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Praise for Zoya’s Gift






“Enchanting—that is the only way to describe the eight-year-old twins at the heart of Gail McCormick’s memoir. When they creep off the plane that has flown them from the Chernobyl fallout zone to Seattle for a summer of fresh air, Gail’s life changes forever. The book is also a true story of love and loss and restoration. There are ups and downs, joy and sorrows. The author handles them all with a deft touch that illuminates and inspires hope.”


—ELLEN BARKER, author of East of Troost: A Novel and Still Needs Work: A Novel


“Giving birth is not the only way to become a mother, as Gail McCormick proves in this engaging memoir. This is a beautifully written memoir about an important subject, especially in these days of war between Ukraine and Russia. While shining a light on truths that cannot be spoken where Vika and Maria live, McCormick also offers an encouraging Plan B for couples who struggle with infertility.”


—SUE FAGALDE LICK, author of Childless by Marriage and No Way Out of This: Loving a Partner with Alzheimer’s


“Gail McCormick’s memoir reminds any woman who has yearned for children of her own that there are many ways to ‘mother.’ When one dream ends, an extraordinary life may begin.”


—MELANIE NOTKIN, author of Otherhood: Modern Women Finding a New Kind of Happiness
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“The stars we are given. The constellations we make.”


—REBECCA SOLNIT
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This story of love and peacemaking begins after the fall of the Soviet Union and before Russia’s twenty-first-century invasion of Ukraine. At that time, the Iron Curtain was wavering in shifting winds, allowing light to begin to penetrate its shadows. Democracy was taking root in Ukraine. Belarus, under the rule of an autocrat, had opened doors to outsiders. It was my good fortune to slip through that portal and witness the expansion. Anything—even a peaceful coexistence among the freed republics—seemed possible to me, a woman raised in the United States during the Cold War.


During this period, Russia’s imprint on the other former republics remained evident, a red thread woven through a complex, ever-evolving tapestry of history, nuance, and cultures. It was still commonplace in casual conversation to refer to the people, foods, and customs of former Soviet republics as Russian. Some of the Ukrainians and Belarusians I came to know and love as a Children of Chernobyl volunteer engaged in this practice, though they identified first and foremost with the land and culture of their ancestors.


Zoya’s Gift mirrors my experience and perspective of this complex intersection of languages and cultures. My apologies for any errors caused by my limited knowledge, particularly in languages and my still-evolving understanding of my cultural blind spots. In my efforts to be clear and accurate, I enlisted the guidance of a sensitivity reader, a Slavic language scholar, and copy editors. Since my trip to Ukraine, many street names and other words have been changed from Russian to Ukrainian spellings; I have tried to use the spellings that were in use at the time I was there.


To protect the privacy of the citizens of Belarus and Ukraine who appear in this story, all of their names, the names of villages where they live, and other identifying factors have been changed. The dialogues in this story were re-created to the best of my ability. However, due to translation misunderstandings and memory lapses, they may not reflect the precise meaning intended by the speakers and should not be considered direct quotations.


This memoir is based on my own subjective recollections, perspectives, and journal entries. Where I have filled in the gaps of memory, my intention was to capture my emotional truth. My hope is that the story rings true for everyone portrayed in these pages, despite our differences of culture, nationality, and language.
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Standing on the aft deck of the Kittitas ferry, Michael and I watched the Seattle skyline disappear as we sailed across Puget Sound toward snow-capped mountains on the Olympic Peninsula. On that dazzling Friday afternoon in April 1986, clouds parted in the south and Mount Rainier took center stage, dressed in snow white and hints of blue ice.


Feeling safe and at home in the arms of my future husband, I drew in a deep breath of crisp salt air. We were on our way to the Boat Shed, the Bremerton restaurant where we’d gone to dinner on our first date.


“A perfect day,” I said. It was the first anniversary of the day we’d met.


We didn’t know about the nuclear disaster then unfolding in the Soviet Union. Nor about the cloud of radiation headed our way from the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Station in Ukraine.


As catastrophe struck on the other side of the world, Michael and I enjoyed the Boat Shed’s food, mellow ambiance, and classic Northwest decor: Wood beams throughout. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the water. White linen tablecloths and napkins adding a touch of elegance suited to our special occasion.


After finishing our celebratory dinner, we ferried back to Seattle in the moonlight. Lights twinkled from a necklace of homes and cottages lining the shores. The Space Needle hovered over the north end of downtown like a flying saucer. High-rise buildings stood out like a collection of illuminated Tinkertoy sculptures.


Cuddled together next to a window, Mike turned to me and smiled. In his gentle eyes, I saw a radiant and wise old soul gazing back at me, and I knew this man would walk with me to eternity. I couldn’t yet see the heartbreak of infertility and the three pregnancy losses we would endure, or the impact that toxic chemicals would have on my health. And I couldn’t yet know that the explosion of Chernobyl would spark to life a dream that had been gestating in me since childhood.












