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Part One








In all of us there is a hunger, marrow deep, to know our heritage—to know who we are and where we have come from. Without this enriching knowledge, there is a hollow yearning. No matter what our attainments in life, there is still a vacuum, an emptiness, and the most disquieting loneliness.


—Alex Haley















Chapter 1






I wound my way through farmettes with no-frills clapboard houses, big oaks and maples, and open fields—the Midwestern landscape of my childhood—none of the pinched feeling of the East Coast, where I’d lived most of my adult life.


Siri piped up: “In one mile, turn left. Then the destination is on the right.”


My anxiety red-lined. “What the fuuuuuuuuck are you doing?” I gasped, then swerved into the parking lot of a fire station. My hands shook as I switched off the car; my stomach felt like a bingo-ball machine.


Yesterday morning I’d been sipping coffee in my dining room, gazing at the heavily wooded acreage sheltering my mountainside home in West Virginia. Innocent. No idea I was just hours away from making a six-hundred-mile drive to solve a lifelong mystery.


“I can’t do this. I’m not ready. I’m not ready. I’m not ready,” I keened, rocking back and forth in the confines of the driver’s seat. Black spots pulsed in front of my eyes, keeping time with my racing heart. I stabbed at the window button, and earthy air bathed my face. Thick and fresh, infused with the smell of late spring, fecund and loamy. I pulled the oxygen-rich air into my lungs, feeling it working through my system—green juice extinguishing the hot anxiety.


My sporty Toyota hummed, sighed, and clicked. My breathing slowed. Black spots subsided. Bingo balls ceased percolating. The sun warmed my left side. Maybe I’ll just sit here like a lizard, basking without a worry.


Or you could just turn around and go home.


Deep breath. Then another. “You could … but you’re not, Little Missy.” I clicked on the radio and scanned the stations until I heard NPResque content. Familiar. I needed to ground in the familiar.


After a few minutes of news, I reached for the innocuous manila folder that had been riding shotgun—my “black ops” file. The folder held six pages, printouts about several women I’d gleaned through BeenVerified, a paid database of names and contact information. Information that had been denied to me implicitly for fifty-two years and explicitly for a half dozen more.


Information that thanks to an unexpected—and freaky—call hours before from my ninety-two-year-old Aunt Dolores, brought me one mile and a left turn from ambushing my birth mother. My birth mother whose name had been legally kept from me all my life. My birth mother who, for the past six years, had vehemently denied contact with me.


The firehouse bay door rattled and shimmied open, revealing an imposing fire truck with a chrome-bumper underbite—my cue to beat feet before well-meaning first responders came over to check on me. Back on the move, my heart accelerated as I headed toward the unknown. I’m gonna do it. I’m gonna do it. Gonna get the answers.


The houses were closer together and nearer the road as I approached the town. American cars. American flags. American Midwest. Sturdy, basic, uncomplicated. Families. Generations. I knew this place—I was from this place and space, but not of it.


I’d always yearned to know that I carried the DNA of strong, creative, eccentric, wise women. A legacy I could cling to and genetics I could count on to buoy me up and through times of doubt. My adoptive maternal grandmother was a bootlegger, slumlord, and entrepreneur. My adoptive mother followed in her mother’s footsteps, but in larger, more extreme ways. Stories of their lives and accomplishments were exciting and inspiring … but I was not of their blood. They were step-stories, no more related to me than stories of Eleanor Roosevelt or Wonder Woman.


I wanted a family homestead—the place where all the relatives had gathered for celebrations over the decades. I ached for extended family with cousins as friends and the bedrock certainty that an Aunt Thadwina would tease an Aunt Kitty about her lopsided icebox cake, and that an Uncle Baxter would sport seasonally appropriate novelty ties.


I wanted to have people. To be of a people. To be one of the bright stars in a constellation of people, twinkling in and among the other stars. I longed to have strong roots, deep roots, grounded roots to sustain and support me as I grew and thrived. I wanted to be a honey crisp apple among all the other honey crisps.


