t delay.” The pain in my chest is building, and I can’t wait to get off the phone.


Mom’s sigh is heavy. “We’ll pull out what we have. It’s been here for the asking, you know.” With these words, I become that shy, anxious-to-please lanky girl who traded looks with her twin through veils of light brown bangs.


“Thanks, Mom. I’ll stop by later in the week. Love you.” As I hang up, I hope my heartfelt “Love you” is enough to temper the shock of what I’ve just asked for.


Next to the phone, I grab the prescription bottle and force down a pain pill. As I sink into the pillows, my mother’s final comment hits me like a shattering gust of February wind. Damn. My fist slams into the down comforter, sending shock waves of fluff bounding toward my feet. What a setup. By having me ask for my adoption papers, my folks would know exactly when it was I planned to launch an adoption search. Oh, man! Why couldn’t they have turned them over to me when I turned twenty-one, or when I got married at twenty-five? I picture my parents later this evening, sharing a glass of wine, disappointment and unrest souring their day. I tell myself, None of this is your fault.


The hallway clock strikes three as a welcome lightness descends from the crown of my head and crawls the length of my spine. Two tough conversations have followed a breast biopsy. Even though I’m battling to keep my eyes open, I detect a heavy tread on the stairs. I twist toward the bedroom door that never seems to stay shut. Steve peeks through the crack.


I smile benignly at him. “I’ll have the adoption records later this week.”


He steps around to my side of the bed. Looking up at him, I reposition the ice pack on my breast and pull the comforter to my chin. “Can you order Chinese for dinner?”


Steve’s fingers enveloping mine are a truce. “Sure thing. You’ll be glad you did this, you know.”


A tear sneaks out from my closed eyes.


The kiss he plants on my brow is gentle, tender. “Get some rest. I got the kids covered. Dinner, too.”


Steve retreats around the stubborn bedroom door, and I think about my families. I grew up in a household where pretending was the prevailing wind, yet I married a man whose core has room only for honesty. Pretending as a way of managing life is in sharp contrast with the tone that we foster in our busy household of six. Honesty can be difficult to face, and it’s often ill-timed like today. There is one good thing about being candid, though; it doesn’t leave any room for second-guessing.


Glancing around the bedroom I love, I take in the ceiling medallion that looks like whipped cream, the egg-and-dart moldings that edge the plaster walls, and the painted pine fireplace surround. This is the second vintage house in the same Chicago suburb that we’ve renovated and restored. I reflect on my obsession with old homes, their history and furnishings—things that possess a rich provenance. As I lie here, it occurs to me that perhaps my obsession is not simply with old houses, but a subconscious yearning to own things that have a concrete pedigree. Because of my closed adoption, I have no sense of my personal history. For the second time today, anger sparks. Why have I put up with this? Every person deserves to know all they can about who they are.


I toss the lukewarm ice pack to the carpet and squeeze my eyes shut, determined to rest, but my mind snarls with questions. Why did it take a breast biopsy for me to get serious about challenging my adoption, and how will my adoptive parents deal with the search as it rolls out? I wonder too if my husband is right. Will I be glad one day that I set all this in motion?
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Intertwined


Despite my comfy bed and pain pill, the nap I need is slow in coming. The unanswerable questions ping in my head as Steve pauses on the staircase landing to rewind the grandfather clock. Too numb to call out and complain, I cover my head with a pillow. The clock, a wedding gift from my parents, still keeps perfect time.


The grandfather clock’s glass door clicks shut as the phone on my nightstand rings.


“Jules? How did it go?”


At the sound of my twin sister’s voice, I snuggle deeper into the down comforter. My sister’s mammograms have been normal so far, and she doesn’t have a uterine fibroid that is problematic like mine. The reason for our slightly different health situations is anyone’s guess, but I have borne four children to her two. Older by twelve minutes, I figure it’s my destiny to be the guinea pig for both of us.


“Hey, Jen.”


Hearing my sister’s voice is like a salve—it soothes the sore spots of my day. From behind my eyelids, we are silly, young girls again, nestled in our matching canopy beds with the white eyelet comforters and dust ruffles, tossing whispered secrets across the green shag rug between us.


“You sound groggy,” Jenny says.