Part One:



Dreams
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CHAPTER 1
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1996


The heartbeat in my womb had disappeared like a falling star. Too stunned to cry or speak, I lay on the examination table in silence. Sitting in a chair beside me, Mike reached for my hand and wrapped his fingers around mine. I couldn’t meet his eyes. I didn’t want his heart to break when he saw the hollow shell that was now me.


“We need to go,” my husband said softly, breaking the silence.


In slow motion I sat up, shifted my weight, and dropped my legs over the side of the table like a ninety-year-old woman barely able to move. Without looking, I knew sorrow shadowed his face and his brows were tight knots of despair. Still, I never doubted he would find the strength to walk me through the dark tunnel we had entered together. He was a man who didn’t run from hard work or pain. Already he had lived up to the promises he had made in my darkest hours after our previous miscarriages. “It’s you and me,” he told me every day with both his words and his actions. “We’ll get through this together. You’re not alone.” I knew he was solid loyalty and love.


Mike helped me get dressed and then opened the door. Side by side, we walked along the corridor. Nurses, doctors, and patients preoccupied with their own dramas passed by without making eye contact. We were invisible. In the lobby sat women with stony faces, leafing through magazines, waiting to be called in for sonograms, X-rays, and diagnoses that would send them on their way elated, reassured, terrified, or devastated. We made our way to the elevator, down to the basement parking garage, and into our car. With each step, I felt as though I were a ghost pushing through deep water.


After our two previous miscarriages, we had endured thirty-six months of extensive charting, invasive tests, and drugs with potential long-term consequences. All with no results. When I passed the age of forty, we decided to stop trying. The risk of another loss or an unhealthy baby seemed like more than we could bear. My life force was a tiny ember almost extinguished. Getting out of bed was an accomplishment. I knew it was time for us to end that horrible chapter of our lives and create a new story. But how? After three years of the all-consuming project of chasing pregnancy, I could not imagine a replacement for that vision. Grief tethered itself to me every waking hour. Life was slipping through my fingers.


My world was also shrinking, because I suffered from multiple chemical sensitivity (MCS), an environmental illness that causes physical, psychological, and emotional reactions to neurotoxic chemicals found in ordinary products considered to be safe. Exposures to perfume, scented lotions and deodorizers, dryer sheets, fresh paint, cleaning products, new carpet, or car exhaust impaired my cognitive functioning. I couldn’t form coherent sentences to express my thoughts. I lost my balance, and experienced debilitating confusion, dizziness, exhaustion, headaches, and emotions.


To make my experience even more difficult, most doctors didn’t—and still don’t—recognize MCS as a physical illness, even though studies show brain function impairment induced by perfume and pesticide exposures. Those studies might explain, at least partially, how I developed MCS, infertility, and depression. When I grew up on a farm in Michigan in the 1950s, pesticides were considered miracle products used to increase crop yields and income with no harmful side effects on humans. My father had no idea he was saturating our environment with carcinogens, neurotoxic chemicals, and hormone disrupters when he sprayed our fields.


The only MCS treatment known to be effective was to avoid exposures. Given that almost no uncontaminated place existed in the world, it wasn’t easy. I hated to tell people, especially friends and family, I couldn’t be in their company unless they were unscented. Some people understood and were accommodating. Others felt resentful and controlled and couldn’t manage to be scent-free. Still others became hostile. The only way to protect myself was to shrink my social world.


Living in a dark bubble filled with dread and hopelessness, I tried to dig my way out but couldn’t make headway. In desperation, I took the advice of a doctor who encouraged me to take an antidepressant medication. “Just until you have a foundation under you again.” Slowly but surely, the unbearable weight pressing down on me began to lift. At that point I discovered a book, Sweet Grapes: How to Stop Being Infertile and Start Living Again, written by a couple, both medical doctors, who had also experienced unsuccessful infertility treatment. Like Mike and me, they had ruled out adoption and other ways of building a family. In the book, they shared the process that had helped them embrace a child-free life as a family of two. The first step, they wrote, was to use birth control to solidify the decision and stop the obsessive thoughts that come with the possibility of pregnancy. After two miscarriages and months of unsuccessful fertility treatments, that step seemed unnecessary, if not ludicrous, so we ignored that recommendation.


Our process of healing and rediscovering the sweetness of intimacy with no other agenda had just begun when I realized I was pregnant for the third time. To say that I felt elated would not be truthful. In reality, I felt devastated. The unknown risks to the fetus from the antidepressant I was taking, especially in the first critical weeks of development, terrified me. I stopped taking the drug immediately. By the time that faint heartbeat faded away, my hormones and serotonin level were in free fall. I felt physically, emotionally, and psychologically wrecked.


