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To Rick, Will, Ben, and Caroline, for your love, compassion, and encouragement.






PROLOGUE [image: ] Filed Away 2021


I drove to the adoption agency on an unusually warm November day—sixty-five degrees, with bright sun and pure blue skies. Most trees still held their leaves—the consequence of a warm, wet autumn—and the roadside glowed green and gold with only the occasional streak of orange. The radio blasted Springsteen, and I drummed the steering wheel, my mind wandering with the ease of familiar roads. The route took me through the town where my husband, Rick, and I had lived for thirty years and along roads I remembered from my childhood. Given my destination, the drive through my past was poetic. Snugged into my seat, sunlight curling around my shoulders, I was grateful for the opportunity that lay ahead—to read excerpts of my adoption file from 1954.

Eleven years earlier, I took the same drive to the agency while searching for my birth parents. Such information hadn’t been offered to me then, but now, many years into a difficult journey, the compassionate social worker thought it might be helpful. While I had since discovered many facts about my adoption, I was looking for nuanced details. Did my mother ever hold me? Have I ever seen her face? Where was I between my birth and adoption? I hoped reading specifics would bring an aha moment of understanding and prayed for much-needed closure. Fortified by all I had learned over the past decade, I walked into the agency with a big smile, confident the pages I read today would be the Holy Grail, the final piece of the puzzle.

Gloria, the social worker, greeted me. We chatted as she guided me into a small, friendly conference room with stuffed animals nodding down from a bookshelf and easy chairs arranged for conversation. She sat across from me, holding some papers on her lap. “I saw the letter this agency sent you in 1977 when you wrote to request information.” I nodded, recalling the letter I had written forty-four years earlier, just after college graduation. It asked about my ethnicity, what my birth parents looked like, why I was given up for adoption—anything they were allowed to tell me. The agency’s reply was breezy and carefully edited. They had privacy agreements to uphold, adoption laws to follow. “I thought it was awful that they didn’t tell you every nonidentifying fact from your file. This is your story, your life, and you’re entitled to know more.” She reached across and handed me what was a summary of interviews with my birth mother. “Take your time reading these. I’ll be in my office next door.” She slipped out and left me with the faded and discolored documents, some handwritten and some typed pages from 1954. The story of my beginning.

The old paper was covered with the soft dents of typewriter keys and a social worker’s neat, professional script. Some pages were stiff and crinkled, others limp. They all smelled musty. When I touched them, it was as if they could transport me back to the day I was born, to the story others knew but I did not.

On the first yellowed page, Shirlie Anne Jones was listed as my “Unmarried Mother.” I was listed as her child, Linda Lee Jones, born on July 1, 1954.

My stomach whirled to see that name typed out on the official paper. I was once someone else with another name, another identity.

Eleven single-spaced pages described their interviews with Shirlie and noted how distant she was, how removed from the process. My birth mother first called the agency on July 7, six days after my birth, during which time I remained in the hospital nursery, fed by rotating shift nurses. My mother never saw, fed, or cared for me in the hospital, a fact the agency noted as unusual. They offered her multiple opportunities to see me—a standard practice—but she declined each time, instead asking how soon she could sign the papers for my release. When the baffled social worker finally asked if I was even real to her, she replied, “Frankly, no.”

Throughout the paperwork, I’m referred to as “Shirlie Anne Jones’s daughter, Linda Lee,” and it catches me off guard each time. Being Shirlie Anne Jones’s daughter is entirely foreign to me, and the idea of my ever having been Linda Lee Jones is bizarre.

On page eight of the notes, there’s a paragraph about baby Linda Lee. Linda Lee has become a very beautiful, alert, and attentive baby. She has blonde hair, blue eyes, and a fair complexion, and is filled out very nicely. She is an alert, happy, emotionally sensitive baby whose present rate of development is definitely accelerated. I didn’t know how to process this description of myself. My life began when I was adopted. I had no concept of my existence at this age or of using that name. And while I didn’t identify with her, Linda Lee sounded like a lovely little baby, and I was eager to learn more.