But I was a watermelon grafted onto an apple tree. I was a fruit—beautiful, juicy, and full, appealing in my own way—but I was not and never would be a honey crisp. Same with my adopted brother and sister. We were a Frankenfamily, the seams evident and ill-fitted together. It always felt like we were the obvious evidence our parents’ branches could not bear their “own” fruit. Were we not included in extended family functions because of my parents’ embarrassment over their fruitlessness, or because of the judgement or discomfort of other relatives? While going through paperwork after my adoptive father died, my siblings and I found evidence that his parents had left money to all their grandchildren except for the three of us bastards.


Individually, family is so important to me, my sister, and my brother—we each have circled the wagons around our respective spouses and offspring to create of-ness, but we don’t intermingle. In the past forty years, our three families have gotten together exactly once.


I slowed for the blinking light at the main intersection in Buchanan, Michigan. I’d gone through this intersection dozens of times during my formative years. From what I’d gleaned in the past two days, my birth mother had lived and worked all her adult life just a couple dozen miles from where I’d grown up in South Bend, Indiana. Had I ever passed her on the road? Flicked through blouses together on the same rack at Kmart? Sipped on milkshakes in adjoining booths at Bonnie Doon’s?


Would I know her if I saw her? I once saw a woman at a national conference who so looked like me—zaftig, cropped auburn hair, spatulate fingernails—I was convinced we had to be related. I was terrified to approach her; did I or did I not want to know we were blood kin? What would I say? “Uh, yes, excuse me, but did you or anyone in your family lose something? See—big keister and bright blue eyes—remind you of anyone?”


I cruised down the street, where according to BeenVerified, my birth mother, Mary, lived. The report revealed Maureen, Mary’s oldest sister, also lived on this street a few blocks away. As I scouted the neighborhood, I knew there would be problems maintaining a low profile. This was precisely the kind of small town where everyone participated wholeheartedly in the neighborhood watch committee. In other words, a community of busybodies who would most definitely notice a big redhead driving a candy apple–red foreign-made car with out-of-state tags … especially if that big redhead resembled their friend and neighbor, Mary.


I drove at a sedate pace through the enclave of modest ramblers with detached garages and backyards big enough for vegetable gardens and games of horseshoes. Mary’s house was Monopoly-sized, painted off-the-shelf white from Sears, with a concrete front stoop. A faux gas lamp burned even in the daytime. Did that mean she was gone for the day, or just unconcerned about her utility bill?


Her scrap of front yard appeared freshly scalped. She’s in her late seventies; did she do that herself? Her sister Maureen’s husband? A late-in-life love? The driveway, two parallel cement tracks set into the lawn, was empty. The garage door was closed, its five small panes of glass covered in black paint, cloaking whatever was inside. I knew the thick springs on the door would protest upon opening, even if I were brave enough to risk checking inside for a car in broad daylight.


I continued down the street to scope out Maureen’s house. The homes at her end of the street were larger—two-story brick with lush lawns and complex landscaping. Most every yard had a blue Dickies–wearing homeowner wielding yard-improvement implements or vehicle-sprucing equipment. It is noon on a workday. Why are all these people home?!


I cut shifty eyes as I neared Maureen’s address. A lean man paced the lawn behind a seed-broadcasting cart. That’s gotta be … well … my uncle. I had a sudden urge to pull into his weed-free driveway and announce myself: “Yoo-hoo! I’m hooooome.”


I drove on.


At the next cross street, I turned right, then right again, driving so slowly the speedometer didn’t register. I craned my neck and bobbed and weaved my head to see if I could get a peek of Mary’s backyard. My movements were so herky-jerky, I feared the neighbors would call for the paramedics, certain I was having seizures.


These secret-agent moves felt ridiculous. I was preparing to dive-bomb into Mary’s life—a life that, as I’d learned through the adoption agency—had never included even a mention of me to her family. It was unlikely then that she would have shared the news with the neighbors. No matter how I felt about her choice to remain silent, it was her choice, and I felt an obligation to respect it, even if it meant going to these absurd lengths to honor her privacy.


I idled for several minutes at the corner, contemplating my next move. I marveled at an elderly gent carving his front yard into impeccable stripes, deftly pivoting his red Wheel Horse lawn tractor into perfect alignment with the previous pass. One, two, three times. How much longer are you going to sit here? He turned for a fourth slice and frowned under the brim of his high, square gimme cap. Uh-oh. I flashed him a thumbs-up and a grin. His face softened; then he lifted his chin in acknowledgment and motored on.