When I talk to my sister on the phone, it’s as if I’m replaying the voice mail greeting on the message machine in my kitchen. Our speech patterns and word choices are so aligned that we often confound close family members. These days, it’s a regular occurrence that my dad slips up: “Jen?” “Nope. Dad, it’s Julie.” “Oops. Sorry. You sounded like your sister for a second.” These blunders don’t offend us. As fraternal twins, we’re used to it.


From under the comforter, I whisper to Jenny, “I’m in bed. Took some pain meds. Trying to get a nap in before Danny and Kassie get home from school.” I flick the messy bangs that distinguish me from my twin out of my eyelashes.


“Oh. Want me to come over? Pick up dinner?”


“That’s a lot of questions, Jen.” My sigh contains the slightest giggle.


Besides a similar phone voice, Jenny and I share the same laugh. What begins as a short giggle can rumble into a deep chuckle, not a guffaw and not quite a dirty laugh. If the two of us are together relating a funny story, our humor feeds off one another. As teenagers, our contagious laughter often culminated in snorts, hiccups, and an occasional mad dash to the closest bathroom. Friends, and one particular uncle, found it good sport to tickle our funny bones and then howl at our combined antics.


“Thanks, Jen. I don’t need anything. Steve’s here. Just wish the biopsy results didn’t take so long to get.” Foggier by the second, my brain pleads with me to give in to sleep.


“Yeah. Waiting stinks.” Jenny’s voice trails off and the line is still except for our breaths.


Jenny and I don’t usually speak every day. If we do, our contact is brief and involves things like planning the menu for a family gathering or offering concern about Dad’s latest health issue. Our lack of daily contact has nothing to do with bickering, competing, or desiring space—it’s that Jenny and I relate better in person. We’ve been fine-tuning our own brand of nonverbal communication since the gibberish and gestures we tossed through the rungs of our matching cribs.


An eye roll with an arched eyebrow means something different than a quick, sideways glance. And then, there’s the twisted corner on a smile, a chin that juts just so, a thumb that disappears into a fist, and the head that tilts left not right. For my twin sister and me, mannerisms combined with select phrases and just the right dose or lack of inflection convey more meaning than a full conversation. We don’t just get one another—it’s as if we are in each other’s skin.


“Jen, before you go, I have to give you a heads up! Because of this biopsy, Steve insists that I dig into our adoption. You know, get a sense of our medical history? Before you called, I talked with Mom. She promised to pull out the documents they have in their files.” Just thinking about the tense conversation with my mother has me snuggling deeper into my warm cocoon.


“Oh, man. How’d that go?”


I fill her in. I imagine Jenny’s heavy-lidded eyes fluttering shut just as mine do in the retelling. The weight of what I’ve done, calling our mom and asking for our adoption papers, is a shocking sequel to a breast biopsy.


“I’m going to head over Thursday to pick up whatever they have.” My intonation suggests that I expect Jenny to join me.


“I’m traveling to Minneapolis tomorrow through Friday,” she says.


I’m torn. I really want her by my side, but I also want to get the conversation with my folks done and over with.


“Want me to wait?” I ask.


Jenny pauses. I bet she’s twisting her hair behind an ear. “Maybe it’s better if I have my own conversation with Mom and Dad?”


Now, it’s my turn to hesitate. With Jenny’s question, she’s offered me the reins, told me she’s comfortable in the passenger seat. I think about this. Hadn’t I already led by phoning Mom? Yet, what would my sister’s presence add besides offering me moral support? Through the barely closed bedroom door, the grandfather clock chimes four times. In cahoots with the clock, the voice in my head pounds: You . . . can . . . do . . . this!


I whisper my decision. “All right. We can compare notes afterward.”


“Go back to your nap, Jules. Call me later if you need anything.” Before she disconnects, Jenny says, “Sorry you’re going through this.”


I swallow hard. “Me too. Thanks.”


After my sister’s call, I punch the unwieldy king pillow, flatten a spot for my head, and drift off. In my dreams, I’m ten again. Jenny and I hop aboard our Schwinn two-wheelers. Hers is purple and mine is hot pink, still my favorite color. Our thin, fine braids flap behind us, beating our backs like drums. We lock our bikes at the library in downtown La Grange and return a stack of Nancy Drews, which are strangely overdue—we hated dipping into our allowance for late fees. Popping in at the candy shop on the main street, we count out pennies and nickels for jujubes, lemon drops, and red licorice. We race each other the few blocks back home. Instead of going into the house, we park our bikes across the street at the park. Suddenly, my pink bike morphs into something resembling the biopsy machine, and it won’t budge. Entangled in the spokes of the front wheel is a fabric identical to the hospital gown. Once I free the wheel and move to unlock my bike, the key dangling from my curly wristband doesn’t fit in the bike lock.