Toward the back of the file, a “Developmental Examination” page caught my eye. At that point, I was in a foster home run by Mrs. Person in Far Hills, New Jersey. A psychologist gave me a Gesell Developmental Scale test to assess my early abilities against normative data. At first, I read it with only passing interest because how much can you tell about a five-week-old infant? But as I skimmed the report, something shifted. It described a very real baby, one I saw clearly in my mind’s eye. Someone I recognized as myself.

Linda Lee is an alert, happy, emotionally sensitive baby… Adaptive, language and social behavior are advanced. Linda attends quickly to the dangling ring when it is held over her chest and follows it well past the midline. She has a relaxed grip on the rattle and gives a specific facial response to sound. Linda is a very social baby. She smiles readily in a play period and gets quite excited when the examiner talks to her. Linda is a well-developed, alert, responsive baby who makes an excellent impression on the examiner.

I could see myself watching the ring and holding the rattle, and the description of me smiling easily, being visually alert, and having a particular facial response was familiar. So were the comments about my being emotionally sensitive, enjoying interacting with the examiner, and making a good impression. I connected with this. I saw myself in that baby and recognized Linda Lee Jones as me.

I was born with traits I still have, and they came from Shirlie Anne Jones and my birth father. I am their blood. I came into this world as someone else before I was given a new identity by the people who adopted me and changed my name to Janet Lucile Leef.

A few sentences later, when I read, Linda Lee Jones was released by her mother on July 30, 1954, I became unglued. I was officially Linda Lee Jones when I was released, not a vague “Baby Girl Jones” waiting for an identity. I had a name and a heritage. I was Linda Lee Jones, relinquished by my mother—my legal and officially recognized mother, Shirlie Anne Jones, who signed the release form. The social worker noted, “[Shirlie] again did not display any emotion, thanked me for all my help, and said she felt quite relieved.”

I couldn’t shake the image of little Linda Lee lying in the middle of a crib watching the ring and shaking the rattle for the examiner. She was a newborn alone in the world, sleeping temporarily in a foster home far away from where she started or would end up, waiting for an agency to nullify her heritage and assign her to strangers. My breath caught. I felt small and scared. I wanted to weep for that little lost baby, Linda Lee. For me.

Suddenly, the room felt close. I pushed damp hair off my forehead and struggled for air. Shuffling the papers together, I stood, unsure my legs would hold me, and found Gloria in her office. “Thank you so much for letting me read this, Gloria. It really meant a lot to me.”

“I know it did.” She smiled with an understanding I didn’t yet have.

All I wanted now was to get home. I hurried out to the fading afternoon and sat in my car as I gathered my wits to drive into rush hour traffic. There was no looking at foliage color on the drive home or grooving to The Boss. I was melting into unfathomed sadness, sinking into my seat as grief gathered in my brain and dropped through my center like lead. It was excruciating and I didn’t know what to do with the intense emotion. It was primal. There was no language for what I felt. There had never been. It happened long ago before I could think in words. I called Rick but could barely speak. “I hurt so deeply” was the best I could do. He stayed on the phone with me for the rest of the drive home. We didn’t talk much, but it felt good to know he was there, listening and wishing he could ease my pain, waiting for my car to pull into the driveway so he could wrap his arms around me.

By the next morning every part of me ached, it was difficult to breathe, and my brain was completely fogged. The hurt reverberated through me like the tolling of a large, low bell. In my mind’s eye I saw myself lying in the crib, and I repeated the name over and over: Linda Lee Jones, Linda Lee Jones. Who was she? Who am I? Why didn’t my birth mother want me? All connections to my bloodline, my biological family, had been denied. The identity I now held had been randomly assigned through an agency.

Lingering, wordless grief suspended in me like smoke. Pulling on an oversize sweater, I wrapped my hand around a cup of tea and looked out at the sky, my thoughts diffusing into the pale light.






CHAPTER ONE [image: ] Unrelated Thoughts


Who am I? What am I? These questions are the strongest memory I had of my childhood. I was a mystery, a person unknown, and it frightened me. I couldn’t see my reflection without wondering who I looked like and where I came from. I yearned to hear someone say, “Oh, you look just like your grandmother” or, “You have so-and-so’s nose.” Anything for a connection to someone real, for an explanation of my existence—how I came to be.