I flipped down the visor mirror and eyeballed myself. “Well, Byrne, she’s either there or she’s not,” I said to my reflection.


“Brilliant observation,” I retorted, then slapped up the visor. “All right, girlfriend,” I encouraged myself, “lez do this thing. No guts, no glory.”


A moment later I was parked on the pea-gravel shoulder in front of Mary’s house, wishing I’d packed a paper bag to breathe into. I got out of the car and steadied myself. My legs shook, bent, and bowed, as unstable as pipe cleaners holding up a bowling ball. My hands trembled, making my clutched keys sound like a tambourine.


Keep going. Keep going. You’re okay. You’re okay. You’re okay. Almost there. One knock and it’ll all be over, my mind looped as I walked up the sidewalk to the stoop.


Come on, one step, another step. One. Step. Another. Step. Standing at the front door, hyperventilating, I noticed a rustic-looking wooden welcome sign, the kind you’d buy at a Cracker Barrel or from a retired guy who made dozens of them in his garage while his wife crocheted dolls with voluminous skirts meant to hide a roll of toilet paper.


Welcome. Would I be welcome? Maybe. I was prepared for anything that happened once I knocked. Tears. Hugs. Recognition. Confusion. Anger. Fear. Weapons. Couldn’t control any of it. Only thing in my control was knocking on the door.


For years I’d said I wanted to connect with my birth mother if only to say she wouldn’t have to worry I’d show up on her doorstep someday. And now here I was. A bolus of anger rocketed through me. Well, she’s had pah-lenty of chances to prevent this. It’s her fucking fault I’m standing here now. If she had just sent me one fucking photo! If she had agreed to talk to me just one fucking time, I would not be standing here!


I snorted short fast breaths. Like a bull. Like the Taurus you are. A breeze blew. Birds serenaded. Mr. Wheel Horse took another lap. Finally, calm claimed me.


I raised a now-steady hand and knocked.












Chapter 2






Growing up, I sorta liked the idea of being adopted. Aside from my brother and sister, I knew no other adoptees; it made me feel unique, almost exotic in the company of the kids from blue-collar Polish, Serbian, and Hungarian families that populated South Bend, Indiana. My past was a mystery, while theirs was … well, pedestrian, predictable, and a little hard to pronounce with the dearth of vowels in their Eastern European surnames.


I had a passing curiosity about my birth parents but no urgency to seek them out even in the worst teenage years when I railed against my adoptive parents (“You’re not my real parents”) and ran away at age sixteen, sharing a house with a pot-smoking, third-rate guitar player whose four cats peed in the butter dish.


The impending birth of my first grandchild, Corrina, due in March 2009, shifted my perspective; I was seized by the need to learn if there were potential genetic time bombs lurking in my DNA. I’d been cavalier about the lack of medical history when my kids were born—I was young; ignorance was bliss. Older and arguably wiser, I couldn’t bear the idea of my children and grandchildren being blindsided by a diagnosis that could have been predicted or prevented.


My two siblings and I were born in the United States in the mid-twentieth century—the era of sealed adoptions, which makes gleaning identifying information about birth families as difficult as buttoning a blouse while wearing boxing gloves. In the majority of states, privacy—secrecy—in favor of the birth family prevents an adoption agency from revealing personal details unless the birth parents explicitly and proactively give permission or the birth parents are dead.


In the summer of 2008, my brother, Peter, brought up the idea of initiating the search for his birth mother. He’d seen the movie August Rush and sobbed when he spoke of the title character, who’d been given away and whose mother was told August had died at birth. August spent his formative years in an orphanage, his wide eyes and guileless expression emphasizing his belief that his parents were looking for him. My brother knew with every certainty that his birth mother had not willingly given him up—he really needed to believe that.


Michigan is one of forty states where adoptees are denied access to their original birth certificates. With no way of knowing the names of the birth parents listed on that important piece of paper, Peter turned to Catholic Charities, the agency that had handled each of our adoptions. He learned that even in the digital age, the adoption files are still in analog form—paper-based and on microfiche—so he needed to identify the specific Catholic Charities office that had handled his adoption. According to our amended birth certificates, we’d been born at Wayne County General Hospital in Detroit, Michigan. Catholic Charities offices ring the Detroit metropolitan area, so it was difficult to pin down the correct office.


