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For Mom and Kathy






I am telling you your own past, I want to explain it to you, I want to cure you of it…

—Violette Leduc, La Bâtarde








PROLOGUE: SHAME

I’m standing in front of a red brick Victorian on the West Side of Chicago, thousands of miles away from my home in the Bay Area. The building’s yellowing curtains are pulled tight, bare vines of ivy creep up the sides, and leaves blanket the walkway to the door—it has been unoccupied for quite some time. On one corner is a rounded tower with a pointed roof like a witch’s hat. This place is brooding and ominous, like something out of a bad horror film. Looking up at a squat attic window, I half expect to glimpse a ghostlike blur of a girl—of my mom twenty years before she became my mom.

I imagine my grandfather’s stylish white Chevy Malibu pulling up along this curb in 1965. I picture my teenage mom inside, wearing an A-line dress and a curled bob, pressing her face to the window, lightly fogging it with her breath. Her swollen belly was too big to be hidden by a girdle, which was why she had to be hidden away. Her eyes might have followed the same searching path that mine just did, up along the turret to that attic window. The first time I saw a photo of this building, I thought of Rapunzel locked in her tower.

When my mom was brought here, it was known as a “home for unwed mothers,” but let’s call it what it was: an institution of shame. It was a place for bad girls—single women who had fallen off their pedestal. A place where they would be turned into future wives and mothers—good girls—but first they had to give away their babies. I am my mom’s second child but the only one she raised.

She wasn’t pregnant with me back then, but this building is part of my origin story. I understand that now. I spent so much of my life facing off with shame—as a young woman grasping for sexual empowerment, and as a journalist exploring taboo subcultures. I wanted to believe that I was free of that wagging finger, but I inherited my mom’s shame, along with the world that shamed her.

And now my mom is gone.

Taking a step toward the home’s wrought-iron front gate, I think of my mom taking these same steps decades earlier. Pulling off a glove, I wrap a bare hand around one of the gate’s cold iron spikes, needing to make contact, wanting to feel its icy sting. This place is physical, touchable proof of the dividing line used to control women for thousands of years. Good or bad, wife or whore, virgin or slut, mother or lover.

And so I’ve come to stand at this gate—at shame’s front door. I’m here for my mom, whom I still desperately miss. I’m here for the bad girls, for the women denied the pedestal and the women who fell off it, for the mothers who are also lovers, and for the parts of us that are punished and sent away. I’m here because, as much as this building feels stuck in time, its history is very much alive.

Almost a year ago, I started asking about what happened to my mom back in 1965, which led to questions about what happened to me—as her daughter, a woman in this world, a mother now myself, and a wife, too. After trying to run from the pain of my mom’s past for most of my life, I suddenly rushed toward it, and there is only one reason. I found my mom’s daughter, the baby she carried in her belly so long ago.

My sister.






1 DOWN THE HALL


I had never seen my sister before, but I recognized her.

It happened in the span of a single block. I had spent this Saturday morning with my husband, Christopher, and our four-year-old, Quinn, watching third-graders pop fly balls in a neighborhood park crisped by the California sun. Then Quinn announced that he wanted to learn to play baseball because he liked “the costumes,” so we decided to grab a bat and ball from a big-box store.

Now, on the way home, I scrolled through emails on my phone as Christopher took our exit off the freeway, driving us past a taqueria, a massage parlor, and an autobody shop with one of those flailing inflatables. Working as a journalist for more than sixteen years, I developed a habit of compulsively checking my inbox, because I was often looking for a story.

Well, here was a story.

As Christopher came to a stop at a red light, a subject line caught my breath. “Your AncestryDNA results are in.” A couple weeks earlier, I’d spit into a vial and dropped it in a mailbox, because I wanted to find my half sister. I had only learned about her when I was a teenager.

My mom got pregnant as an eighteen-year-old college student in the Midwest in the sixties. She was a white woman, and the father of her baby was a Black student from Nigeria, which added to the taboo of her out-of-wedlock pregnancy. Her father sent her away to a home for unwed mothers, where she finished her pregnancy, gave birth, and placed her baby girl for adoption.

After my mom shared these vague details with me—her white daughter—we barely spoke of it again. A friend called me “Twenty Questions Tracy” because I always seemed to have a follow-up, but I’d asked my mom hardly any questions about her past, and now it was too late. My mom had died from lung cancer almost nine years earlier.

I tapped the link for my DNA results as we turned off the busy thoroughfare and snaked up a hill to our home, just a ten-minute drive north from where I grew up in Berkeley, that famous bastion of liberal politics.

My first match was a woman named Katheryn. “Close family,” it read. “27% shared DNA.” Her profile picture revealed dramatically arching eyebrows, like mine, and high cheekbones that made me think of my maternal grandmother, Quen. I blinked and felt I was looking right at my mom.

It’s her, I thought, gasping. It’s her.

“What,” said Christopher.

“I think I found my sister,” I said in the disembodied voice of shock.

“Really?” Christopher asked.

“Really,” I said.

Quinn let out an unsettled snore from the backseat, and I turned to look at him. He was slumped forward, chin to chest, worn out from our morning in the sun. He sat back up and nuzzled into the headrest of his car seat without opening his eyes. He looked just like my mom, even more so when he slept.

In the midst of my mom’s terminal illness, I’d messaged a friend: “when my mom dies, i honestly don’t know how i’m not going to kill myself.” How shocking, then, to approach the decade anniversary of her death—to have lived so much without her, to be a mother myself, to have a four-year-old son with her face. When we looked at pictures of Quinn, Christopher often invoked my mom: “Deb Clark vibes,” he said. The resemblance moved both ways: Once, I showed him a photo of my mom as a kid, and Christopher said matter-of-factly, “It’s Quinn.”