My recollections of childhood are ones of feeling disconnected and confused. I was simply there, in the redbrick house on a quiet street, in a family where no one shared blood. All my siblings were adopted too. We sat at the dining table between the mahogany sideboard and matching breakfront, a family more carelessly assembled than the dinner menu. My brother, Eric, eighteen months older than me, was restless and impatient. Mark, eighteen months younger, was quiet and nervous. Susie, seven years younger, watched us all with suspicious eyes.

Even as a child, I understood the adoption process. It was part of our bedtime story. Once the agency decided where an infant would be placed, the adoptive parents received a call to “come and get the baby.” The agency my parents used presented the adoptee to their new parents in an antique cradle with a tall bonnet top. It sat behind ornate pocket doors, which opened with a flourish.

I sensed the serendipity of my life. It was so capricious; nothing about me was solid or sure. Had my name been farther up or down the list, I’d have different parents and siblings and a different name. I might be in a worse family or a better one. I imagined the Cooks’ dinner table next door. The Cooks with their dark curly hair, round freckled faces, drinking and dancing. What would it be like to sit among them at mealtimes? Or how about the Stewarts’ dinner table in their elegant house with a sign in the driveway that pointed to something called the “Service Entrance”?

But I was here, among this family. Who were they? Who was I?

No one looked or moved like anyone else. We didn’t share likes or dislikes, strengths or weaknesses. We participated with each other but didn’t belong to each other. There was a disconnect around the table and you could feel it in the air. Separate force fields surrounded each of us. We were all built from different DNA. Molecules were not shared, and each of us sat in our own genetic dust. It was primal and palpable.

Dad ate quickly and quietly. Mom ran back and forth to the kitchen. Eric kicked his legs under the table and itched to be excused; Mark spilled his milk; and Susie fed herself pickled beets. I wondered where all these people came from as my eyes roamed around the table. Where did I come from? I was from stardust or sparks, from a vapor or a thunderclap. I was quicksilver. It was as if I’d been floating on the wind, to light on this family. I had borrowed their identity and name, been taught their interests, and felt the falsehood of that every day.

When I was five, I imagined I was a kidnapped Chinese princess. Looking at my round face in the mirror, with eyes that smiled into slits and short bobbed hair with bangs, I thought I looked just like the Asian girls in my picture book of Children around the World. Those illustrations mirrored me more than anyone I knew in real life, and the Chinese princess identity was as plausible as any other. Maybe I’d been kidnapped and brought to America! Right now, I was sure someone was looking for me and wondered what would happen when they found me. I wasn’t afraid of being taken back to China. I believed it would feel like home, somewhere I’d be solid, complete, and safe because when I was reunited with my real family, I’d make sense.

I would stare at myself in the mirror as the questions repeated, “Who am I? What am I?” The endless, unanswered taunts hovered overhead and crashed down on me, looping through my brain until I had a visceral reaction: a jolt of fear, aloneness, and total detachment. I would no longer recognize my reflection and was shocked and scared by how untethered I felt from everything around me. My stomach jumped, a chill spread through me, my heart raced. I felt profoundly alone. I was aware of everyone else in the house and could hear where they were and what they were doing. But I felt like I was a million miles away and they didn’t know I was missing.






CHAPTER TWO [image: ] The Accommodating Child 1947–1964


How did this random, mismatched family come to be?

My parents, Audrey and Bob, tried to have children for five years before adopting. They met while earning master’s degrees from the Stevens Institute of Technology. Mom was the first woman to earn a master of mathematics at that university. Driven and competitive, she was proud to challenge the limitations imposed on women of her time. She grew up succeeding at everything she did and basked in the admiration it brought her.

Mom had a bright smile, was trim and attractive, and walked with a quick, confident step, her skirts swinging flirtatiously around her knees. One day, she caught Dad’s attention as she stepped off their commuter train and strode across the platform. “I’m going to marry that gal,” Dad announced to his best friend, Hank.

And he did.