This was our third miscarriage in the eight years we’d been married, the only pregnancy that had produced a pulsing heart on the ultrasound screen. Now, my body would purge or reabsorb the ashes of that tiny dream, wiping it out as though it never happened.


Mike drove to the exit, paid for the parking, then merged into the busy street as the parking attendant called out, “Have a nice day!” In my mind I screamed, but there was no sound. It was all I could do just to breathe. Mike and I both knew this marked the end of the fertility trail for us.


Still lost in a wilderness of grief and depression a year later, sitting in front of the television, I found myself drawn into a story about the Children of Chernobyl Northwest, a nonprofit organization that brought children from the former Soviet Union to Seattle for summer reprieves from radiation exposure. The reporter explained that the children’s immune systems were compromised and many of the kids would develop thyroid cancer by the time they were teenagers.


Featured on the program was a seven-year-old girl from Belarus, the former Soviet Republic where the majority of the nuclear fallout from the Chernobyl explosion had landed. Seeing that vulnerable little girl with a triangle scarf covering her bald head struck a deep chord in me. It was obvious to me that I resonated with her suffering from an environmental illness, and obvious, too, that I yearned to comfort and care for a child. But I sensed there was something more, a stirring I couldn’t yet explain, almost imperceptible, yet strong enough to push me to my feet to grab a notepad and pen. Children of Chernobyl NW. I wrote the name on a sheet of fresh white paper before it could disappear in a fog of depression. The next day I contacted the organization. That single phone call set me on a course that would transform my vision of motherhood and awaken a dormant Cold War dream to build a human bridge for peace.













CHAPTER 2
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The ground of that dormant childhood dream lay in Gratiot County, Michigan, on the farm where I was raised from infancy to adolescence.


The air felt thick with fear when I was growing up. Every night, I fell asleep to the background drone of Walter Cronkite’s deep, steady voice delivering the news on the television. Khrushchev. Communists. Fallout shelters. Nuclear warheads. Cuban Crisis. Russian missiles. The tone of serious danger wormed its way into me, over and over. As a result, I became conditioned to believe that the Russians were plotting to kill us.


My mother was an anxious woman, always on guard. By the time I was seven years old, I knew that bankers were greedy men just waiting to take our Midwest farm in foreclosure and that strangers might be thieves, escaped convicts, or kidnappers. As a sensitive young girl, I could tell when Mom smelled danger by the way her body spoke. Her eyes narrowed. Arms stiffened. Spine straightened. I could feel her tension in my belly. Whenever my father was away, Mom slept with a pellet gun under her pillow and a shotgun at her side. “Just in case,” she said.


Seeing those guns made my stomach turn queasy. Though it was unlikely that any violent criminals lurked nearby, I couldn’t have known that. I shook with terror one night when, after hearing a noise outside, Mom crept to a window in full frontier mode, her trigger finger poised. My stomach rose to my throat. I never doubted she would shoot those guns. I’d seen her stand up to bankers who tried to bully her. With a sharp tongue, one eyebrow cocked, and her red-tinted lips pumping iron, she was a woman who couldn’t be intimidated.


Mom’s tension became my own. I grew up feeling unsafe and longed for a world attuned to love instead of fear. I charted a path in my heart, one that didn’t require me to arm myself or to live in terror. My dream was to build a human bridge of peace between the United States and our so-called enemies behind the Iron Curtain. I was a girl who attended a one-room country school, swam in a gravel pit, and had never traveled outside our state, yet, somehow, I sensed that an emotional resonance could melt the iceberg between us and the Soviets. That seed would gestate in me for more than forty years.


My family didn’t know any Russians. Mostly English and Germans farmed in Gratiot County. There wasn’t much diversity in our neck of the woods, except during the summer months when Spanish-speaking migrant workers came up from Texas to weed our fields. Though I never heard a disparaging word spoken about those men whose skin was brown, I knew the unspoken rules that governed their behavior: Stay out of the farmer’s yard. Don’t speak to his children. Bring your own water.


Though the unspoken rules taught me to fear dark-skinned strangers, I felt drawn to these people whose language sounded like soft drumrolls to me. Contrary to my usual shy and wary self, I played on the junk pile behind our garage so I could hear conversations in Spanish while the men dug milkweeds and dandelions close by.


“¿Cómo está tu familia?” How is your family?


“¡Muy bien! ¡Mi esposa tendrá un bebé pronto!” Very good. My wife will have the baby soon.


The musical sound of their language and the freedom to indulge my curiosity from a close but “safe” distance thrilled me, though I never would have dared move any closer.


On Saturday nights, when the migrant families gathered in the churchyard across the road, I watched in fascination from behind our living room curtains. If I could travel back in time, I’d encourage my younger self to cross that road and express her desire to know their hearts and stories, to experience the thrill of communicating a simple “hello” in a new language. It sounds so easy now. Back then, taking such a risk was inconceivable and would have provoked a terrible scolding from my parents. Those were lines you didn’t cross, lines that still exist for too many.