I turned back to my phone—to my sister, to my mom.

Katheryn’s profile said that she was adopted and longed to connect with biological relatives for the first time, aside from her three sons. Three sons. My mom’s grandkids. “It would be a gift, to be able to look into the face of another person, and see myself,” Katheryn wrote. Family, she said, “is my world, and there is always room for more.”

Christopher, who is white, parked on our street of single-family homes with distant views of San Francisco. From here, the glinting sprawl of the city was flanked by a bridge on either side, like a pair of arms reaching out to nearby Oakland and Sausalito.

Right under Katheryn’s name was her location—Atlanta, Georgia—and a button reading “Message.” I started typing with shaky thumbs. “I did this test purely because I was hoping to connect with you,” I wrote. “I don’t want to bombard you with information, but I believe that we are half sisters and I would be so happy to share more of what I know with you.” I gave my phone number and email. “Please feel free to reach out to me,” I wrote. Before I could overthink it, I hit send.

I realized I had been waiting for this moment most of my life—even before I knew that my sister existed.



I was seven years old and sitting with my parents at a Chinese restaurant a few blocks from our house in a quiet, hilly neighborhood in North Berkeley. Our waiter slid the check onto the table, past my soy-sauce-stained napkin, and my dad reached out to grab it. “E-T-P-T,” I whispered, urgently. Those four letters didn’t stand for anything. They made up the random code word that I used to signal to my dad that it was time for the game we played whenever we ate out, which was often. My dad let go of the check and smiled knowingly at my mom.

“Why don’t you pay the bill and we’ll head out to the car,” he told her. The restaurant’s door jingled as we opened it, and I could barely contain my laughter. “Tell her you lost me,” I whispered. “Tell her you can’t find me anywhere.” I crouched down in the darkness of a nearby storefront. Just as my calves started to ache, the door jingled again.

“I lost her,” my dad wailed. “Tracy, where are you? Where did you go?”

A squeal of excitement rose in my throat.

“You lost her?” my mom asked. “How could you lose her? Where is she? Where did she go? Where did my little bunny go?”

I leaped from the shadows with a “ta-da,” and my mom doubled over in exaggerated relief. She wrapped her arms around me, and I sank into her as if she were a pile of fresh laundry—all warmth, softness, and floral scents. “There you are,” she cooed, “my little bunny.”

The Runaway Bunny was one of our favorite books to read together. In the story, a baby bunny threatens to run away from its mother and turn into various things to escape her—a bird, a cloud, a sailboat. “If you run away, I will run after you,” says the mother bunny, who promises to shape-shift in turn. “For you are my little bunny.” The mother bunny will not let go of her little bunny; nothing can keep her baby from her. Her mothering is a protective and irrepressible force. I will run after you.

Whenever my mom read those words, she would squeeze me a little tighter.

My mom held me tight, period. I was born premature with wet lungs and spindly legs that my mom worried she would break while changing my diaper. She breastfed me until she was raw, singularly determined to get me to a healthy weight. “You were pretty much laying on my chest for the first six months of your life,” she would tell me later.

In my earliest memories, her arms seemed to never actually rest at her sides; they hovered ever so slightly, always at the ready. I can still hear her saying, “I just worry that…” The “that” could be me choking or falling down stairs or chipping a tooth. Any minor illness or injury of mine would have her consulting our household medical book, which was thicker than the Bible—a book my parents did not own—and filled with full-color photographs of weeping sores and rashes that looked like topographical maps. She tended to everything from my passing sadness to my shyness around other kids like wounds in need of dressing. “Oh honey, my sweet bunny,” my mom would say, the entirety of her being poured into those words like a healing ointment.

It seemed my mom was always prepared for the worst thing that could happen; I had no idea that she had already lived it. When I was still in diapers, my paternal grandmother, Esther, who knew that my mom had placed a baby for adoption, pointedly told my dad of my mom’s devotion: “She cares for Tracy as though she were two children.” Esther didn’t say this in front of me, because I didn’t know yet about my sister, but I felt the doubled intensity of my mom’s care all the same.

Sometimes it showed up as an absence. My dad took me to school on the first day of kindergarten while my mom commuted across the Bay Bridge to work at the graphic design company that she had cofounded. Much later, she would tell me what I already sensed: She was intentionally avoiding the anxiety of the goodbye, the moment of separation. The tightness of her grip could make it feel like there was no distance between us at all. That first big day of school, I was so nervous that I threw up on the steps to my classroom. Was it my nerves or my mom’s nerves? Impossible to say.

My dad, on the other hand, was her opposite—a carefree, fun-loving Berkeley hippie who made a Peter Pan–like vow to never stop skateboarding, not even in old age. “I’ll be skateboarding in my eighties,” he liked to say. He had stories about naked hot-tubbing in the seventies and getting tear-gassed during the historic People’s Park protests. The long hair of his youth was gone by the time I arrived, but it had been replaced with a bushy anti-establishment beard, which made him seem to me like even more of a cuddly teddy bear. On the weekends, the two of us would go adventuring at our neighborhood park, climbing through creeks and picking blackberries. I’d come home with wet shoes and purple fingertips.

My dad would place his skateboard at the top of the park’s concrete hill and sit down on the black sandpaper board with me on his lap. He’d wrap me in a tight hug, lie back, and send us flying down the hill yelling, “Cowabunga!”