The youngest daughter of a working-class New Jersey family, Mom was born unexpectedly at home on July 15, 1922. The night Grandma Vincentz gave birth to my mom she had no idea she was pregnant, having been told ten years earlier that she couldn’t have any more children. Heavyset all her life, she thought her recently expanding belly was just continued weight gain. She was at a friend’s dinner party that July evening, seated at the table, when her water broke over the dark Persian carpet. Later that night, Mom made her surprise entrance into the world. With two brothers, fourteen and twelve years her senior, and a ten-year-old sister, Mom was a latecomer to the family, and sadly, the joy of her arrival was soon overshadowed by tragedy.

Before Mom’s first birthday, her sister, Sissy, died from scarlet fever and diphtheria. Sissy’s death plunged my grandparents into a deep, almost fatal depression. My grandfather walked into the ocean to drown himself until Grandma charged into the waves and pulled him out. When he took to drinking, Grandma soothed herself with food, while the teenage boys found refuge in activities outside the home. Mom grew up in the hollow Sissy left behind and desperately sought the attention of her grieving parents by exceeding in every way. She graduated as valedictorian of her high school at sixteen. Then after four years of college, she began a teaching career, started graduate school, and purchased her own home in Millburn, New Jersey, a highly unusual step for a young woman in the 1940s. The house was a small cottage, green with black shutters, a block from the town park and just down the hill from Millburn High School where she taught.

My father, Bob, was tall and handsome, with a great head of hair and a shy smile. He was the oldest of five in a prosperous Minnesota family. Quiet, kind, and generous, he had a dry sense of humor and tossed out killer one-liners. Grandma Leef once told me he was the only one of her children who never gave her a moment of trouble, not even once. After receiving a bachelor of science degree, Dad traveled east to be an electrical engineer for International Telephone & Telegraph. He loved his work, pursued graduate studies at night, and enjoyed forging a new life in New Jersey.

Mom and Dad married on June 21, 1947, less than a year after meeting. He was twenty-six; she was almost twenty-five. After the ceremony, everyone gathered in Mom’s backyard.

Black-and-white home movies show Mom and Dad beaming, surrounded by everyone from their families. Grandpa Leef, Dad’s father, stood tall and elegant in his morning suit, his movements reserved and purposeful. Grandma Leef wore a smartly tailored dress and a hat festooned with netting. Grandma Vincentz’s suit looked tight; the belted top and contrast stitching emphasized every bulge. She clutched a limp handkerchief in her hand and raised it against her chest as her eyes darted through the crowd. Every now and then she forced a timid smile. Grandpa Vincentz, stocky and compact, walked behind her with a bulldog gait and perpetual scowl. Friends milled about as Dad stepped onto the porch with a handful of oranges and, smiling modestly at the camera, began to juggle. A clothesline strung off the corner of the house appeared in almost every scene, and guests ducked under it or sat beneath it eating wedding cake. At one point, as Dad watched the photographer take formal photos of his bride, he reached up and held the line, bouncing it as absentmindedly as a teenager. Rhododendrons and roses bloomed in front of tall hedges, but nothing trumped the bride’s bouquet with its dramatic spray of gladiolas. Mom wore an organza hat with a sweetheart brim and long veil, and despite the summer day, her gown had a heavy lace bodice and long sleeves. A single strand of pearls was fastened around her neck. Dad looked so proud of her as he swept her into his arms, dipped her back, and kissed her passionately.



Mom had a disciplined, athletic body, one she felt in control of, so naturally she couldn’t understand why she didn’t get pregnant as quickly as her married friends. She was devastated by her failure to conceive. As the childless years mounted despite the help of specialists, Mom looked for alternatives. She knew a lovely couple, a doctor and his wife, who had adopted a little girl, and she broached the subject with Dad one evening at dinner.

“Bob, I think we should adopt a child. The Savages adopted little Marion and she’s as cute as can be. They could give us some advice.”

Dad looked up from his steak. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. We should be patient.”

“But Bob! It’s been five years! How much longer are we supposed to wait? All of our friends already have families!”

“I’m sure the doctors will figure something out, or nature will take its course.”

Mom paused, biting her lower lip and turning her napkin ring over and over on the table.

“Will you at least have dinner with the Savages and meet darling Marion? You can see for yourself what an adopted child is like!”

Dad raised his eyes, his forehead wrinkling in waves, but nodded as he chewed.