I didn’t put it together then, but now I realize that the longing I felt to interact with people whose language and skin color were different from mine was an early sign. I couldn’t have known as a child that I would require the richness and diversity of cross-cultural relationships to feel connected to the world.


It wouldn’t have occurred to me or my parents that the Spanish-speaking migrants were descendants of indigenous peoples native to the continent. Years would pass before I would begin to understand the complexities of the fact that in the United States, a country founded on slavery and genocide, the perceived enemy too often feared by white people had dark skin, dark hair, and dark eyes. In truth, we were the colonizers, the ones to be feared. Though the men weeding our fields must have carried that truth like thorns in their eyes, they showed no disrespect.


Years later, as I struggled to heal from the heartbreak of three lost pregnancies, the time came for me to manifest the bridge of my childhood dream. It was a perfect spring day in the Pacific Northwest. Fiddleheads were poking out of sword ferns, rhododendron buds were bursting with magenta flowers, and a great blue heron winged past the house when Nadya, the Children of Chernobyl coordinator, called to confirm that two eight-year-old girls from Zalessie, a village in Belarus, would be spending the summer with Mike and me.


“Twins!” she announced.


A jolt of emotion shot through me. Twins! The word splashed in my heart. The fantasy of parenting twins had taken hold of me as a child, when I saw Hayley Mills, then a young movie star, playing dual roles as twins in The Parent Trap, my favorite Walt Disney film. Those mischievous little blonde-haired imps had so captivated me that I longed to mother twins one day. That fantasy had stuck. My chances had seemed good, given that on my mother’s side of the family were two sets of twins. I had prayed for twins each time I conceived.


Now, my whole body buzzed with shock, joy, and grief. Goose bumps rose on my arms. I knew this moment couldn’t be explained by coincidence or serendipity. Feeling swept up by the mysteries of kismet, I could hardly focus on the details Nadya provided.


The twins’ father, she explained, had been employed at the power station at the time of the disaster and returned to Chernobyl as a liquidator—one of the 500,000 crewmen deployed to clean up the radioactive debris in the wake of the explosion. Their parents, both Ukrainian, and their older sister had been resettled in Belarus, where over 60 percent of the nuclear fallout had landed. The twins were born there two years later, under that cloud of radiation.


“They don’t speak any English,” the coordinator informed me. In Belarus, Russian was (and still is) the primary language. “I’ll send you a handout with a few Russian words and phrases that might come in handy,” she promised.


Growing up on a farm in the American Midwest, everything I knew about the Soviet Union I learned from daily newscasts on the black-and-white TV that sat in the corner of our living room. In my mind, the USSR was synonymous with Russia, a frightening one-dimensional wall of missiles, spies, onion domes, and danger. The US government’s propaganda campaigns during the Cold War had reduced those millions of people from fifteen republics to one simple construct known as “The Enemy.”


Only years later would I learn that the USSR was a collection of republics held together by a treaty, and that the differences between these unique cultures became muddled when Russia imposed its language and a single nationalism. Ukraine and Belarus wouldn’t fully register on my internal map of the world until I opened my heart and home to strangers from these intertwined countries.


Now, my mind spun, trying to put together the pieces of a confusing new puzzle of people, places, and cultures that were foreign to me. As I tried to picture the girls, Ukrainian by descent, Belarusian by birth, and Russian by culture, I realized I had no clear image of what they might look like. I had a pretty clear picture of a person from Italy or Sweden. But my mind drew a blank when it came to Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians.


Without yet understanding how my experience as an American had influenced my impressions, or realizing I was projecting my internalized idea of “the enemy,” I began to picture the twins coming my way with dark hair and mysterious dark eyes.


My heart overflowed with the gratitude and joy of feeling a prayer had been answered, not as I had pictured, but in a soul-satisfying way I couldn’t have imagined.












Part Two:



1997
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CHAPTER 3
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Buzzing with excitement on the day of the twins’ arrival, I heated the oven. Lined up on my kitchen counter were glass canning jars and all the ingredients for preparing a dish I called “Russian Chicken”: a heap of chicken thighs and drumsticks, sliced onions, dozens of peeled garlic cloves, prunes, dried apricots, golden raisins, a mound of salt and another of pepper. I coated each piece of chicken with a generous pinch of the salt and pepper and packed them in the jars with layers of the dried fruits, onions, and garlic.


Falling-off-the-bones tender and scrumptious, this dish, introduced to me by an artist from Moscow living in San Francisco, had become my signature dinner for special occasions. I assumed it would be familiar to the Belarusian girls who would soon be sitting at my table, and certain they would be famished after their long journey to Seattle. With half a dozen quart jars filled to the brim, there would be more than enough to feed a family of twelve. As my mother’s daughter, I felt compelled to go overboard when it came to food and guests. And this occasion certainly called for celebration. Though I was a seasoned host to friends and family, including special visits with nieces and nephews who came from out of state for a week or two without their parents, I was stepping into a new role outside my comfort zone. The moment felt pregnant with purpose I couldn’t yet fully understand. I was birthing a dream, and in just a few short hours I would be mothering twins.