My mom stayed home, worrying about skinned knees and sprained ankles. Later in my life, she would tell me that her absence was strategic. “I didn’t want you to absorb my anxiety,” she explained. My mom, who got her master’s degree in English literature with a thesis on the Romantic poets, liked to quote William Wordsworth: “Children come into the world ‘trailing clouds of glory.’ ” Once, my mom told me with a reverent tilt of her head, “I just knew that you were perfect as you were and that it was my job to get out of your way.” Here was the paradox of her mothering: holding me tightly and at a distance, trying to protect me from the world and from herself.

As a little kid, I just thought of my mom as a source of comfort and safety. She was the person who held wrung-out wet washcloths to my forehead during fevers and reminded me to tie my shoes before heading out the front door. Our love of The Runaway Bunny seemed a reflection of that care. Wherever I went, there she would be.

I didn’t know that my mom had lost a child. I didn’t understand that my favorite bedtime story could be seen as an allegory for her devotion to the child she kept. I didn’t see the similar echoes in ETPT, this ritual of departure and return, but I had given our little restaurant game a name that seemed like an acronym, like it was waiting to be decoded.

Stories and games speak to us in funny ways—sometimes we feel the meaning more than we understand it. What I understood on some wordless level was that this dynamic of lost and found, attachment and separation, closeness and distance was an essential part of my relationship with my mom.



Growing up, I often asked my parents for a sister. On one occasion, I begged. “Can you please get me a sister?” I said from the backseat of our car. I was eight years old, and we were driving down a tree-lined street dotted with elegant Craftsman houses and beat-up Volvos covered with liberal bumper stickers. “PEACE.” “MAKE LOVE NOT WAR.” “CLINTON GORE ’92.” My mom sat in front of me, and the setting sun made a halo of her curls.

“I want a sister,” I said. “Why can’t I have a sister?”

She was silent, frozen. My dad glanced over at her. I couldn’t see her face, but I could see my dad’s face seeing hers, and it told me everything I needed to know about what my question had done to her. “Honey, your mom got very sick when she was pregnant with you,” he said. “We decided that it wasn’t worth the risk to try again, and now it’s a bit late for that.”

I already knew this. My mom had been diagnosed with preeclampsia, a serious complication that can be life-threatening, and was put on bedrest for several weeks. Her blood pressure skyrocketed, and I was born premature. My dad watched her emergency cesarean, looking “white as a ghost,” as my mom told the story. “You were so tiny, but long in all the ways,” she said. “The first thing I exclaimed when I saw you was ‘Look at those feet!’ We joked that you would be a basketball player.” My birth had almost killed her, but when she talked about it, she brimmed with a sense of wonder and comedy.

I understood why she wouldn’t want to risk having another baby, but I felt my question had hit on something else that I wasn’t supposed to know. I saw it in my dad’s glance and my mom’s icy quiet. I bet I’d seen it in my mom’s face the very first time I asked for a sister—a twitch or a flicker of terror. It might have been why I kept asking. I’m not sure I longed for a sister so much as I longed for the whole truth.

Kids know so much without being told. When your mother carries a secret sadness, you become adept at reading between the lines. What is said creates the shape of what is not. I became an expert in glances and vocal tremors. I would study her eyes like the surface of the ocean, calculating the currents below. I learned the sounds of softening that secret sadness. The suctioned pop of the refrigerator door, the clink of a magnum bottle of cheap white wine, the tap of a glass placed on the kitchen counter, the glug of poured relief. The crinkle of a Ziploc bag full of weed, the click of a lighter behind a locked door, the sound of a tongue slightly loosened, of words subtly blunted.

I never thought, My mom had a baby and gave her up for adoption. But I did lie in bed at night imagining that I had a secret sister down the hall whom my parents were keeping from me. This idea made no sense—for one, there was no spare bedroom down the hall. There was only my dad’s bedroom, where he often slept apart from my mom—a reflection of my parents’ nontraditional belief in maintaining some separateness in their marriage. What if it’s really my sister’s bedroom? I thought. But where is she during the day? Why don’t I hear them putting her to bed? How does she eat dinner? When does she take baths?

I would pull my floral comforter tight to my chin, eliminating the possibility of any rustling that might interfere with hearing my secret sister. I’d take a deep breath and puff out my cheeks. If I held my breath long enough, I figured, maybe I would be able to hear her. I would listen to the buzz of silence and think, Was that her breathing? One night it occurred to me that she might be holding her breath and listening for me. I coughed, theatrically, and waited in the silence.

By the time I hit middle school, my suspicions shifted. I went looking through the large wicker basket where my mom kept our family photos. Each set was tucked away in the worn paper envelope from the photo developer a few blocks from our house. “Presto Prints,” it read in yellow lettering underneath a cartoon genie. I flipped through the envelopes, peeking in each, until I found the roll I wanted: my birth photos.

I was well aware of the scandals and dramas that defined the daytime talk shows that my mom watched after picking me up from school, and they seemed to offer a potential clue to my vague but insistent sense of a mystery at the center of my family. I asked myself a question. It materialized like a faint itch. What if I was adopted?

I was looking for proof that my mom was my mom, that I had come from her body. In the first image, a hospital gown was pushed off her shoulders to let me rest against her bare chest. I was a month early and weighed less than five pounds. Gazing down at me, her face swollen, she looked like she had just survived something—like she was still surviving something. Would they have staged these? I wondered. For all I knew, that was how adoption worked: The adoptive mother waited at the hospital for the handoff of the baby and then posed for photos.

Still, I couldn’t explain my mom’s hospital gown and bloated face. And I thought of the story my mom told about almost dying in childbirth. They might lie about an adoption to protect me, but I couldn’t imagine them lying about a near-death experience. It was too elaborate. I must be hers, I thought, but I occasionally returned to those photos over the months, looking for clues.