Dr. Eric Savage was a respected physician, a considerate man, and an excellent sailor. Lillian Savage was a talented gardener and community volunteer. After conspiring with Mom, Mrs. Savage extended a gracious dinner invitation, and the four adults enjoyed cocktails and conversation in the large, elegant living room. French doors opened to gardens and the balmy summer evening, and water splashed lazily from a fountain. The air was fragrant with honeysuckle and roses, and light streamed into the room, low and golden. Three-year-old Marion toddled in on cue, a towheaded cherub with curly pigtails and pink cheeks. She wore a quilted robe covered with rosebuds, and slippers with tiny bells on the toes. She looked at Dad with her big blue eyes and thick lashes and climbed right into his lap, laying her head against his shoulder. Dad was so surprised he didn’t know what to do. He awkwardly patted her arm as she nestled in and smiled out at the group.

“Well, Bob,” Lillian laughed, “Marion certainly thinks you’re something special!” And with that, Dad was ready to consider adoption and Mom’s plan moved forward. They contacted the same agency the Savages used and began the process of paperwork, interviews, and home inspections.

The first child Mom and Dad adopted was my brother, Eric, named in honor of Dr. Savage. Eric was nine months old when placed with Mom and Dad, and they were thrilled with his quintessential Gerber baby face and chubby arms that reached for them. There was no discernable evidence of this little boy’s loss and confusion after languishing in foster care for nine months. His biological mother wanted to keep him and hoped his father would return from military duty and marry her. She visited Eric often, sometimes bringing her mother, and they agonized over leaving him. They could see his placement wasn’t easy. When Eric was four months old, his foster family moved out of state, and he was placed a second time, enduring another adjustment to new caregivers. When he was nine months old, his mother faced the harsh news that his father was a married man who had returned from service but never called her. Heartbroken, she finally signed her child’s adoption papers.

Although this was done in Eric’s “best interest,” he could only experience his relinquishment as abandonment. He would develop feelings of being unwanted and unworthy, especially as he had already been handed to multiple sets of strangers. Eric’s sense of value and trust had been deeply eroded by the time he came to our parents.

While these feelings are common in adoptees, they weren’t documented or discussed in 1953, and Mom and Dad had no understanding of Eric’s shock or grief. Nor did they give any recognition to the name he’d had for nine months. When he was handed over to this new family, his prior life was obliterated. In 1953 they believed eager parents were all he needed to be happy. They didn’t recognize the intelligence of preverbal children, respect the attachments they had formed, or the identity they’d already claimed. There was no literature to describe the issues of separation and loss in adoption or warnings about the ensuing emotional and behavioral problems to which these children were prone.

In early childhood photos, Eric looks confused about the world around him. Home movies show him as a curious, hyperactive child, running around at fast-forward speed. Always in motion and easily frustrated, he often found his way into mischief, testing the patience of the adults around him. He certainly tried the patience of our mother. Luckily, Grandma and Grandpa Vincentz lived nearby and were happy to provide all the help Mom needed.

As it turned out, mothering was not a job Mom enjoyed. She wanted children to enhance her stature and reflect her achievements, but actual children interfered with her goals and focus. They smashed her sense of control and often mortified her. Still, Mom wanted to fit in with the 1950s American dream, and after adopting Eric, my parents kept their names on the list for additional children, eventually adopting four of us.

I arrived about a year after they adopted Eric. Mom and Dad were excited to receive a call that a baby girl was available and would be ready to be picked up in a couple of days. Though they were scheduled to visit Dad’s good friend Hank and his wife, Ella, at the Jersey Shore that weekend, Mom didn’t see why their plans had to change. They could swing by the adoption agency to pick me up on their way out of town. Now five weeks old, I had been in the hospital nursery, alone, for the first week of my life, then in foster care for a month. Mom wasn’t focused on the needs of an infant coming into a new home. She was thinking more about the grand surprise I would be to Hank and Ella!

Mom and Dad arrived at their friends’ home, the wheels of their car crunching over the gravel driveway. Ella emerged from the blue-shingled house, smiling brightly as she wiped her hands on a pretty apron, and dodging her young sons as they darted around her. The boys slammed their hands against the car windows and peered in, looking for toddler Eric.

“Mom!” cried Ella’s youngest. “There’s a little baby!”