Chimes blast through this wild, nonsensical dream. Westminster chimes. Five of them, followed by a squeaky door hinge and the clattering of the bedroom door hitting the door stop.


“Mommm!” My youngest daughter, Kassie, rockets into the room and hovers at my side of the bed. She takes in the ice pack on the floor, the arm I throw protectively over my chest, and the medicine bottle on the nightstand.


“Dad got Chinese from Jade Dragon. I set the table. He said we’re ready to eat. Are you coming down?” The tips of her blond braids are wet from laps in the pool, and her cheeks crinkle from dried chlorine.


“Did you shower at the pool?” I can’t help myself. Her golden hair will take on a greenish hue before summer begins.


“No. Dad told me to hurry. I’ll do it after dinner. I promise.” Giving her a small smile, I reach for her pudgy palm. “Danny’s starving. Are you coming?” She holds my hand gently like she’s holding a glass too full of milk.


“Yes. Will you take this ice pack down and put it in the freezer for me?” Flipping back the duvet, I sit gingerly on the edge of the warm bed. I shudder, trying to clear my head of drugs and dreams.


Kassie studies me. “Mommy, are you going to be okay?”


I look up into Kassie’s eyes, eyes that are not green or brown, but something in between. Flecked with gold around the irises, my youngest daughter’s eyes match mine and Jenny’s and Danny’s, hazel eyes no doubt passed down to us from a birth relative I hope to find. I consider Kassie’s question. I have no idea what my husband has said about my breast biopsy to either of the last two kids in our emptying nest.


The answer I offer is not premeditated. “The doctor did a test today. Kind of like a shot. To make sure I don’t have poison in my body.” Drawing her in close, I pat her damp frizzy braids.


Into her hair, I whisper, “I’ll be fine. Let’s go eat. I hope Dad got pot stickers.” I squeeze her hand and offer a wide smile meant to erase her fears.


My daughter’s small fingers lace into mine, and we plod to the stairs. This is when I realize that Steve is right—was right—to insist that I gather more details about my heritage. Avoiding an adoption probe for fear of hurting my adoptive parents isn’t valid given my health concerns: suspicious breast tissue and an ornery uterine fibroid. My husband’s timing may be poor, but his logic is spot on. I owe this twelve-year-old, my teenage son, and two college-aged daughters every ounce of information that might affect the quality of their lives. That I might have an obligation to myself seems secondary, but the pulse in my right breast suggests otherwise.


As I descend the stairs to the kitchen, something stirs in my belly besides hunger. It’s a quickening, a rustling. I test it. It is not anger. No, it’s less than that, smaller, more like indignation. Haven’t my birth circumstances and family medical history been owed me since the day I was born? I pray that my parents’ file addresses some of my questions, and I wish I’d been given the file long before now.


My thoughts go to my sister. Jenny and I have been together since before we were born. That single fact makes being adopted a different equation for us. Like other adoptees, we’ve always been curious about where we came from and why we were placed for adoption, but it didn’t seem to slow us down. By traversing through life with a sibling with whom you’re aligned in looks, thoughts, habits, and deeds, you’re a little less likely to get hung up on the sharp edges of adoption. We have always belonged to each other. Jenny and I will figure out this adoption search thing, and we’ll do it together.


When I enter the kitchen, the large table is set for four. I find my seat at one end and another worry enters my mind: I hope I haven’t waited too long.
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The Paperwork


My heart beats double time as I sign my name in the visitor log and head toward the independent living unit where my parents live. Since Monday’s call to my mother, I’ve been rehearsing the comments I wish to make tonight. I’m uncertain which has preoccupied my thoughts more these past three days: waiting for the biopsy results or gearing up for this event—the handoff of my adoption papers from my aging parents to me. Neither obstacle was on the horizon three months ago when Jenny and I celebrated our forty-eighth birthday together. As I near my parents’ apartment, I speculate how many other adult children like me have loitered in this hallway, mustering doorstep courage before discussing vital family matters like wills, powers of attorney, long-term care insurance, and adoption papers.