Before Mike and I headed to the airport to meet the twins, I covered each jar with a square of tinfoil and set them in the oven to bake. By the time we returned, a heavenly nectar of juices would be bubbling furiously, the chicken ready to be served on a heap of mashed potatoes, also made in advance, and topped with a dollop of sour cream mixed with lemon juice.


At SeaTac Airport, a crush of people stood waiting outside customs. Threads of conversation unspooled in many languages. Dizzying scents of hair tonic, cloves, and perspiration wafted through the cavernous hall.


Overwhelmed by the fragrances and nervous anticipation, I held Mike’s hand as we maneuvered through the crowd in search of the local Children of Chernobyl coordinator. Finally, I spotted Nadya, a tiny woman with long brown hair, heavy bangs, and a calm demeanor. We joined the cluster of host parents surrounding her. Together we waited for the two dozen children and their chaperone to arrive on a flight from Moscow.


Banter skidded around the group like a polka, filled with the thrill and confidence of experienced parents and volunteer hosts. As the only first-timers in the group, and with no parenting experience under our belts, Mike and I listened and smiled but said little. We knew almost nothing about Belarus before we’d signed up as host parents and had no idea what to expect with children under our wings who couldn’t speak or understand a word of English. Apprehension tinged our excitement.


The energy in our midst whipped into a froth when the Aeroflot flight touched down. After an agonizing wait, a wave of passengers began forming queues at customs stations separated from us by a glass wall.


“There they are!” cried a woman in our group.


I rose to the tips of my toes, trying to spot two young look-alike girls. I saw only a confusion of strangers until I noticed a young boy exiting a queue with his passport in hand. He raced to the window wall and stood, earnestly peering through the glass to find a familiar face in the crowd. The host mother standing beside me raised her arm and waved wildly.


“Here! Over here!” A tear slid down her cheek.


Suddenly, the boy’s face lit like a torch and his arms flew up over his head. Though we couldn’t hear him, his gaping smile and busy lips told me he was yipping and yelling with glee.


One by one, a string of kids formed a line on either side of the boy. Bundles of energy fueled by adrenaline, they danced like jumping beans as they waited until the whole group was cleared and they could exit customs. The line kept growing. Whoops of joy erupted on both sides of the glass each time a child made eye contact with their host parents. These children felt safe venturing to the other side. No Iron Curtain stood between us.


My body tingled with pins and needles when the customs doors slid open and the children poured out like water tumbling over boulders. Our circle expanded as families reunited with their beloved Belarusian kids in a flood of tears, relief, and long embraces. The chaperone, Victor, a tall man with a balding crown and a fist full of documents, positioned himself in the middle of our tribe. Straining to be heard above the din, he called out host family names and matched each one with the appropriate child’s paperwork. One by one, the families claimed the forms and rushed away with the Belarusian child they had dearly missed for months. As the hall cleared, my heart began to sink. Had the twins been unable to make the trip?


After all the other children were claimed and gone, Victor bellowed, “Michael and Gail McCormick!” I raised my hand.


“That’s us!”


Only then did I become aware of two girls huddled beside him as though glued to his legs. Except for big, black circles of sleep deprivation surrounding their eyes, and butterscotch-colored hair cut chin length, there were few similarities between them. One was a tall wisp with frightened green eyes. The other one, with a round face and inquisitive blue-green eyes, stood several inches shorter. Pushing them toward us, Victor introduced the apprehensive twins.


“Maria Petrova,” he said, putting one hand on the shoulder of the taller girl. “And Vika Petrova.” He placed his other hand on the shorter twin.


The airport chaos faded out of my awareness. My mommy genes kicked into gear, and I kneeled in front of the eight-year-old twins. “Hello,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. I handed a stuffed monkey with long, wiggly arms and legs to Vika.


“Spacibo,” she mumbled, tucking the monkey under her arm. Thank you. Without speaking another word, she kept her eyes trained on me, recording every nuance, as I turned my attention to Maria.


“I’m Gail,” I said, handing a monkey to the taller girl. Maria’s eyes caught mine briefly, then quickly darted away.


“Spacibo,” she croaked.


“This is Mike,” I said, making room for him to kneel beside me.


“Hello. Welcome,” said Mike softly, though usually his voice boomed like a radio announcer’s.


Too shocked to feel much of anything and unable to understand English, neither girl broke a smile. Travel with friends was over. Half a planet away from their mama and papa, they were going home with strangers. With the brief introduction completed, the chaperone handed us the girls’ medical documents and waved us off with no instructions, no user manual, not even a “good luck!” Even the local coordinator had already left. The informality struck me as inadequate considering the level of responsibility we were undertaking.