When I was twelve, my mom’s good friend Wini gave me a journal filled with writing prompts, including an “inner child” exercise with instructions to write a letter to one of your parents. I wrote:


Dear Mom,

Why did you have me? Was I a mistake? Do you really love me? I can tell that dad loves me. I see it in his eyes. I don’t see it in your eyes… I feel like your [sic] not my mom, that dad had me with another woman.



The truth is that I was desperately wanted. My parents had already been married for seven years when my mom got pregnant with me at thirty-seven. Hers was what they called a “geriatric pregnancy.” She had waited eighteen years before trying for a second baby—as many years as she had lived when she had her unplanned pregnancy. She had told me how she got some spotting early on with me, feared a miscarriage, and rushed to the hospital in tears, only to find that I was perfectly okay.

I often felt myself to be at the center of my mom’s life. Still, it seemed that in some essential way she was not mine, not entirely.

I noticed how complex emotions sometimes took over her face when she looked at me, especially in my moments of joy. I might be tossing a Frisbee with my dad on our front lawn and notice a troubling micro-expression—the knitting together of her brows, conveying a certain ironic detachment, or a head-tilted half smile that said she was happy for me but not happy herself. In these moments, she seemed like an outside observer of something she had created—the architect of a home she had lovingly built but couldn’t actually live inside.

There’s a photo that my mom framed and put on our fireplace mantel in which I’m just over a year old and cuddling with my dad in bed one morning. My doughy body is comfortably splayed across his chest as if he’s a pillow, and I’m smiling so big that my round cheeks look like they could burst. Over the years, my mom would reference that photo, which never left the mantel, talking about my look of ease and comfort. “I’m not always the cuddliest,” my mom told me. “I’m just so glad that you have your dad to balance me out.”

It was her favorite family photo, and she wasn’t even in it. She often seemed just outside of the metaphorical frame, like she wasn’t allowed to fully join us in these happy scenes.



When I was sixteen years old, I sat in the passenger seat of my mom’s car outside of our neighborhood drugstore with two prescriptions in my lap. The paper bags and their stapled-on sheets of instructions crinkled emphatically as I clicked my seat belt. The label on one bag read: “Accutane.” My dermatologist had prescribed it to treat the pimples that had dotted my face since junior high. It was a last-resort kind of drug, one that required you to pledge not to get pregnant because of the risk of severe birth defects.

In the other bag was a pack of birth control pills. I had not yet had sex, but I had every intention of doing it soon. It was unthinkable to ask my parents to let me go on birth control for that express purpose, but acne had provided a convenient alibi: I could tell them that my dermatologist was making me do it.

As I sat there with my crinkling prescriptions, my mom erupted. “Are you having sex?” she shouted. The word “sex” came out in a squeal, like a car coming to a screeching halt. Her voice was filled with anger, accusation, and, most of all, terror.

I had never seen her like this. When my mom was upset, she fell silent—there was no explosion, just an internal collapse. If she was really annoyed with me, she might say, “Watch it, kid,” or she would simply deploy my middle name—her mother’s first name—as a warning. “Tracy Quen,” she’d say, all italics, and I’d understand the meaning perfectly well. In the car that afternoon, there was no warning, just a sudden screaming question about whether I was having sex. My mom had seen past my alibi after all.

“No,” I yelled. “The doctor said I had to go on birth control. I told you.”

I noted the sheen of sweat at her temples, the flush in her cheeks, and how her curls seemed to frizz out, as if electrified by emotions. Ours had been what you would call a sex-positive household. I don’t remember any single “sex talk” so much as my parents taking every opportunity to underscore that sex was a good, healthy, and loving act. My mom had even referred to it as “the glue of marriage,” to which I’d said, “Ew.” Now, suddenly, the topic of sex had sent her into a panic.

A few weeks later, my mom and I sat down at the kitchen table at right angles to each other. “I have something I need to tell you,” she said. “It’s serious.”

The moment slowed and expanded. My mom folded her hands tightly on the table, pressing her fingertips into her skin. I heard a finch chirping in the olive tree outside, a delivery truck rumbling down the street, the subtle tick of the antique grandfather clock on the wall. I rubbed my thumb across the rough wood grain of our kitchen table and felt my toes against the cold tile floor. I sank into the before of whatever was coming next.

“When I was eighteen—” she started, all the color draining from her face. “I had sex and I got pregnant.”

The room tilted.

“I had the baby, a girl, and I gave her up for adoption,” she continued.

I heard my heartbeat in my ears, and my vision jumped in sync with it. My mom said the phrases “I wasn’t able,” “what was best for her,” a “better life.” Her voice was distant, like it was coming from across the house even as she sat right next to me.

I thought I might throw up, which seemed like a potential exit from this unbearable moment, as if I could purge myself from it. My whole life I’d been living with a shadow, gazing into its mysterious darkness, trying to make out certain subtle contours, and now here I was, spun around by the shoulders and pointed at exactly what had cast it.

Beyond my own experience of shock, I could see my mom’s face saying, Please don’t destroy me please don’t reject me please don’t hate me please don’t punish me. It said: I hurt enough already. I would not destroy or reject or hate or punish. I was taken over by this new sensation of falling, as if a trapdoor had opened underneath me. I was falling away from the conversation but also away from the world my mom had built for me. Only child. Family of three. Now there was a fourth.

Of course, my sister had been in the room with us all along.

“My father sent me away to a home for unwed mothers,” she continued. “It was like a camp for pregnant girls.” I pictured a home just like ours, only filled with bunk beds and sleeping bags. I flashed to my own memory of sleepaway camp in the woods, writing a letter home and messily scrawling “Dear Mom.” She had never been just mine.

Then my mom told me that my sister was Black. “Her father was Nigerian, which made the pregnancy even more taboo,” she said. “We met at college. He was captain of the soccer team.”