As I shift from one foot to the other, I consider what awaits me behind the wide door with its centered peephole and brass knocker. Dad might be reading another thriller or blasting the White Sox spring opener, his ill-fitting hearing aids lying somewhere other than in his ears. Mom could be thumbing through the mail-order catalogs stacked on the coffee table. Or together, they might be flipping through the yellowing sheets of my adoption papers, planning what to say to me tonight. By now, they’re probably studying their watches, figuring that the evening stream of commuter trains has made me late again.


As I reach for the doorknob, I chastise myself for letting Steve pressure me into tackling this adoption search now, and I wonder if the speech I’ve prepared is good enough to soothe the hurt and doubt that I suspect my parents are experiencing. I hope my parents are remembering me as the good student that I was throughout my school years—the diligent, reliable, commended leader, rarely in trouble, but who was often a tiny bit sassy. I think of the pride they’ve expressed in having me as their daughter, but maybe tonight they view me as a malcontent or a troublemaker. Surely, they know my goal is not to recycle them as parents.


“Helloooo. It’s Julie. I’m here.” My voice sounds too loud, too cheerful.


Alone in the tiny foyer, I glimpse into the entry mirror. I see a pale, nearly middle-aged woman who recently started wearing reading glasses. She looks like she could use a hug. I pinch color into her cheeks, offer her a weak smile, and nod my head in encouragement.


“We’re in the sitting room.” Mom’s tone is distant, crisp.


“Hi, Jules,” Dad booms.


I shout out, “Be right there.”


Dropping my purse on a chair in the kitchenette, I yank out my water bottle. Dad’s hearing aids sit in a saucer by the coffeepot. As I turn toward the den’s open door, my heart resumes the gallop that began in the lobby. Before entering the den, I pass the large framed photo of my folks’ beloved summer cottage on Lake Michigan. Purchased thirty years ago when I was a teenager, it’s our family’s collective happy place. I breeze toward it, gulping in the details I know by heart: the deep front deck with its cutout for a stately old oak, aluminum siding the color of buttercream, and shutters Mom stained to mimic the blue that’s inside a tumbling wave. My fingers graze the photo’s wooden frame, as if touching the likeness of our family icon will grant me luck tonight.


In the sitting room, Mom’s gaze is slow to lift from the catalogue on her lap. “Come! Sit down. Would you like a drink?” She means a real one, not the wimpy sparkling water I prefer.


I hold up the plastic water bottle. “Nope. I’m good.”


“Huh?” Dad’s blue eyes shift from my mother to me.


Mom grimaces. “Where are your hearing aids, dear?”


“They’re in the kitchen. I’ll get them,” I say.


Grateful for something to do, I bring the saucer from the kitchen and hand them to my dad, who’s baked into his new specialty recliner. As I fix a light kiss on his forehead, I catch a whiff of the Vicks VapoRub which Mom smears daily onto his back. Rounding the coffee table, I set a matching kiss on the cheek Mom offers me, and then I consider the seating options.


There’s ample space on the floral loveseat next to Mom, but sitting there will put my mother between my dad and me, and then I won’t have a clear view of either of them. Around the coffee table piled high with magazines, Catholic pamphlets, and catalogues are a pair of upholstered parlor chairs, dainty and uncomfortable. Staying clear of the aging white terrier snoozing under Mom’s feet, I slide Dad’s chair out from under the pine desk. It’s impossible not to scan the papers strewn across the desktop, but I don’t see anything resembling adoption papers. This afternoon, Mom assured me Dad had everything ready.


I roll the chair over to complete our family triangle. As many times as I’ve sat with Dad poring over their bills and finances, it never occurred to me to snoop through his desk. If I were to pull out one of the many deep drawers, perhaps I’d find a file folder for each of my siblings and me. Maybe the folders of the three oldest Ryan children would be thicker than the other three because of our adoption documents. I think about my brother, two years younger than Jenny and me, who is also adopted and an alum of St. Vincent’s Orphanage. After tonight, perhaps my folks will turn over his documents to him. Like me, he’d like to have them, but he’s been reluctant to ask.


The rattle of the desk chair rouses the whiskered Westie. A paw’s length away, her milky eyes are level with my ankles. As I settle into the desk chair, the plastic water bottle in my hand snaps and crackles. The dog’s shaggy head pops up and her growl exposes small sharp teeth.