Ella clapped her hands to her heart and ran to the car. Seeing me, she grabbed Mom, and they twirled around together and cried.

With no forewarning, Ella accommodated a baby as best she could. They didn’t have a crib, so Hank cleared a bureau drawer for my bed, and Ella ran to find some formula so everyone could go about enjoying the summer fun they’d planned.

This was always the punchline of childhood stories I was told—they never let me interfere with other plans. Apparently, I was the child who adapted to their needs with the least resistance.

One evening, when I was eighteen months old, Mom and Dad hosted their weekly bridge group. They’d put me to bed in my crib and left the bureau lamp lit, dimmed with one of my little chiffon dresses draped over the shade. Mom closed my door and returned to the living room, where homemade cake and a percolator of coffee waited on the dining room table. The card table held a bowl of unshelled walnuts, a shiny silver nutcracker, and embroidered linen napkins. Their good friends gathered to enjoy one another’s company and spirited competition, and, as always, the game was lively. Cards were slapped onto the table, friends shrieked with laughter and gasped with trumps.

That night, however, my crying interrupted their fun. As it became louder and more disruptive, Mom stood, slid the pocket door to the bedroom hallway closed, and returned to the card table, smoothing her velvet dress gracefully as she sat. When my cries became shrieks, my father got up to check on me. Down the hall, in the furthest bedroom, I was pressed against the back of my crib, red-faced and screaming, as the top of my bureau raged with flames. Dad moved quickly but calmly to put the fire out with glasses of water from the bathroom sink, and once he extinguished it, the adults returned to their bridge game, and, as the story goes, “a fun time was had by all.”

I wasn’t told what happened to me after the fire. Did I join the bridge party? Did someone hold me and comfort me while the game continued? Was I left to fall asleep with the chest of drawers dripping and smoke curling at the ceiling? The bureau’s scorched top was later covered with an embroidered doily made by Grandma Vincentz and remained in my room for most of my childhood. I remember lifting the doily to stare at the dark, cracked surface, each time confused about why they would leave damaged furniture in my room. We didn’t have damaged furniture anywhere else in the house. Didn’t they care about my room? Wasn’t my space important? How could they think a thin cloth was all they needed to hide the ugly, black-fissured burn marks?






CHAPTER THREE [image: ] A World as Big as All Alone 1964–1968


Shadow Lake almost touched the back of our redbrick ranch house, which sat in front of a steeply sloped yard. The living room had a large picture window facing the lake, and the yard fell away so abruptly it looked as if you were on the deck of a ship pushing through the water. Folds of sunlit waves moved across the lake, stirring light that rose and slid wrinkles across the ceiling.

In the spring, yellow ducklings appeared, bobbing through bright blue and white reflections, and a pair of swans returned every summer, gliding through the thick water stilled by the heat. We swam from the sandy beach Dad made for us and jumped off the white belly of our overturned wooden rowboat, Moby Dick. In the autumn, leaves turned golden and fell into the lake, lit by fiery sunsets as Canadian geese honked overhead in their perfect V formation. In the winter, we played ice hockey under rigged-up floodlights and had skating parties with girls who wore pretty hats and mittens. Cookies and thermoses of hot chocolate stood by on a sled.

Many winter days, Mom surprised us when we arrived home from school for our lunch hour, meeting us at the top of the driveway with those same thermoses filled with hot tomato soup. We’d rush to change out of our shoes and sidestep down to the lake in our skates. A few chugs from the red-plaid flasks and we were off! Grateful to have the wind in our faces after sitting in stuffy classrooms all morning, we flew across the ice!

Mom skated too, though I don’t remember any other mothers being out there. Pushing away from the zigzag of children, she moved with confidence and control, zooming across the lake with strong, purposeful strides. There was a jaunty self-satisfaction in how she moved, standing tall as she kicked one leg out and crossed it in front of the other. Fragments of whatever song she was singing floated through the air, adding cadence to her long, graceful movements. Sometimes she would practice an arabesque, one leg raised high behind, her arms outstretched, gliding an impressive distance. Mom looked like a different person out on the ice, someone I didn’t know. She was peaceful and at ease, and I often stopped to watch her in wonder.

