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    Dedication


    For my husband, David, and my daughter, Masha, who take their courageous natures in stride and inspire.

  


  
    I


    It is raining in Rome. Hard drops are bursting like bullets on sidewalks, buildings, and umbrellas. We feel assaulted, and that feels right. After all, we are in Italy to take on the elements, the Italian police, the Italian detectives, the Italians who know Jason but have nothing to say about our missing son, rather, David’s son and my stepson. The last day he was known to be alive his feet were touching Italian soil. He might have walked on this very street, stubbed his toe on the broken pavement before me.


    It is stunning to me that a human being, an adored son, brother, and husband, can vanish—disappear from sight completely—and that so few seem to care. If he had been a lost little boy sympathy surely would have surfaced, or at least that is what I imagined, but I was never going to know because Jason is not a child. He is a 33-year-old married man. The government authorities we turned to, while curious about the case, have shown little desire to solve it. When we call from New York, whether we’re speaking to our FBI in Rome or the Ravenna branch of the Italian police (our designated command control in the investigation of Jason’s disappearance), the agents and officers routinely attempt to placate us. He may have played a part in his own disappearance, they tell us—how many times did we have to repeat that Jason did not run off with another woman!—or perhaps he is hiding from an enemy, or maybe he just dropped out. Then the truism is tossed our way: “A lot of people, people you would least suspect, decide to leave their old lives and start new ones.” Too many times officials who should have been preventing identity theft told us how easy it was to acquire a brand-new name and Social Security number, a different passport, a tomorrow without a yesterday. “No, no, no” issues from our hearts, minds, and lips when we hear these theories bordering on accusations. It is we, not they, who know Jason. He is connected to us. Three months ago the mystery of his disappearance eclipsed imagination. On this rainy day in May, the agonizing search for him does nothing to alter the unimaginable.


    The reaction of men—for no female officials have ever spoken to us—does not make sense to me. Here, someone’s beloved son has mysteriously vanished, and no one responds with a sense of urgency. Why have they delayed interviews with the people attached to the names in Jason’s phone directory? What about the manifest for his flight from Los Angeles to Milan? Who might have been sitting next to him on the plane? What is blocking action? Is paralysis rooted in the tangled web of bureaucracy? Is it nothing more than that?


    The answers elude me. Italian priorities seem different than ours. When the private detectives at the Politalia agency start rapid-fire monologues with their hands moving as fast as their words, I think they are describing how they have solved the case. Our translator explains that they are upset because they have not received the money David had wired to their offices. Rather than contact us about a missing payment, they had simply stopped working. And they are the ones who are upset? Flying hands and arms accent raised voices, loud words that hardly need to be translated, either from Italian to English or English to Italian. We are inside our own opera, writing our own libretto.


    Frustrated by established authorities even before our plane had landed in Rome, my husband had become his own international detective. Consumed by notes, phone calls, meetings, faxes, he barely noticed that he had abandoned to me what until this crisis had been the biggest event of our marriage, the culmination of our two-year quest to adopt a child.


    



    I had been living in a state of bliss three months earlier, well along, finally, on my journey to motherhood. Married at 43, I was to become a first-time mother at 53. I saw myself not so much “slipping under the wire” as lifting the wire up. You might ask what took me so long, but honestly, I moved as fast as I could. For the younger me, time seemed irrelevant. There was so much of it!


    In the late 1960s I arrived in New York City on the crest of the sexual revolution, the growing civil rights and women’s movements, and the Vietnam War protests. Time magazine’s “Man of the Year” cover in 1966 was everyone aged 25 and under. I was a “Man of the Year” and I felt powerful, like so many of my generation. We were going to end war and greed. All you need is love and a good stereo system. I held a copy job at Look magazine, experienced the “Summer of Love” on vacation in San Francisco, signed on to waitress for Andy Warhol and other artistic rebels at Max’s Kansas City, the restaurant that was a magnet for the counterculture, and that was all before I took time to travel in Europe. I wanted to be everywhere at once and write about it.


    I had no romantic notions about motherhood and having a baby. Being the oldest of four siblings, with a brother ten years younger, I had had my share of diaper-changing and standing at the stove with an infant propped on my hip. In our middle-class family in the ’50s and ’60s, I grew up in a house purchased on the GI bill by my father, a Marine in the South Pacific during World War II. My parents were just like other young marrieds on the block. They lived through the war and wanted to barbecue and procreate. They gave the world children who would be forever known as boomers.


    Neighborhoods like ours in South Plainfield, New Jersey, sprouted up seemingly overnight in farmlands. Where acres of vegetables once fed several communities, we postwar boys and girls rode bicycles behind the Good Humor truck. Every so often you could still see a renegade carrot or asparagus pop up in the dirt next to a newly paved road. This would generate an afternoon’s search by the neighborhood kids for free food.