Momentarily frozen, I caught Mike’s eye. In his gaze I saw the reassuring confidence of a many-faceted man who wore suits and ties and robin’s-egg-blue buttoned-down shirts, carried a briefcase, mentored young colleagues, managed investments, and produced reports. His head was filled with facts and figures, but his heart overflowed with love and patient perseverance. I traced with my eyes the three lines etched into his brow—one for every miscarriage he had seen me through. I’d learned he had the capacity for happiness on any path as long as I was happy. This was my dream coming to life, and he was in 100 percent. At that moment there was nothing more important to him than the two girls in our care. And I saw the father he might have been.


Knowing my husband had my back, I took a deep breath. We each took the hand of a girl and made our way to the baggage area. My thoughts scrambled. How in the world will we make it through a silent thirty-minute drive home, not to mention the rest of the summer? We had studied Russian for beginners but struggled with the Cyrillic alphabet and accents. Besides a few basic words, nothing had stuck.


Smiling, I made my way through the airport like I knew what I was doing. One little black duffel sat on the baggage carousel. The girls recognized it right away. By American standards, it seemed so small for two girls. I didn’t want to leave a bag behind, so, by scrunching my eyebrows into question marks, pointing to the bag, and holding up two fingers, I tried to ask the girls if they had brought a second one. To my delight, Vika understood my question. She shook her head no. Our first attempt to communicate was successful. Yes!


At the car, Mike and I buckled the girls into the back seat. After their twelve-hour bus ride from Minsk to Moscow and a ten-hour flight to Seattle, they could hardly keep their eyes open as we zipped onto the freeway in a world completely foreign to them.


“You must be tired,” I said gently, turning toward the back seat, wanting to comfort them. Maria stared at me like a zombie, but a hint of curiosity registered in Vika’s eyes. I took this as a good omen, one that gave me a little hope that Mike and I weren’t in water too deep for us.


On the viaduct above the waterfront in downtown Seattle, I tried again to ease the awkwardness for the girls. “Ferry boat!” I said, pointing out the window at the vessel crossing Puget Sound. But the girls’ faces remained blank, their eyes vacant. I might as well have said, “Welcome to Mars.” It was ridiculous, of course, to think that they might understand what I was pointing at. But I couldn’t just be quiet. My mind kept searching for a way to make them feel safe and comfortable.


Unable to think of anything else to say or do, I turned my attention to their medical documents, written in a confusing mix of Russian and English, in tiny print. One part I could decipher listed medical conditions preceded by a box that was checked if the child had been diagnosed with that condition. What I saw alarmed me.


“Oh no! One of them is a bed wetter!” I said, now grateful that the girls couldn’t understand a word I said. Unable to tell which document went with which girl, I turned to study the two of them in the back seat.


“It must be Maria,” I concluded. She appeared scrawny and unwell, as though she might vomit at any moment. Alarm bells screeched in my head, and my imagination began to run amok. What if she has a serious condition we’re not equipped to handle?


“You’ll have to run out and buy a plastic sheet to cover the mattress,” I told Mike. “But wait until after we’ve eaten. And don’t let the girls see it when you bring it home. I don’t want them to feel embarrassed or ashamed.”


Another anxious question hit me just as Mike parked the car at the curb in front of our 1950s Roman brick house. What if the twins are disappointed to find themselves part of a family with no swing set, no pets, and no American siblings to play with? Determined to create a summer of delights the girls would remember fondly, I pushed that question away, glad we had volunteered to host two children so they could be playmates.


“Dome!” I announced, using one of the few Russian words I remembered. Home.


We piled out of the car and led the girls up the stairs to the front door. Welcomed by the sweet and savory scents of garlic, chicken, and fruit, we wound our way through the kitchen to the guest room. On the bed lay two blue-denim jumpers and two striped T-shirts, one pink and one yellow, that I’d bought for the girls.


Looking back, I would realize that denim clothes were about as close to US uniforms as one could get, the ultimate symbol of rugged American individualism. And I would understand this flagged the beginning of my conflict of presenting America to the girls.


“For you!” I said, pointing to the clothes.


Sitting on the bed with their duffel placed between them, the girls sprang to life but ignored the clothes I’d bought for them. A gleam appeared in Maria’s eyes. Vika’s cheeks turned the color of peaches. Together, they pulled on the duffel’s zipper and the bag sprang open. Like two magicians pulling an endless scarf from a hat, they reached in and began to pull out a stream of gifts they’d brought for Mike and me. Our jaws dropped as the girls, now confident and self-possessed, presented us with candy, cut glass, table linens, ceramic bowls, and vodka. This was our introduction to their customary gift-giving ritual.