These lunches ended in a mad dash when someone realized the time. We hurriedly changed back into our shoes at the top of the driveway, where the carpool picked us up for the return to school. I’d see Mom still out on the ice as we scrambled to leave, waving as she gathered speed and turned away.

Winter picnics were Mom’s escape from the chore of having kids home for lunch, arranged more for her than for us. Skating was one of the ways she broke free of the dreary work of motherhood, as we saw in the home movies Dad took. One particular reel was filmed from the large picture window. Mom stepped cautiously down the backyard to the lake. When she skated out onto the ice, her arms spread wide, it was as if her heart lifted to the sky and every burden left her, vaporizing into the white, cold air above.

Dad shot hours of 8 mm home movies, and despite the lack of sound, they captured our family well. There is footage of a Christmas Eve where my beautiful mother, in a red dress and gold Christmas tree pin, is sitting in front of the fireplace with two freshly pajamaed toddlers. It’s a struggle to keep the squirming children still as she reads from a tiny Bible, and each time a toddler bends to look up the chimney or touch the stockings behind them, they are pressed back into a seated position like dolls with bendable joints. Mom smiles gracefully at the camera and continues to read scriptures to the disinterested tots, adding exaggerated facial expressions for the soundless film. It’s clear that Mom means to be the star of this Christmas Eve show, and her efforts for perfection missed the giddy joy her children felt in hanging their Christmas stockings and looking for Santa.

There are also lots of home movies of the summer weekends we spent camping with our motorboat. We loved that boat! Canvas tents were packed into the hull, along with red-plaid picnic coolers, green Coleman lanterns, and assorted groceries. Speeding through the open air, foam spraying up, hull smacking down, we raced over the waves, giggles bursting from our bellies with every bounce. I was always surprised to see the movies of Mom in a sailor’s cap, sunglasses, and Bermuda shorts, seated in the back of the boat, legs outstretched on the bench. She was engrossed in a book but smiled at the camera momentarily before turning her attention back to its pages while her four children crawled precariously over the deck, squirming like puppies on the loose. Her head remained down, her focus unwavering from her reading.

But it’s the waterskiing footage I think Mom was most proud of. Her athletic body looked great in a swimsuit, and she was happy, even somewhat cocky. Those sequences often showed Mom copying the daredevil aquatic stunts of various weekend guests.

Always determined to outshine everyone, Mom took her turn immediately after any guest performed something impressive. She showed laser focus as she began each trick, setting her face in deep concentration as she executed the maneuver. Once completed, she wiped the spray from her face with a that’s-how-you-do-it-boys shake and leaned back on her skis, shoulders proud as she bounced across the water. She stole every scene.



Mom was an active, busy woman who always had something to do, somewhere to go. She led an engaging life filled with purpose, and even as a child, I understood that she was doing good things and others appreciated her efforts. She was a pillar of our church and served as interim minister after earning a master of divinity degree in her sixties. (That option hadn’t been open to her as a young woman.) A perpetual student, Mom earned multiple advanced degrees, including a PhD in education, which she pursued when I was in high school. Throughout her life, education and women’s issues were of prime importance to her, and she held leadership positions in charitable organizations on the local and national level.

Running a household with four children didn’t interest Mom, especially as we grew up and became more emotionally demanding. When we were little, she was a distracted parent, but as we grew older, she was most often exasperated.

Raising children turned out to be complex and messy, with no recognition or guarantee of success. At least two of us were bona fide rebels: my older brother ran a mile a minute and always pushed boundaries, and my little sister possessed a soul filled with rage and fear. My younger brother initially wore leg braces and needed surgery, and Mom forever viewed him as vulnerable and weak. Of all my siblings, it was easiest for me to go along with the things she valued: I followed directions, was a good student, and was calm and malleable. While our behaviors were the textbook responses of adopted children, either testing their adopted family by acting out or giving in with total compliance, there weren’t any such books available on raising adopted children at the time. Thus, mothering the four of us turned out to be incredibly confusing and disappointing for my success-driven mother.