I don’t remember feeling surprised that my sister was Black. My parents and I were white, and we lived in an overwhelmingly white neighborhood, but I did have Black relatives. My closest family members—my cousins Ari and Conroe Jr. on my dad’s side—are mixed. Their dad, my uncle Conroe, is Black and married my aunt Sue in 1968, the year after the Supreme Court struck down laws banning interracial marriage in Loving v. Virginia.

Not that I thought about that—or much of anything—in the moment. I was too preoccupied with the sensation of falling. I heard my mom say that she had listed herself and our home phone number on an adoption registry, and something about adoptions being “closed” back then. Babies were placed for adoption without any identifying information about their birth mothers, who were left without any identifying information about their babies’ adoptive parents.

“In case she ever wanted to find me, I wanted to make myself available,” she said. “Someone might call the house looking for me, and I don’t want you to be surprised.”

As I nodded in slow motion, my mom scrunched up her eyes. She might have decided in that moment to hold off on the full story. Only later did I learn that her grief over the adoption had landed her in a mental institution—for weeks or months, she couldn’t remember. “The loony bin,” she would wryly call it. My mom didn’t just lose her baby; she lost her grasp on reality, too.

“Do you have any questions for me?” she asked gently.

“Do you… wonder about her?” I asked.

“I think about her every day of my life,” she said in a gush of a whisper that sounded like air being let out of a tire.

I had the sensation of my body breaking off into atomized little pieces and floating off on a breeze like dandelion seeds. All this time, my mom had harbored this other aching love.

“Could you try to find her?” I asked.

“Some people hire private investigators, but I don’t want to interrupt her life,” she said firmly. “It could be very painful for her. She might have struggled quite a bit. I would understand completely if she never wanted to hear from me. I don’t think that it’s my right to barge into her life. It is not my right. But I would love to be fully available to her if she ever wanted.”

We sat there in silence for a moment before my mom spoke again. “Any other questions, honey?” she asked. I was filled with them. Why couldn’t you keep her, how could you leave her, could you have left me, where is she now? But I told my mom I didn’t have any. I went up to my bedroom, closed the door, and lay down in my bed. I was still. I gripped the comforter. I held my breath. I listened for my secret sister down the hall.

Then I sighed out the air and breathed in the truth of my sister who wasn’t secret anymore.






2 THE CALL


A couple hours after messaging Katheryn on Ancestry, I was sitting in our breakfast nook with Quinn, watching him press red Play-Doh into a mold to make a miniature hot dog. Christopher was in the next room folding laundry on the dining table, creating a cityscape of clothing piles. All I could think about was my sister. My sister. The phrase kept knocking around my brain like a pinball setting off bells that reverberated throughout my entire body.

I decided to stalk her on the internet. I pulled out my phone and did a quick search, which turned up Katheryn’s Instagram feed. I found snapshots of homemade food alongside a series of selfies with playful filters—a flower crown, cat whiskers, a shining disco ball. In one image, she looked radiant and glamorous in a bold pink lip. The caption announced, “Single, not sorry.” I smiled.

I kept scrolling and learned that Katheryn was into skin care—she sold organic oils, sprays, masks, and scrubs. Under an image of river rocks stacked in a tower on her windowsill, she wrote a one-word caption: “Balance.” I thought of my mom, who had hung an illustration of a tightrope walker by our front door. “Life is all about balance,” she had said.

I noted Katheryn’s love of nature and the hashtags on one of her photos of a backyard sunset: “#blessed” and “#livingmybestlife.” You couldn’t trust the accuracy of a person’s hashtagged existence on social media, but it seemed possible that my sister was indeed living her best life.

My phone buzzed. The selfies disappeared, and an unknown number showed up on the screen. Underneath the number it read, “Atlanta, Georgia.”

My sister had never called my childhood home. After my mom died, my dad disconnected their landline. When he told me, my first thought was of my sister. She can’t find us now. Eventually, I’d considered a DNA test but resisted—I didn’t trust a billion-dollar corporation with my genetic material. But a few weeks earlier, a friend had told me about the family secret she uncovered with a DNA test. “Screw it,” I’d said, ordering a test right away. “They can have my DNA.”

And now my own phone was ringing. As a kid, I’d listened for my sister on so many nights while holding my breath. Here she finally was, a trilling ringtone, a series of digits on my lock screen.

I stood up and answered the phone. A warm and confident voice was on the line, thanking me for reaching out. I listened from somewhere outside of my body as my sister—my sister—explained that she’d taken her DNA test a year ago but hadn’t gotten many matches. I breezed past Christopher, still standing over the laundry piles, and gestured wildly for him to keep an eye on Quinn.

“The only reason I did it was to find you,” I said, breathless. I was running up the stairs two at a time, needing to find quiet for this most important phone call of my life. I hadn’t known what I would say to my sister, what words I could possibly use to explain the 27 percent match of our DNA. I’d thought only of finding her.

I stepped into the guest room and walked to the window, which overlooked a roaring freeway, the flat expanse of neighboring Richmond, and a Chevron refinery with earth-toned oil tanks and spewing smokestacks. To the left I could see a stretch of sparkling blue bay and the improbable elegance of the Golden Gate Bridge. To the right was Mount Tamalpais, which cut sharply into the sky, higher than any surrounding mountains. I often stood here for important conversations; it grounded me to look at the water and the rolling hills, these constant backdrops of my life in the Bay Area—more constant than even my mom.

“So, what can you tell me?” she asked.

“Well, my mom, Deborah Clark, got pregnant when she was eighteen years old,” I said into the phone, my voice quaking. “She placed her baby for adoption. I believe that baby was you.”