Once he’d found the right location, he received in short order a letter rich with non-identifying information about his birth family, including the shocker that he was of mostly Irish descent, not the German lineage he’d been raised believing and his blond hair and Teutonic personality supported. The social worker who’d prepared the letter, Loretta Colton, was known as a Confidential Intermediary (CI)—a person sanctioned by the state to access sealed adoption files, glean and share non-identifying information, and broker contact between willing adoptees and birth parents. The CI serves as middleman until both sides are willing and comfortable to make contact directly.


It was a no-brainer—he wanted Catholic Charities to track down his birth mother and initiate direct contact. Along with their social work responsibilities, CIs are detectives—while they can see identifying information in the adoption files, the information is not updated after the adoption is final. Birth mothers will likely have been married, changed addresses, or, in some cases, died in the ensuing decades.


Loretta found Peter’s mother, Barbara, right away. And Barbara really had been looking for him for years. He learned she had indeed been coerced into relinquishing him. I never spoke about it with Barbara, but I imagine she’d been force-fed the party line—“forget him and get on with your life; you’ll have other babies.” In a twist of fate, she wasn’t able to have other biological children though, and ended up building her family through adoption.


Shortly after Peter received his non-identifying information, my sister, Maggie, and I submitted our respective non-identifying-information requests, along with the $120 fee. My letter from Loretta arrived in my West Virginia home several weeks later, on the same day my sister’s letter arrived in her South Florida home. We’d agreed to open them at the same time. Maggie started reading from her letter: “birth mother gave birth to a son six years before I was born. Birth mother never married … late thirties, had kept the boy. Oh! There’s a history of Crohn’s!”—Maggie’s oldest son had been hospitalized for that very condition. “Huh … says the birth father was never told about her pregnancy with me.”


My letter from Loretta was disappointingly skimpy—scarcely two pages with only the barest of details. My birth mother was the second of nine Irish Catholic children. Her father was a draftsman, her mother active in civic organizations and the church. My birth mother suffered “unspecified trauma to the head” during her own birth and “her muscular and motor development were slow.”


One sentence jumped out at me: “She did not know the father.”


I felt frustrated and disappointed. Pissed. Though Peter’s and Maggie’s respective birth mothers hadn’t told the birth fathers about their pregnancies, each mother did know the identity of the baby daddy.


“She did not know the father? What does that mean?” I asked Maggie rhetorically. “Maybe that the football team gangbanged my developmentally challenged birth mother and there was no telling which sperm made the winning touchdown?” Nothing spackles over my difficult feelings better than sarcasm.


Then I mentally paused my snark—I’d been raped at the age of thirteen by two strangers; the adult me observed the momentarily regressed me judging a mentally challenged teen who may have been raped. I felt like a cartoon character with an angel on one shoulder suggesting compassion for my birth mother and a pitchfork-wielding devil on the other condemning her for being an indiscriminate slut.


The letter went on to say there was no question about the family giving me up. I took the snark off pause: “What, keeping a tenth kid would have killed you?” The pastor of the church my birth grandmother frequented apparently had a heavy hand in the decision. My birth mother did time at an unnamed home for unwed mothers, where, the letter noted, she sewed and kept to herself.


Also, I learned I was blinded in the orphanage.


During the time I crib-surfed for the six weeks between my birth and the day I was placed with my adoptive parents, I was treated for an eye infection. At age five, I underwent eye surgery to correct a lazy eye. I later learned the eye surgery couldn’t have cured my vision deficiency, and, for all intents and purposes, I am blind in one eye. Little One-Eyed Orphan Candi.


I scanned the few paltry paragraphs from Loretta again, looking for clues to my endomorphic body type, my taller-than-average height, and … well, looking for clues to me. What part of me was formed by the pathetic creature sketched in the letter? And who, damn it, contributed to the other half?