Mom was not educated on the issues adoptees typically grapple with, such as anxieties over separation and loss, difficulties establishing trust or dealing with control, and fear of rejection. Nor was she aware of how these experiences often manifested as social, academic, or psychological problems. She didn’t understand how difficult it was for an adoptee to accept love, given the indelible memory of abandonment. She never expected it would be so hard to parent adopted children, or that they would not eagerly soak up her love and guidance to become shining reflections of her values.

As we grew up and away from Mom’s vision of a perfect family, she responded to the stress of parenting by distancing herself from it, seeking refuge in activities that enhanced her self-esteem. She had tremendous success dealing with people and problems outside of the home, where her efforts to help were seen as selfless and were deeply valued. The wider world held a generous view of her as loving and giving, but we didn’t experience that as much at home.

I remember skating across the lake one winter’s night, away from my brothers and their friends playing hockey in the floodlights. I was alone, gliding over smooth black ice, each stroke of my blades releasing the damp smell of lake water that rose for a moment, then shattered into the freezing air. I stopped and looked back at our house, its lights barely visible. The sky above was endless, filled with brilliant stars, and stretched beyond the boundaries of anything I could see, reaching places I couldn’t imagine. The air was deeply cold, and voices bounced across the ice with a ghostly, hollow sound. My legs went weak as I pictured the blinding black water beneath me and the infinity above. I didn’t know if I would make it back to the shore. I froze with the fear of how big the world was and how small I felt.






CHAPTER FOUR [image: ] Committing to Perfection 1967


When I was twelve, Mom was thrilled to accept a position at her alma mater as a mathematics instructor. She was an exemplary teacher, passionate about her work and often so immersed in her day she forgot to eat, sacrificing her lunch hour to help the throng of students waiting outside her office. It was almost dinnertime when her Buick Skylark bombed down our driveway and pulled in front of the garage. We knew she was home when we heard her car horn blaring, summoning one of us to open the door. My room was farthest from there, but as soon as I heard honking, I dropped my pencil, shoved my books aside, and ran. Racing toward the living room, I careened past the picture window, down the basement stairs, and into the cold garage, where grit pushed through my stocking feet and up between my toes. I threw open the door in a whirl of dust and dry leaves to see Mom’s tense and angry face behind the headlights, the heel of her hand resting on the horn, ready to blow it again. It would’ve taken a lot less time for her to get out of the car and open the garage door herself; it wasn’t very heavy. For whatever reason, she wouldn’t do it.

It wasn’t until many years later that I understood how exhausted Mom was when she arrived home, how much she hated cooking, and how deeply she resented preparing meals for the family. Sitting down for dinner was a sacred ritual in our house, so I never imagined she dreaded it. We ate promptly at 6:30. No excuses. We sang the blessing with our heads bowed; the table was dressed with good linens, engraved silver napkin rings, and candles. While the setting was lovely, the food was awful. Shriveled baked potatoes, frozen steak thawed and cooked in an electric skillet, iceberg lettuce wedges with bottled dressing, and canned applesauce. I didn’t know that in some homes, food was prepared with joy and received and savored with gratitude. In our house, dinner was something you got through.

My job was to set the table, and Mom was very particular about how it should be cleared. A large round aluminum tray was stashed next to the breakfront, and Mom would snap at me if I carried items to the kitchen without including them on a fully loaded tray. “Janet, that’s not efficient! I hate wasted effort! Fill the tray up before you bring anything into the kitchen!”

Why she cared if I took one or a hundred trips puzzled me until I realized the longer I took, the more time she had to spend in the kitchen. We cleaned up leftovers and put things away while Dad stood at the sink, rinsing dishes in scalding water before placing them in the dishwasher. Tired and agitated, Mom moved quickly, with focused determination, like a runner summoning every ounce of strength to make it over the finish line. No one talked. It was such a relief when we could finally leave the kitchen. Mom hit the light switch hard as we walked out as if to say, Okay, goddammit, I made it through again.



Mom’s moods from exhaustion and disappointment were pervasive. Most of the time her lips were set in a thin, tight line as she moved around the house shaking her head, muttering, and slamming things. She yelled all the time, not just in bursts of anger but with never-ending tirades during which she claimed to be the victim of ungrateful, selfish behavior. While her anger was not usually directed at me, witnessing it frightened me. I worried that our tenuous, disconnected family would implode.
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