I realized there was something else that had to be said, and quickly, before she had the chance to hope. “She died,” I added softly. “Several years ago.” This was the time distortion of grief; it had been nearly a decade.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Katheryn said. “I apologize for asking this, but how did my mother die?” Those two words shocked and thrilled me: “my mother.” She didn’t refer to our mom as her “biological mother” or “birth mom.” There was no qualification or caveat, it was simply and matter-of-factly: my mother.

“Lung cancer,” I said.

I had revealed and destroyed our mom in the space of a few seconds.

We went on to cover the basics of our lives. I was thirty-eight, lived in the Bay Area with my husband and four-year-old. I’d worked as a journalist for more than sixteen years, writing about—dot-dot-dot. “Women’s issues,” I told her. This was the euphemism I sometimes defaulted to when I was worried about being judged or misunderstood. It was true that I had written about gender and pop culture, topics often dismissively filed under “women’s issues.” I’d started my career as a feminist blogger and until recently had worked as a feature writer at a feminist website. According to the internet, though, I was a “sex writer.”

I had built my career writing about sex from every angle and in every format—advice, cultural commentary, personal essays, and investigative reporting. Just a year earlier, I had published a memoir about my own sexual coming of age. Reviewers called my book “intimate,” “provocative,” and “bold.” I was none of those things in this moment with my sister. I deployed the women’s issues euphemism and, before she could ask any questions, mentioned my latest gig, which was easier to talk about. A few months earlier, I’d taken a job at a tech start-up, writing for a women’s health app.

My sister was fifty-six and managed a call center. She had grown up in Chicago and moved to Atlanta as an adult. She had three sons, seven grandkids, and three adoptive siblings, including a sister. Usually, she went by Kathy. Both of her adoptive parents had passed away, but she had been raised by “an incredible woman,” in her own words.

My mom, keeper of the big book of maladies, had worried about her daughter, but her worst fears hadn’t come to be. “I’ve lived a blessed life,” Kathy said with a richness in her voice that made what she was saying feel patently true. “I’ve lived a very blessed life.” She didn’t qualify or caveat this, either. “I really, truly believe that God’s got my back,” Kathy added.

I had figured that I would be welcoming my sister into my family, but here I was with one kid, no grandkids, and no siblings aside from her. My mom’s side of the family had largely passed away. Meanwhile, Kathy had a whole world of immediate family. I had assumed that her DNA search would have come from a lifelong existential ache, but it turned out she had ordered an Ancestry test because her adoptive siblings had talked her into doing it with them. She had never even looked into adoption registries, because she hadn’t grown up with a feeling of loss. Kathy already had a mother.

Insecurities started to whisper at the periphery of my mind. She doesn’t need another sister. You’ve spent your life longing for her, and all this time she had no idea that you even existed. Why should you even matter to her? She’s so well adjusted. Grateful and grounded and confident. Not neurotic, like you.

Kathy cut through the whispers with a question. “Do you know who my father is?” she asked. I had only vague details. “He was the captain of the Indiana University soccer team,” I said. “He was African. Nigerian. Maybe an exchange student?” I offered to reach out to one of my mom’s college friends—maybe she would know something. “I would love that, if it’s not too much trouble,” she said.

Kathy had been on her way out the door for dinner when she got my message, and she needed to go. “Obviously, we’ll talk again,” she said. “There are a lot of questions swirling in my head.” I could imagine. Suddenly, I had my own. Some of them were about the circumstances of the pregnancy. Most of them were about the parts of the story that Kathy didn’t yet know: the home for unwed mothers and the mental institution.

For most of my life, I had been interested in questions about my sister. Who is she? What happened to her? Where is she? Is she okay? Now this other question came into view. What happened to my mom? What happened to our mom?



As soon as I got off the phone with Kathy, I emailed Sharon, my mom’s best friend from college, hoping that she would have some details about my sister’s dad. Two days later, I was working on my laptop in our sunny breakfast nook when Sharon’s response landed in my inbox. It turned out I had my facts wrong. “I was under the impression that Deb met him elsewhere—at Purdue? I think that’s where she was before I met her,” Sharon wrote.

Kathy’s father was Nigerian and captain of the soccer team, but not at Indiana University. “She didn’t come to IU until after the whole saga had been finished,” Sharon explained. The whole saga. I texted my dad right away.

“Did Mom go to Purdue before IU?” I asked.

“Not sure,” he wrote back.

How was it possible that the people closest to my mom were unsure of the most basic details of this life-changing event? Her husband of thirty-five years, her daughter, and her best friend from college were all grasping for vague recollections and details never shared. “I know very little about it all… she thought I’d be ‘too shocked’ to hear the full story,” Sharon wrote.

It was hard to picture Sharon being shocked by a teenage pregnancy. After college, she and my mom ended up in the Bay Area, and Sharon eventually became a fixture of my childhood and part of the circle of friends whom my mom called “the Berkeley family.” I knew Sharon as a dope-smoking, wisecracking character, not a pearl-clutching prude. Sharon, who was white, was also a lesbian, and I imagined that she had endured the homophobia of the Midwest in that era.

In any case, shocked or not, Sharon knew just enough to make a difference. All I needed was a yearbook.

My reporter brain had already moved several steps down the path, anticipating the need to call the university library, but it was much easier than that. I popped some leftovers in the microwave for lunch and stood at the kitchen counter doing an internet search. It was a matter of seconds before I found a virtual collection of Purdue yearbooks. I clicked on the year in question: 1965. I navigated to the athletics section, then to the soccer team. I ran my finger along the text on my screen, scanning the list of names, looking for that word: “captain.” He stood in the back of the team photo, squinting in the bright sun of the soccer field.