Maggie and I were both eager to know more. She was ready to take the next step and request contact. For years she’d wondered from whom she’d inherited her uniquely shaped eyebrows. She wanted to meet her tribe. I had no desire to meet mine; I only wanted to know my ethnicity and family medical information, and to see pictures. We both wanted to know our respective origin stories.


The following week, my ire dampened, I wrote a heartfelt letter for Loretta to share with my birth mother if and when she found her still alive: “Thank you for life. It all worked out for the best. I’m a happy mother of two and a grandmother-to-be. Breathe easy; I’m not going to show up on your doorstep. Please share ancestry, medical history, and pictures.”












Chapter 3






In January 2010, Loretta called as I was driving home to West Virginia from Florida, newly parentless after the sudden death of my father in Orlando. “I just spoke with your birth mother,” she said without preamble.


Hands shaking, I pulled to the side of the road. “She’s still alive?” I said in wonderment.


“Yes, and so is your maternal grandmother,” she said.


I was doing the mental arithmetic—five generations!—when she continued, “but I’m sorry to tell you that your birth mother doesn’t want to have contact with you.”


Traffic on I-95 zoomed by, rocking the car as I sat and processed the news.


“Did she say why?” I finally asked. “And … did you tell her I didn’t want contact, just information and pictures?”


“She was very reluctant to talk to me at first. I didn’t think I was going to get anything out of her, but I started reading parts of your letter to her, and she opened up a bit.”


I heard papers rattling on her end. “Let’s see … she’s been widowed for twenty years. Was happily married. One son … he’s the oldest. Twin daughters. Retired food-service worker. Close to her family.” Loretta continued, “She said no one in her family knows about you and she doesn’t want to open a can of worms.”


“A can of … worms,” I said flatly.


“She did say that she thought of you often. She was so glad to learn that you were happy and that life was good for you.”


“Did you ask her for a picture?”


“Yes. She’s … unwilling to provide one,” Loretta said, her tone gentle and empathetic. “She has some disfigurement from mouth cancer, and, well … she’s unwilling.”


A convoy of semis roared past, pinging the car with road debris. My dad’s car. My dead dad’s Ford Focus station wagon, still reeking of the cheap cigarettes he bought from Indian casinos. I watched the numbers on the digital clock morph from seven to eight to nine before responding, “So that’s it?”


“She did agree that I could call her in six months and see if she changed her mind, so that’s something.”


“Uh-huh.”


“She named you, you know—Theresa Lynn.”


“What’s her name?”


“I’m sorry, Candi, but I’m not allowed to tell you.”


So now she knows all about me, and my kids, and my granddaughter, but I know nothing more about her than I’d learned through reading the non-identifying information. I have no idea where she lives, what she looks like, or even if she really is “slow.”


“Your letter said she experienced head trauma during her birth; did she sound … disabled? Or, you know, um … challenged?” I asked.


“Did it say that?” I heard papers being shuffled. “Hmm … no, her speech was slightly impaired, but I imagine that’s from the mouth cancer. No, she sounded of … normal intelligence.”


I nibbled at a cuticle. “Anything else? Anything at all?”


“It was a short call. Like I said, at first I wasn’t sure I’d get anything, but the call ended on a positive note. I’ll check back with her in six months, but I wouldn’t be surprised if I hear from her before then.”


Six months later, after talking with my birth mother again, Loretta maintained optimism that she’d “come around”; six months after that, she said the same thing. My frustration grew—Loretta was in contact with my birth mother, yet I was denied my history, her name … even a single picture. “Can’t she send one taken before the disfigurement?” I pleaded.


[image: image]


My second granddaughter, Jillian, was born in February 2011, and from the beginning she was the very essence of my son, Kelly … so much so that we lovingly refer to her as “Little Daddy.” Seeing the generational carbon copy brought to mind “visual echoes.” We could see so much of Kelly reflected in his daughter. And there are visual echoes of me reflected in my son. But without a photographic reference to my birth people, those echoes stopped with me.


My son and daughter didn’t care that there was no connection to my biological family, photographic or otherwise, but I had a visceral need to “see” my lineage. Maybe if my birth mother saw pictures of my kids and grandkids, she would be moved to share photos. I called Loretta at Catholic Charities.