“Enough, Maggie!” Mom scolds. The dog snuggles her head back between her paws, but she narrows her eyes on my water bottle and me.


Dad mumbles. “I think I’ll go to the bathroom and put my hearing aids in. Julie, you sit. I’ll be just a minute.” Dad fumbles for the tripod cane hooked to the arm of his recliner and Mom leaps to her feet, but he waves her off.


With Dad in the washroom, my mom gets up and straightens the framed family photos on the end table by Dad’s recliner. When my father flips the switch on his newfangled chair, it launches him to a standing position. In the process, objects rattle and fall to the carpet. This time, it’s the preschool headshot of my dead sister. Mom rights Susie’s image and then places it back in its spot of honor. I swallow hard.


The three decades since my youngest sister’s sudden death have been ripe with family challenges: two divorces, Dad’s strokes, job firings, relocations, and much more. Since downsizing my parents from their home into this senior living center unit, there’s been a welcome calm, one that my siblings and I are careful not to disrupt. By asking for my adoption papers, I risk plunging my mother into another one of her gloomy spells. None of us wants that. My hand creeps up to my right breast. The pain pill I took this afternoon has worn off, reminding me that I’m not here to stir up trouble. I’m here to ensure my kids and me have our full medical background.


“How’s Danny’s baseball season shaping up?” Mom asks as she straightens the other photos on the end table.


“He’s hitting the ball well. The varsity coach should start him, but he told Steve the other night that this might be his last season. He wants to concentrate on football—thinks he has a shot at playing college ball.”


At seventeen, Danny excels at most sports; keeping him focused on schoolwork is why he attends Benet—the same college prep high school that his older sisters, Colleen and Molly, attended.


“Your dad will be thrilled to hear that, honey.”


With the table back to normal, my mother reaches for the bottle of Woodbridge chardonnay nestling on a crocheted doily. Mom swirls the goblet and steals a healthy gulp before my dad returns.


I look over at the door as Dad, dubbed “Chief” by one of my brothers when I was in high school, scuffs into the den. Heaving himself into the recliner, he clears his throat and reaches for the manila folder I hadn’t noticed wedged into his chair. I peek over at my mother. She sits upright, her back rigid against the loveseat with her fingers curled tight around the throat of the wine goblet. How did we get to this point in our lives, and how will we navigate around the bundle of doubts cluttering the sitting room? Should I begin? I cross my legs and stuff sweaty palms under each thigh. I know I must look like the child I have become inside: shy, fearful of wrongdoing, and always eager to please.


“Julie, this is the file I have on your adoption. I made a separate one for Jenny, who’s coming on Sunday. Your mother and I will help in any way we can.” Dad’s clear blue eyes meet mine. Behind his glasses, tears merge with the dark frames.


“Ah, Dad.” I know what’s coming.


“Adopting your sister and you was the best thing that ever happened to your mother and me.” Since his stroke, emotion comes easily and often. So does repetition. “While we were stationed in Germany, your mother and I took a side trip to Lourdes, France.” His bad hand trembles, and the good one dabs a tissue under his glasses.


Mom nods and sips her wine. “Go on, dear.”


“At Lourdes, we joined hundreds at the shrine. Everyone was praying to Our Lady for a miracle. Your mom had experienced several miscarriages by then, so we prayed for a family. When we returned to Chicago, we started the adoption process. I’ll never forget the call from Catholic Charities, asking if we’d take twins.” Dad’s voice catches, so Mom finishes the rehash of the family legend.


“When I asked the social worker what your birthdate was, I knew it was our prayers come to fruition: February eleventh, the Feast Day of Our Lady of Lourdes. You were only three weeks old when we took you home from St. Vincent’s.”


A shiver runs down my back.


To my parents, the significance of my birthday is not a coincidence. It’s proof of the power of prayer. For me, it’s less of a divine sign and more of a warning that there’s much we don’t know about the workings of the universe. My folks’ belief in prayer and our inevitable connection fills the cozy den. I’m certain of three things: my parents’ love for me, their belief that I was destined to belong to them, and my place in the family they wove together.


As we’re reluctant to break the spell, all eyes follow the movements of Maggie, the aging terrier. She swats her paw against my mother’s pant leg, and Mom picks her up.