His name was Babajide.

I clicked over to Babajide’s senior portrait. He was captured in black and white as a twentysomething young man wearing a suit and tie. He had an inviting face and a genuine smile. I felt his charisma right through my computer screen. He looked ready with a joke. Not a goofy, adolescent one—something incisive and revealing. His face was heart-shaped, and the tops of his ears stuck out just a little. Babajide was the only Black man on the page. The yearbook was a sea of white faces.

“I think I found my sister’s father,” I texted my dad, ignoring the beeping of my lunch in the microwave.

The day before, my dad had come over to pick up Quinn for “Grandpa time,” as he did every Sunday morning. We had sat down over coffee to talk about the big news of my sister but kept finding ourselves at a loss for words. “Deb’s other daughter,” he had said, his voice catching like water in an eddy before rushing onward. “Her first.”

Now I had some basic details to hash out with him via text—like whether my mom had told Babajide about the pregnancy and adoption. “Definitely not,” my dad texted back. “Not sure her parents even knew who the father was.”

I took a deep breath, flattened my palms against the cool tile counter, and slowly breathed out. My mom had never told this young man in the suit and tie about the pregnancy. Babajide must be around eighty years old now. If he was still alive, this news could rip his world apart. I found myself interrogating my mom in my mind. Why would you? How could you? And then—I don’t know how to explain this—I realized that I’d known this all along. I remembered that she had told me his name.

I flashed to a memory of me and my mom in the living room of my childhood home. I was in my twenties, having driven across the bridge from my apartment in San Francisco to visit my parents. My mom was sitting in a blue armchair with white stuffing spilling out where our cat had scratched a hole in the upholstery. I was perched in front of her on a wicker ottoman. I could hear myself saying, “What was his name?” and her giving his first name, followed by his nickname: Jide. “I looked him up online once,” she said. “He works in the oil industry in Nigeria.”

I had pushed this memory into the attic of my mind, but now the conversation with my dad had pulled it tumbling down.

“Why didn’t you tell him?” I had asked my mom.

“I didn’t want to bother him,” she had said. “I didn’t want to burden him.”

She had never told Babajide—not even in the decades that followed, after finding him online. Why didn’t it eat away at her? I wondered. Then the shadow of another thought moved over me: It did.



In Kathy’s junior-year high school portrait, she wore a pink satin headband with a small bow on top and a matching T-shirt with pink stripes. Here was the girl my mom had thought about every single day of her life. I remembered a concept from the philosopher Alan Watts, whose work I had recently started reading during what I sometimes joked was a spiritual crisis. He suggested that the universe was looking at itself through our eyes—in other words, we humans were of the universe and gave it consciousness. Through my eyes, my mom is looking at her daughter, I thought.

I had emailed Kathy several family photos, including a sampling of images of my mom ranging from her twenties into her sixties. I’d also thrown in a recent photo of Quinn, with his apple cheeks and messy mop of hair, which we were still cutting ourselves at home. He was her nephew; she was his aunt. These words, their webs of meaning, took my breath away. I hadn’t just found my sister—I was mentally redrawing my family tree.

Kathy had responded to my email with a handful of her own pictures, including this school photo. The next image in Kathy’s email, a selfie, showed her as she was now. She had a glint in her eye and a vibrant smile. She wore a tiny dot of a nose ring and a choker-style necklace with a silver pendant etched with the image of a tree. Her closely cropped hair was bleached blond. She exuded an improbable mix of hipness and elegance.

My sister is cool, I thought, grinning.

I scrolled down to a photo of my mom’s three grandkids, my nephews. It looked like it was taken at a family dinner at a restaurant. Two of Kathy’s sons, Sean and Justin, were seated, and the youngest, Devin, stood crouched between them with his arms slung across their backs, looking thrilled to be with his brothers. Sean and Justin had something of my mom’s eyes. Her ineffable essence. I marveled at the familiarity of Devin’s smile. His teeth and cheeks. The shape of his chin.

Sean was just a couple years younger than I was, and Justin a couple years younger than he was, and it struck me that my sister and mother had raised children around the same time. I imagined the way my mom would have regarded her biological grandkids. Face tilted, loving smile, total delight. That was the way she looked at my group of high school and college friends. Many of them were guy friends I’d made through my boyfriend Snow, a charismatic transplant from New York who dabbled in “extreme” Rollerblading.

Toward the end of high school, Snow moved into our house, as his mom struggled with alcoholism, and he ended up staying for several years, long after we broke up and I went off to college. He came to think of my mom as his “other mom,” which sometimes made me feel jealous, but it also fueled my sense of the radical possibilities of love and care freed from the constraints of the traditional nuclear family.

Our friends would often hang at the house on the weekends and might pop into the kitchen to grab a soda but end up chatting with my mom for half an hour—because she was inquisitive and funny and listened like no one else. There could be something holy in her attention, a rare and undiluted presence. “Your mom is the best therapist I know,” my mom’s friend Margie, an actual therapist, once joked to me.

Staring at the photo of Kathy’s sons, I thought of how a white neighbor had taken notice of our friend group back then. Snow was Irish and Japanese, and our friends were Asian, Black, Latinx, and white. Our neighbor was a white Berkeley liberal and a professor who wined and dined academics; she knocked on our door once to ask after the cars parked on our street and the people who came out of them. She acted as though she was concerned about street parking—there was plenty of it—but it seemed she was trying to sort out who some of these boys were and what they were up to. My mom would say her name, Betty, the way people would say Karen now. “Betty wants to know why there’s a car parked in front of her house.”