“I’m sending some snapshots for you to share with my birth mother,” I said. “Happy to reimburse you for the cost of postage to get them to her.”


“Hold off sending them until I get permission from her,” Loretta said.


“Permission?!”


“Yes, she has to agree to receiving them before I can send them.”


“Why is it that she has the control in all of this? Why don’t I have a say?”


“I’m sorry, Candi. I’ll get back to you as soon as I talk with her.”


[image: image]


My phone buzzed as I was hurrying through the community college courtyard, late for a graphic design class. I fished through my bulging pink messenger bag, then glanced at the phone screen. Loretta. I scowled at the smokers lounging against the NO SMOKING WITHIN TWENTY-FIVE FEET OF THE BUILDING sign, ducked around the corner to catch a deep breath of noncarcinogenic air, then answered.


“Candi, I’m so sorry, but I have bad news,” Loretta said. My birth mother’s dead. She’s got a restraining order. My adoptive mother was really my birth mother. “I was concerned when I hadn’t heard back from your birth mother in a month. Her voice mail was full, so I couldn’t even leave a message.”


I swallowed against the sudden lump in my throat. “Is she … dead?”


“No, but your … uh … her … son is dead,” Loretta said.


I looked down at the pebbled cement and traced an arc with the toe of my Keen sandal. “Your brother” is what she was going to say. They’re dying on me before I even have a chance to learn about them. I flared with anger. All this bullshit delay and avoidance, and now … one down, how many to go?


“How did it happen? How old was he?” I asked.


Loretta sketched the details she’d gleaned from my birth mother—she’d gone out with one of her daughters; her son stayed home because he wasn’t feeling well. At some point, he cut the lawn, then came into the house, lay on the couch, and had a fatal heart attack. My birth mother found him when she’d returned home. I tried to imagine how I would feel coming home to find my son dead. Tears plopped from my cheeks to the dusty pebbled cement, creating specs in the grime.


“After his funeral,” Loretta said, “she stayed with family in Florida. She said she couldn’t bear the thought of living in the house where he died, so she is packing up and moving this week.”


I bumped my shoulder against the brick of the building, partly to ground myself but mostly as a distraction against the bubbling inner turmoil.


“She said to tell you she’s sorry, but she can’t focus right now on you.”


I straightened and stiffened. “All I wanted was a picture. And for her to see pictures of my kids and grandkids—her grandkids and great-grandkids. How much focus does that require?!”


Loretta ignored my rhetorical rage. “She did give me her new phone number. I’ll try again in six months.”


Dark spots blinked on and off in my vision. I imagined my blood pressure rocketing up to a level that would ding the big bell on a carnival strength test. “Six months,” I huffed.


“She said she and her son were very close. She’s devastated.”


I paced, pivoting my feet to grind and scatter a constellation of cigarette butts. I snorted and snarled under my breath, “Damn smokers … too lazy and careless and thoughtless to bother to spare those of us who don’t share their affinity for poisonous litter.”


Loretta waited patiently and silently as I processed. After a series of deep breaths, I asked again, “How old was he?”


Muted computer-keyboard clacking. “The obituary says he was fifty-two.” I did the math. My birth mother had found another man and had gotten pregnant in, what … two years after giving me up? And decided to keep my … him? What did he have that I didn’t?


“Was he married? Kids?”


Her fingers tap-danced on the keyboard again. “Let’s see. No, never married. No kids. He was an environmental engineer at a hospital for most of his life.”


Hmm … an engineer? A brainiac bachelor?


“There are some lovely tributes to him in the obituary comments,” Loretta continued. “Lots of them mention your birth mother.”


I forced a light tone: “Oh, I’d love to read them. Would you send me the link, please?”


Loretta sighed. “Oh, Candi … I can’t. There’s identifying information listed.”


WTF?! My anger flared so hot, the smokers could have lit their cigarettes on my forehead.


“Don’t give up hope, though,” she continued. “She did give me her new phone number. I’m sure she’ll come around once she’s over the shock of his death.”


Through clenched teeth I asked that if under the circumstances, would she at least share my birth mother’s first name. “It’s ridiculous and clumsy for me to refer to her as ‘my birth mother’ all the time.”