“Mom and Dad. I wanted to make sure . . . that you know . . . that asking for my adoption papers has nothing to do with how I feel about you as parents.” My voice breaks a little, and Dad gives me a doting smile. “The purpose of getting into my adoption is to get some medical history.” My eyes dart toward Mom, but she’s busy situating the dog into the crook of her arm.


In truth, the idea of accessing my biological family’s medical history has unearthed more complicated thoughts and emotions. For the past three days, it’s as if someone has turned on a spigot in a remote area of my brain. Day and night, my mind races from one “what if” scenario to the next. The desire for medical information involves not just locating my birth parents but also communicating with them, and that realization has led to fantasies about meeting and getting to know them.


Almost like a prayer, my palms meet at my chest. “I promise to let you know how this goes, every step of the way.”


I nod at both of them and infuse my smile with as much reassurance as I can muster. I glance at Mom who’s gazing at the dog cuddled in her arms like a baby. She strokes Maggie’s back, consoling away the canine’s irrational fear of loud noises. My mother scratches the dog behind the ears, and I wonder if it’s only the dog’s insecurities she soothes. Her refusal to make eye contact with me feels like a reprimand.


Ignoring my mother and the dog, I step quickly over to my father’s chair, and he hands me the folder. I draw it to my chest. The weight of it is nothing, but the feel of it is everything. I lean over and kiss Dad, and then I massage his shoulder. His dimples deepen, and he reaches up and pats my hand. Ever so slightly, his head nods as if indicating everything is okay and it will be all right going forward. Returning to the wobbly desk chair, I cross my legs and tuck the file under clasped hands.


When it’s time for me to go, the three of us circulate around my father’s lounge chair. I hover behind Dad, my arm resting along his shoulders. My fingers graze the bare spot in the chair where his head has made an indentation in the fabric.


“Bye, honey. Talk to you tomorrow,” Mom says as she leashes the dog.


The pair weaves to the apartment door for Maggie’s evening pee-pee walk. The moody terrier stalls, planting a reluctant hindquarter onto the welcome mat.


“Come now, Maggie.” Mom digs into her pocket for a treat. With Maggie coaxed into cooperating, the door closes behind the old dog and my mother as they leave.


My father’s good hand, the one unscathed from the last series of TIAs, reaches to mine.


“Dad, do you really think Mom is all right with my digging into all this?” I wait for his answer, but my mind is more focused on getting inside my parked car and perusing the file.


“She’ll be fine. We both knew this day might come. Getting at your medical background is important. We understand that. I’m fine with it.” He strokes the back of my hand like it’s a silk scarf.


“Thanks, Dad.”


As I sandwich his withered hand in mine, I note the age spots and throbbing raised veins. These are the same hands that dragged me to swim lessons, that shared a bag of Twizzlers on the cottage porch, and that adeptly placed winning tiles in family Scrabble games.


“You know your mother,” he begins. “She’s never gotten over the loss of Susie. Anything that threatens the dynamics of the family knocks her off-kilter. She doesn’t want to lose you.” His eyes close under the spilled truths.


“Yes. I’m sure you’re right, Dad.” Lifting my purse to my shoulder, I finger the file. “Shall I put the wine in the fridge on my way out?”


“You better, I think.” I lean over for one last hug, hoping that his evening isn’t completely spoiled.


“Thanks for this.” I lift the prized folder, waving it at him like a winning lottery ticket. “Love you.”


“God bless you,” he says. His good hand lifts, and the palm is toward me, like a high five or a truce or a blessing. Maybe all of them rolled into one.


When he utters those words, “God bless you,” it’s as if I’ve returned to my child-self, the tall, skinny girl with braids whom he tucked into a canopied bed across from my twin sister. Life was simpler when Jenny and I were young. There were no threatening medical concerns. No need to consider a mysterious gene pool, and no tricky adoption search path to navigate.


As I step into the corridor, that nagging inner voice wags its finger at me again: This is not going to be easy.
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What It Isn’t


Before the door of my parents’ apartment clicks shut, I’m halfway down the hallway with the folder pressed to my chest. The corridor is empty. Even if there were onlookers, I would still bypass the lobby, skip the mandated sign-out procedure, and rush to my car. The anticipation of opening the folder has moved the throbbing in my breast up to my temples. As I head toward the emergency exit door, I send up a quick plea: Please, please let it contain some medical background, so my search can end here.