    We lived on my father’s midmanagement salary from paycheck to paycheck, and each neighbor helped the other. No mother ever thought about hiring a housekeeper or a nanny. The women stayed home, watched The Edge of Night and each other’s children, and shared cheesecake recipes. No one had extra money for hired help anyway.


    I came of age on the first wave of change. Betty Friedan spoke in the chapel of Douglass, the women’s college of Rutgers University where I was a student. The discontented women she described, the women who had inspired her to write The Feminine Mystique, were in age more my mother’s generation, but they were nothing like my mother and her friends. The older women I knew were not college graduates who felt that their intellects and talents were being suppressed in their roles as wives and mothers; instead, they were women who graduated from high school, had secretarial jobs in offices or were salesgirls in retail stores, aides in hospitals, or perhaps beauticians, until they met and married their husbands and became homemakers. They shared casseroles, child care, and canasta. They doted on their families, not a tranquilizer among them as far as I knew.


    It was I, not my mother, who was on track to become one of Friedan’s disgruntled women. I would not let that happen. My mother’s fulfillment came from marriage and children. Hers was a worthy life, but I wanted a new way for myself, not forever but for a while. Being the oldest child in my neighborhood, I was the babysitter for all. I cared for my own younger siblings, and everyone else’s, too. I paced the floor cooing to the crying baby in my arms, a child who was already fed and didn’t need a diaper change but was nevertheless unhappy. I knew how to lull him to sleep as I knew the dedication required for motherhood. I wanted marriage and children, but first I wanted to discover the greater world, the one that was unfamiliar to me.


    Women were just beginning to break out of homemaker roles and find careers beyond stewardess and secretary. Perhaps I was only a product of the cultural times, but perhaps the cultural times and my temperament simply connected, creating a sweet spot that would support my choices. Trouble is, when you use your younger years, your 20s and into your 30s, to write, travel, learn, carve out a profession, and fall in and out of love, by the time you say you’re ready for marriage and children, the single men available to you are usually divorced. In that first wave of feminism, “having it all” were three words in the process of being defined for many of us who delayed marriage and motherhood, in spite of the fact that our ovaries were on a different schedule.


    When at age 43 I married my husband, David, he already was a father to three children ages 16 to 26 and he did not want another child. Although I did want to be a mother, I realized that my chances were slim. I focused on our good marriage and tacitly agreed that we wouldn’t be “careful” but there would be no extraordinary measures, like fertility doctors. I was busy writing books about women’s health and a magazine column, and he was busy with his real-estate business. Without bosses, we enjoyed a special kind of freedom. We could change plans spontaneously, travel in between deadlines, or simply vegetate when we wanted a break. I appreciated my life but still, as I walked past the neighborhood playground, I wanted to dig in the sand with a child of my own.


    A personal turning point came at my 50th birthday in 1995, two years after my father had died from the terrible invasion of the cancer that had broken free from his prostate and destroyed him. My sister, two brothers, and I all felt the impact of his life on ours during his 73 years, but in the aftermath of his death, the importance of his existence, the gravity of our loss, became even more pronounced. Not having my father alive when I reached that milestone birthday intensified the “missing” in me. I didn’t have him, and I didn’t have a child. I knew then that no matter how old I was, the bond of a parent and a child was something I wanted to experience from the position of parent. Finally, I was emotionally resolved, but biologically I had expired. Then there was my husband, who was understandably reluctant to undertake fatherhood again. (I didn’t know then that his reluctance would eventually dissolve.) I was in a tug of war with myself, wanting to stay married but wanting to be a mother. If my new determination conflicted with my marriage, would I be able to corral my courage and go forth by myself? I seriously considered the possibility. Thankfully, I never had to choose between marriage and motherhood. I really did have a partner for life.


    



    After two years of false starts with Helen, our contact in the world of international adoption, she had promised to send us a fax with what she assured us was the name of our new daughter. A pillow-sized fluffy white bunny was propped on the bed in her room, a game of Candy Land was on the shelf, a baby doll who ate and peed was sleeping in her own carrier. This time I just knew everything would work out, and sure enough, on February 17, 1998, I learned that I was to become the mother of Masha, a beautiful five-year-old Russian girl with black hair and blue eyes, who was living in an orphanage in Lithuania. My joy was a warm velvet cape wrapped fully around me. I slept in it. I never took it off. It gave me my new look for motherhood, and I wondered whether it showed as I carried out my daily routines, meeting the deadlines I faced as a health writer.
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