Last, the twins unpacked their most precious cargo—a family photo album. Maria opened it to a picture of their family posed in front of a gray one-story house trimmed with blue window frames, white diamond motifs, and a corrugated tin roof. Wrapped in heavy coats, the family was dressed for winter. In the background, an accordion sat on the ground near a bottle that had been tossed away. An old bicycle lay on its side.


Vika pointed to a gray-haired woman seated on an old bench, a headscarf tied under her chin. “Eto Babushka.” This is Grandma.


“Papa’s mama?” Mike asked.


“Da.” Yes.


Over time, we would learn that the house in the picture belonged to Babushka and was located in a Ukrainian village, built for Chernobyl survivors, where she and her husband had resettled after they were evacuated from the contaminated area.


I pointed to the young girl draped across Babushka’s lap. “Eto Maria?”


“Da,” Maria answered.


Vika then pointed to a woman who appeared to be in her midthirties, short dark hair framing her face. “Eto Mama,” she said.


“Ah, your mama!” I responded. “My name is Gail, your name is Vika,” I said, pointing first to myself then to her. “Your mama’s name?” I asked, pointing to her in the picture. Vika scrunched her eyebrows in confusion. I watched her trying to connect the dots. Suddenly her face brightened and she sat up straight.


“Zoya!” she answered.


“Mama’s name is Zoya?”


“Da!”


“This is Vika?” Mike asked, pointing to the young girl leaning into Zoya in the picture.


“Da.”


As we huddled over the photo album with our heads bumping and arms touching, we were introduced to the others in the photograph—the twins’ papa, Ivan; their older sister, Elina; and cousins. From my American view, I wouldn’t have guessed they were warm, fun-loving people. Elina smiled for the camera, but the rest of the family appeared dour and grim. Yet the twins’ comfort with physical contact and the joy I heard in their voices each time they spoke of their kin conveyed to me that, underneath the fatigue and shock, these girls were no strangers to warmth and affection. Later I would learn that in their culture people didn’t normally smile for photos. In fact, people who smiled for no obvious reason were considered foolish. This was just one of many surprises in store for me and Mike, a guy known for his quick and sometimes cheesy smile.


After meeting their family through photographs, we unpacked the clothes they’d brought for the summer—an extra set of play clothes, a Sunday-best dress, and an extra pair of underwear. Through the eyes of a Westerner, it seemed like so little. I automatically began creating a mental list of things they would “need.”


In the bottom of the bag Zoya had tucked in a letter she had handwritten in Cyrillic to Mike and me. In the letter, translated several days later, Zoya expressed both concern and gratitude. “They are good girls, but sometimes they can be mischievous,” she wrote. “I hope you understand and that they will be polite and help you with your work.”


After we had emptied the duffel, I turned my attention to dinner. “Are you hungry?” I asked Vika and Maria, patting my stomach and raising my voice an octave at the end of my sentence to indicate it was a question. They understood immediately.


“Da!” the twins replied in unison. Nodding their heads, they took their seats in the dining room. Their eyes grew wide when I placed a large bowl heaped with chicken thighs and drumsticks in the middle of the table.


“Russkiy chicken!” I announced proudly, certain the twins would find the food both delicious and familiar. Their instant laughter utterly confused me. While trying to imagine why they might think I’d made a joke, I continued to smile. Did they think I was suggesting the chicken had come from Russia? Was President Lukashenko the only person in Belarus who could afford a pile of meat on his plate? This was just one of many moments of confusion and unanswered questions we would encounter in the unavoidable gaps created by our language and cultural differences.


Mike dropped big globs of potato on the girls’ plates and covered them with the chicken concoction. They took turns spooning sour cream on top and dug into the food.


“Vkusno,” said Maria. I had no idea the word meant tasty.


“Ya nye ponimayu,” I responded. I don’t understand.


“Koos-na!” she repeated, raising her volume in case I was hearing impaired.


“I’m so sorry,” I apologized again, still clueless.


With increasing frustration, she repeated herself several more times. When it finally dawned on her that I wouldn’t understand even if she tried a hundred times, she gave up and finished her meal in forlorn silence. Helpless, I apologized again for my ignorance. How could we ever develop a relationship with these girls if we couldn’t talk to each other?


As the twins devoured everything on their plates and gladly accepted second helpings, my concerns diminished. If nothing else, the language of food would convey love and carry us through the summer.


It would be several weeks before their appetites tapered off. Between them, they guzzled an entire gallon of apple juice every two days and rapidly devoured bananas, grapes, and other fruits. We learned this pattern was normal, because fresh fruits and vegetables were scarce in Belarus. Cabbage and tomatoes, staples in their culture, were the only vegetables they would eat unless we bribed them with ice cream. Most foods they preferred smothered in mayonnaise or ketchup, which they referred to as sauce. They wouldn’t allow ground beef to touch their plates, let alone their lips. You would’ve thought we were trying to force them to consume old hockey pucks, not hamburgers. Chicken, fish, and hot dogs—sausage—were the big hits.