I sensed her hesitation, then said, “I’m guessing given her Irish Catholic background and birth order, she’s an Anne, Mary, or Margaret.”


Long silence. Then, “You could call her Anne,” Loretta said.


I didn’t trust myself to say anything more than a terse thank-you before ending the call. My stomach roiled. Denied and denied and denied again. A ticker of hateful sentiment scrolled through my mind: You gave me away. You kept him. Now he’s dead. Maybe God is punishing you. You kept me a secret. Secrets are toxic. Toxins kill. He’s dead. No kids. You have nothing left of him. I’m still alive. I have kids. Grandkids. But don’t even think of turning to me, your … runner-up kid.
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I brooded through the first half of my graphic design class. Not even the thrill of creativity could quell the drumbeat of anger, hurt, and frustration. I ditched class at the break and muttered and sputtered and banged on the steering wheel as I drove home.


I had to see that obit. I just absolutely had to know who this guy was, needed to see his picture. Loretta had said he looked like a nice man. What does that even mean? Suit and tie? Scout-leader uniform? I brake for unicorns tie-dye T-shirt?


Wait a minute. I’m a librarian and research girl. I can find it without her. I used to track down fugitive literature for Congress and the White House—before the Internet, thank you very much. Finding needles in haystacks a specialty.


I booted up my Mac as soon as I got home, then made a cheat sheet with the few non-identifying details I’d gleaned from Loretta and the adoption agency:




Him


fifty-two years old


environmental engineer at a hospital


died at home between mid-April and late May 2011


father died twenty years ago


two younger sisters—twins


never married


no kids





Birth mother—Anne




second eldest of nine children


mother still alive


Irish Catholic


retired cafeteria lady


widowed, never remarried


high school dropout





Not much to go on. I guessed that unless Anne had married well or married someone with more education and therefore more opportunities to leave the Detroit area, she’d stayed close to her family roots. I added “Michigan; possibly Indiana, Ohio, and Illinois” to the cheat sheet.


In middle school, I was smitten with a boy with the last name of Flynn. In the time-honored tradition of young love, I punched him on the arm and gave him grief at every turn, including referring to him as “Flynn Phlegm.” Many years later, my mother told me she cringed every time I’d said it because “Flynn was your last name.”


My mother had a Silly Putty relationship with the truth—there was generally a faint impression of the facts, but it was almost always distorted, twisted, or manipulated in her favor. I had no reason to believe my mother was lying about Flynn as my birth name, but I had no reason to believe she was telling the truth. She had, though, been truthful about the last name of Peter’s birth mother, and about the fact that Maggie was born to an older Hungarian woman.


I added “Flynn?” to the cheat sheet. I had no idea of Anne’s married name except that it was “unusual” according to Loretta. If my mother had been telling the truth, “Flynn” would show up as Anne’s maiden name in her son’s obituary.


Hours later, eyes dry and scratchy from lack of blinking, I’d read dozens of obituaries, scanning first for age, then for the number of surviving relatives. Anne was one of nine children, so I was betting there’d be a long list of kin cited in my birth brother’s obituary.


No luck.


I was back at it the next day, and the next, speed-reading past the pain, sorrow, grief, mourning, and loss of hundreds … thousands … of survivors, trying to lock in on Anne Flynn “Unusual Last Name.”


One week. Two weeks. Hours and hours of wading through formal, sterile prose. Syntheses of entire lifetimes rendered in one or two stilted paragraphs—Been there. Done that. Dead.


I found one possibility—a fifty-three-year-old electrician who’d worked for a hospital near Lansing, Michigan. I checked the local electrician’s union website looking for announcements of brethren who’d blown their final fuse. Nothing enlightening there. I stalked the electrician’s niece on Facebook, scrutinizing her “Friends” list for clues.


I studied the electrician’s black-and-white obituary photo—cropped hair, strong chin, glasses. Do I know you? Did we share a mommy? There were Flynns listed in his obituary, but not nearly the number of relatives I needed for confirmation. And his mother’s maiden name wasn’t listed as Flynn.


After a month relentlessly searching all US obituaries, I called a librarian friend with access to powerful databases. “Marlie, wouldja, couldja help me, please?” She took pity and ran the skimpy details I’d gleaned. A day later she called with the disheartening news that she too could find nothing.