I remembered how my mom told me that, as a teenager, she went head-to-head with her father, arguing for the importance of the civil rights movement; she cherished James Baldwin’s blistering critiques of racism, classism, and the church. Even her post-college move to the Bay Area was a privileged attempt at finding a like-minded community. A quintessential image for me as a teenager was my mom watching Fox News and shouting in outrage at the TV screen. “I do it just to get my blood pressure up,” she would say with a smile.

I realized that this reverie was unconsciously casting my mom as “cool for a white person,” a better-than-Betty white person. I was reviewing my mom’s credentials for loving and relating to her Black grandchildren, gathering hard evidence for what I felt to be true: that her love for her grandkids would have both transcended race and emphasized it. She understood that claims toward “color-blindness” were an insult that ignored the impacts of systemic racism. My mom would have tried—sincerely and imperfectly—to thoughtfully hold her daughter’s and grandsons’ Blackness as central to their experience in the world.

I was doing the same for myself, reviewing my own credentials for loving and relating to my Black relatives, casting myself as a better-than-Betty white person. I’d been thinking, too, about the Black family members I’d grown up with, which suddenly felt like a preemptive version of the “but I have Black friends” defense. In this idiotic credentialing, there was a straining toward color-blindness, a wish for race to not matter.

Scrolling back through the photos in Kathy’s email, I glimpsed the fear behind my wish. I was terrified that race was actually an essential part of my family’s story.



I was sandwiched between Margie and Wini, two of my mom’s longtime best friends. They were white women in their seventies and eighties, respectively, and each had a shock of soft silver curls. Of all my mom’s friends, I had stayed closest with them. Margie wore a purple corduroy jacket that had belonged to my mom. On her dining room table were a handful of plastic takeout containers with steam escaping from the seams—but before we ate, they wanted to know everything.

Ever since my mom died, the three of us had been meeting up regularly. They were both members of the Berkeley family, and I had recently taken to calling them my “slothy aunties.” It was an inside joke: One year they had missed my birthday by a few days and given me a card with a cartoon sloth on the front and a message apologizing for being slow. They had signed it, “Love, Your Slothy Aunties.”

Slothy or not, they had been there for the big events in my life that my mom had missed: a wedding, a miscarriage, a pregnancy, a layoff, a birth, a baby. We would often go out to restaurants and have hours-long conversations; we would leave only as waiters started sweeping the floors and stacking chairs. This time we were doing takeout at Margie’s house, and the major life event was finding my mom’s daughter.

“She hardly talked about the adoption,” Wini said. “But it was always there.”

“I can’t believe you found her, TQ,” Margie said.

“And the fact that I had just enough information to find her dad, too,” I said.

“It’s almost like your mom was leaving you breadcrumbs,” Margie said. “Like she knew you’d need them one day.”

“Can you even imagine her being able to see—” I started before my voice cracked.

I felt their heads land on my shoulders, their arms squeeze across my back. This moment of bodily closeness brought me back to one of my earliest memories: placing my ear to Margie’s pregnant belly and trying to listen for the baby inside.

Margie was Sharon’s ex. They had gotten pregnant in the nineties in the midst of what some fearmongering articles would call a lesbian “baby boom,” and their son, Ben, would come to feel like a cousin to me. I knew nothing of those articles at the time; it was clear to me that Margie and Sharon were a family, we were all a family, and there were a million different ways of being a family.

Now I think how lucky I was to have my first close encounter with pregnancy happen in this queer context. It was a positive example of family existing outside of straight married life, and that was true even after Margie and Sharon broke up. We all kept getting together for the usual “Berkeley family” holidays and parties hosted by my mom. She had made sure of it.

Wini and Margie pulled back and looked at me.

“It’s a lot,” I said. “I’m still processing.”

I made a point of avoiding eye contact with Margie, because I knew I would lose it. She was a longtime therapist with probing eyes and a great hug; Margie used terms like “transference” and “cognitive dissonance” in casual conversation. Wini wasn’t a therapist, but she was quick with the kind of earthy, knowing, affirmative “mmm” that sometimes made her seem like one.

“You know, I went to a home, too,” Wini said.

“What, really?” I asked.

I already knew that Wini had gotten pregnant as a teenager in California, but I didn’t know this part of her story. “I signed the adoption papers and everything,” she explained. Then Wini said in a voice that bordered on a roar, “I went and got my baby back.” Her baby’s father hadn’t signed the adoption papers yet, and with the help of an attorney, she successfully reclaimed her own motherhood. By the time I was born, Wini’s son was all grown up, and she became a grandmother not too long after.

“I remember your mother saying, ‘I wish I could have done what you did,’ ” Wini said. “Something like ‘I wish I could have been strong like you.’ ”



It had been only a week since I’d connected with Kathy, but a handful of books about adoption and homes for unwed mothers had already piled up on my desk. Obsessive research came naturally to me as a journalist. I often carried stacks of books around the house with me—from my office to the living room to the kitchen table to my bedside. Christopher called my book stacks my “teddy bear” and my “security blanket” because of how I clung to them. His metaphor felt especially appropriate now. It was like I was carrying a part of my mom around the house with me.

Except there was nothing reassuring about this security blanket; reading these books felt like watching a horror film starring my teenage mom.

In just a couple days of reading, I learned that my mom had been one of an estimated three million girls and women, most of them unwed, who surrendered their babies between 1950 and 1975 in the United States. In the pre-Roe era, thousands of parents sent their young pregnant daughters away each year to the maternity homes that had sprouted up across the country in response to the “problem” of premarital sex and pregnancy. The visual proof of their taboo sexuality was hidden behind the walls of these homes. No one would know—not their neighbors, not their friends, not even their extended family. Lies were told about staying with an aunt in California or going off to boarding school. Even the fathers of so-called illegitimate babies were kept in the dark.
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