With their tummies full, the twins’ eyelids could hardly stay open. Mike went to shop for a plastic bedsheet while I drew a bath for the girls. When hot, steamy water gushed out of the faucet into the tub, they giggled with delight. I would learn that they were accustomed to a slow drizzle of hot water during winter months and periods of no hot water during summer utilities maintenance.


While the girls chattered in the tub, I went to the kitchen to review their medical documents one more time. That’s when I realized my mistake. The checked box was for a digestive disorder, not bed-wetting. Just as that realization hit me, Mike walked in holding up a bag containing the plastic sheet, success written across his face.


“False alarm!” I cheerfully announced. “She’s not a bed wetter after all!”


Mike’s face drooped. He shot me a look that said, Why didn’t you figure that out before I went out? Then he shrugged and tossed the bag on a chair. “I can take this back tomorrow,” he said. “Where are the girls?”


“Still in the tub.”


“Have you checked on them?”


“Several times. They’re fine, but if I let them stay in the water much longer, they’ll shrivel up and turn into miniature babushkas.”


“Can’t hurt ’em. Might as well let them enjoy it as long as they’re happy.”


Those long, leisurely baths became a nightly ritual. Shamelessly, before the summer ended, I served the girls apple juice or 7UP in the tub, at their request. Though princess treatment ran counter to what I considered appropriate parental behavior, I couldn’t help myself. How could I refuse them when they felt so comfortable, like members of the family, that they weren’t afraid to ask? I didn’t care that I was being played.


Wrapped in the thick cotton bath towels I’d left out for them, the girls emerged at last. Then, while I blew Vika’s hair dry with an electric dryer attached to the bathroom wall, Maria sat on the vanity counter waiting for her turn. With the residue of their long journey washed away and their hunger sated, they happily surrendered to my pampering.


Next, I presented them with new Disney toothbrushes and dental floss. As host parents, we were encouraged to arrange for the children to receive dental examinations, cleanings, and necessary treatment, and to instill in them the importance of consistent dental hygiene, which wasn’t a priority in their culture.


“Very good!” I remarked as the girls pulled the waxed floss in and out between their teeth. Then, ready for sleep, they slipped into the double bed they were to share. Mike and I tucked them in with a kiss on the cheek.


“Spokonoy nochi,” I whispered. Good night.


“Spokonoy nochi,” said two tiny voices.


Next door, in our bedroom adjacent to the girls’, Mike and I lay together as the summer sky slowly darkened.


“They’re so little!” I whispered. “I hope they’re not scared. I’m keeping both bedroom doors open so I can hear if either one wakes up crying in the night.”


“Their mama and papa have put a lot of trust in us,” said Mike. “I can’t imagine having my kid going to bed in a stranger’s house with no way to contact them.”


“I love having their hearts in our house,” I said, drifting off to sleep.


[image: ]


At 7:00 a.m. I awakened to birdsong. The house felt still and quiet, as though Mike and I were home alone. Turning over, I asked him, “Are there really two little girls sleeping in the room next to ours?” Though his eyes were still closed, he smiled.


“Let’s go see.”


Expecting to find them sleeping, we peeked into the guest room. My heart leaped when I saw the twins sitting on the bed, dressed in their new T-shirts and denim jumpers, patiently waiting to explore a new world. The sheets had already been pulled tight, the pillows fluffed and skillfully placed along the headboard. Their faces shone with openness and anticipation.


“Dobroye utro!” Mike greeted them. Good morning.


“Look at you two brave girls!” I said.


Though the morning was already hot and muggy, they wore over their jumpers the heavy sweaters they’d brought from home, like little security blankets.













CHAPTER 4

[image: ] Creating a Mother Tongue






Side by side, the twins twirled in the swivel chairs parked in front of the living room window. Vika’s brushed hair gleamed. Maria’s hair was skewed in every direction. Seaplanes buzzed overhead, flying north toward the San Juan Islands. Boats zipped across Puget Sound, headed to the Hiram Chittenden Locks. Sea lions barked in the distance.


Mike and I were in the kitchen, cleaning up after breakfast. “Why don’t we take them swimming in Lake Washington?” I suggested. “The host parents I talked to at the airport said all the kids from Belarus love to swim.”


“Good idea,” he said. “What are we going to do about bathing suits?”


“No problem,” I assured him. “We’ll stop at Fred Meyer on the way.” A recent addition to our neighborhood, Fred Meyer resembled an old-fashioned general store for the twenty-first-century. Under one roof, it carried everything from groceries and garden supplies to paint, furniture, electronics, and clothes. “What I don’t know is how we’re going to explain our plan to the girls.”


“I’ve got this,” Mike assured me. Dressed in cargo shorts and a wrinkled T-shirt, he headed from the kitchen to the living room spinning his arms like a swimmer.
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