Another friend had long championed the idea of searching for my birth family and had the name of an investigator who specialized in adoption cases. My heart needed answers, but my bank account wouldn’t support the expense of hiring an investigator. Besides, it was infuriatingly unfair for me to have to pay when Loretta had the information from the Catholic Charities file right in front of her.


Loretta told me she had my entire file on microfiche that she kept in her home office. I gnawed at that bone incessantly—she could see my file, but I was forbidden to see it. As a Confidential Intermediary, Loretta could stroll at will through the records—the closed records, the sealed records—of hundreds of Michigan adoptees. Loretta, a person with absolutely no relationship to me, my parents, or my birth family, could not only read every word written about us but was authorized to make decisions about what information I could have access to, as interpreted by her!


Fantasies of launching a Delta Force–type mission to retrieve my personal records played on my big-screen mental TV. A quick reverse phone check revealed Loretta’s home address. I Google Mapped it … wouldn’t take but ten hours to reach her house in Michigan. I’m sure I wouldn’t be the first frustrated adoptee to show up on her doorstep. Does Catholic Charities have a SWAT team for such occasions? I envisioned stocky priests strapping on bulletproof clerical collars, carrying .357 rosaries, and breaching doors with a battering ram in the shape of a giant cross.


I shook my head to dislodge the image of the God Squad. Loretta would give me information if she could. She’d mentioned she’d been adopted and that it had taken her fourteen years to locate her birth family because of the closed adoption system. Fourteen years!


Swiveling in my chair, pivoting rhythmically on my toe, I pondered Catholic Charities’ role in helping maintain secrecy around adoptions. Not all adoptions happened through the church, though adoption records in the majority of states are sealed. What was the reason for that kind of secrecy? In these states, adoptees are legally prevented from accessing their original birth certificates or learning identifying information about their birth families without explicit consent from either parent until after the death of the birth parents—which is ludicrous because how could you know they were dead unless you knew who they were?


It’s not a federal law, which meant each state had to draft, pass, and defend legislation denying adoptees access. The church is powerful, but is it powerful enough in the majority of states to maintain that level of lobbying effort? I thought about how Catholic churches were closing their doors because they couldn’t raise enough money to keep the roofs from leaking or to keep the lights on. Attendance was down. So were collections. If the church had the money to lobby, wouldn’t they use it to gain access to federal funding or subsidies for Catholic schools … or at least to patch the damn roofs?


So, who else had deep-enough pockets and the power to affect legislation in all those states? Who was so motivated to keep records sealed, to deny the civil rights of adoptees? And why? Within an hour, I had the answer. And it made me so angry I heard my soaring blood pressure thundering in my ears.


The National Council for Adoption—a pro-life movement in disguise. Their convoluted logic—if the women seeking to relinquish children for adoption knew that the children could someday learn of their biological parents, those pregnant women would run out and get abortions rather than face the guilt, shame, recrimination, and regret over their “mistakes.”


Guilt, shame, recrimination, and regret may have been the prevailing climate and reality in the three decades known as the Baby Scoop Era. But in this day and age? The only ones perpetuating the myth of girls gone bad who wreak havoc on the pristine reputation of their parents are the judgy conservative hypocrites who preach “family values”—shorthand for “the Big Ol’ Sky Daddy will smite you for not adhering to arcane edicts handed down from paternalistic fist to paternalistic bible-thumping fist.” The fire-and-brimstone, eternal-damnation, don’t, don’t, don’t exclusionary God must have the best public relations firm around—otherwise, who in their right mind would throw their lot in with such a heavy-handed and punitive dictator?


OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Part One



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11











		Part Two



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16











		Part Three



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18











		Couldn’t Have Done It Without You (aka Acknowledgments) Page



		The Red Thread



		About the Author



		Selected Titles from She Writes Press











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Part One



		Chapter 1



		Couldn’t Have Done It Without You (aka Acknowledgments) Page



		Start of Contents











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		207











OEBPS/images/9781647422806.jpg
An Adyojj‘téyé’s’Memoir
of True Belonging

°Candi Byvrne





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
swWp

SHE WRITES PRESS





OEBPS/images/orn.jpg