I barrel through the cumbersome door, and gusts of cool spring air swirl around me. At the far end of the parking lot, where the line of handicapped spots end, sits my Buick. When I climb in that car, I’m going to forget about Dad’s fragile health, my mother’s moods, and that today is day three in the five-day test result window given me by my surgeon. All I want is to study the folder.


Alongside my car, I fumble with my purse, the folder, and my water bottle as I search for my car fob. Fearing that I left it in my folks’ apartment, I have frantic thoughts of a redo—the lobby sign-in process, the long walk to the apartment, and another goodbye. My jaw feels like it’s set in a vise.


“You’ve got to be kidding,” I say to myself.


I pat down the pockets of my windbreaker and discover a familiar bulge. In the driver’s seat, I breathe. I’m in. I have the folder. Using the steering wheel as a desk, I pull out the first document, a single sheet of blue card stock folded in thirds around tissue-thin typed pages. The deeply creased stack looks like it has not been opened in ages. I peek at the white papers, guessing at the page count—a dozen or so. That’s all it took to legalize a closed adoption in 1959. I flip up an edge of the blue stock and run a fingertip along the bottom line of the first page. Imbedded in the velum, the black typeface is like braille. As I hold the fragile papers, I hesitate to unwrap the rest for fear of tearing the truths printed here.


When I’m smoothing out the last crease in the blue card stock, my phone rings through the car’s speakers. It’s Jenny. For a second, I consider letting voice mail claim the call.


“Hey,” I say.


“Did you get it?” Jenny asks.


“You sound like you’re in a bar or a tunnel.”


“At the airport. Meeting’s wrapped up. I’m taking an early flight back home from Minneapolis. How did it go?”


“Well . . .” I stare at the pages. I wanted to look at them first. Digest them. Ruminate about what they are or aren’t before sharing.


“Are you there? Did I lose you? Julie?” If I disconnect us, Jenny will call back. All I needed was a few minutes alone.


“I’m here. Just got in the car. Fine. It went fine. Mom drank wine. Maggie growled. She’ll need to be put down before she nips someone again. Dad did all the talking.” I can’t help myself. I stall. Didn’t I deserve some time with the papers first? Jenny will float in on Sunday, grab her folder from Dad, and all the hard conversations will be over.


“Yes, I got the folder,” I say tightly.


“Okayyyy? Anddd?”


The way my twin draws out her words, she conveys her mounting annoyance. Jenny doesn’t want to know how my folks acted, or that I twiddled like a moron outside their apartment door before going in. She wants to know what’s in my hands. I suck back in another one of those reflexive-sigh things we both do.


“Hold on. Looking through it now . . . There are several things in here. The first one looks like the documents legalizing our adoption, then there’s my original birth certificate—you’ll get yours on Sunday. It’s the redacted birth record, the one with Mom’s and Dad’s names on it instead of our birth parents. It’s dark like they pulled it from a microfiche or something.”


“What about health stuff? Anything in there about that?” Jenny asks.


“Looking . . .” My hands sort the papers in a slow, deliberate way, being careful of the fragile condition.


“Julie, I’ve only got a few minutes. They’re calling my flight.”


I envision her in the crowded airport terminal, shifting her weight from one professional pump to the other, chin jutting forward, willing me to get on with this. Within her time frame. With each turn of a page, hope slides away. My inner voice murmurs again. Instead of a warning, this time it gloats: I told you this wouldn’t be easy.


Since our post-biopsy chat on Monday, Jenny and I have strategized and defined our partnership’s roles. My sister’s full-time job as a director of sales for a major corporation prevents her from being active in the research. We agreed that accessing our medical history and adoption story would become my “job,” but I’d consult her at every juncture. Jenny would also share in the costs.


“The last thing in here is that newspaper clipping we found in the 1980s that reads: ‘Jeanne and John Ryan adopt baby girls, Ann Marie and Mary Ann Jensen.’” I scan the yellowed newsprint that I had forgotten about.


In 1989, my husband hired a genealogist to build his family tree, and this adoption notice appeared like a forgotten sock. The notice was a matter of public record, a required legal announcement, I suppose. The article surprised us since Mom and Dad had never mentioned our birth names. Jenny and I theorized about why we’d essentially received the same names but in reverse order. I speculated that twins must have surprised our birth mother who had only prepared one set of names. Jenny guessed that the nuns at St. Vincent’s orphanage named us after the two most revered women in Catholic theology.
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