

[image: Image]




			Praise for The Girl Behind the Door

			“In untangling the threads behind his daughter’s suicide, Brooks has transformed his grief into something useful: a warning and a testimony, and, one hopes, a start toward more sensitive treatment of adopted children.”

			—The Boston Globe

			“In his first book, Brooks shares his search for answers about his adopted daughter and the unknown childhood trauma that drove her to suicide at age seventeen. The author and his wife, Erika, knew when they adopted Casey that she had been premature, her twin had died at birth, and that she had spent two months in an incubator. . . . The author’s description of their anguish is heart-wrenching, and his desperate search for answers and guilt for not doing the right thing without knowing what it was reveals the utter helplessness of suicide survivors. . . .

			Brooks explains Casey’s disorder and available help in terms that will help anyone struggling with a difficult child. Teachers, analysts, and parents alike can find relief and hope in this book.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Rarely have the subjects of suicide, adoption, adolescence, and parenting been explored so openly and honestly.”

			—John Bateson, former executive director, Contra Costa Crisis Center, and author of The Final Leap: Suicide on the Golden Gate Bridge

			“A must-read for anyone who has adopted or plans to adopt.”

			—Nancy Newton Verrier, author of The Primal Wound and Coming Home to Self

			“This is the story of a family like many. Years ago they came together with love and hopefulness. They were determined and uncertain, courageous and afraid and ultimately, innocent and guilty. Do not think that because this is a book about an adoptive family that you will not recognize yourself. Do not think that because it is about a child’s suicide that you can have the luxury of turning away. . . . Read this book.”

			—Anne Brodzinsky, Ph.D., author of The Mulberry Bird

			“I wish all agencies doing international adoptions made this book required reading. As tragic as this story is, I think it is all too common.”

			—Eileen McQuade, American Adoption Congress

			“When I discovered that my fifteen-year-old son was suicidal, and that my enormous love was never going to be ‘enough,’ I was fortunate enough to work with an adoption therapist, who is herself adopted. John’s compelling and tragic story holds this lesson for all of us, it is crucial to find a therapist who understands in-depth the issues of adoption. They do exist, not in great numbers, and it can be the difference between life and death. I have such enormous respect for John and his willingness to share his story—it will save other lives.”

			—Jane Ballback, publisher and executive editor, Adoption Voices Magazine

			“With its anguished suspense-like telling and lessons learnable, The Girl Behind the Door is a book to get wrapped up in.”

			—Marco Island Eagle

		
	



Thank you for downloading this Scribner eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Scribner and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com







[image: Image]




To my daughter, Casey, who whispered in my ear,


“Dad, you need to write this book.”


So I did.




All I know she sang a little while and then flew on . . .


—The Grateful Dead from Birdsong, a tribute to the late Janis Joplin




ONE


Tuesday, January 29, was the start of another school week after a three-day weekend. It was a dark, blustery, wet morning—typical for a Bay Area winter. My alarm clock went off at six o’clock, but I was too tired to move, enjoying the warmth of a thick down comforter after a fitful night’s sleep. I opened one eye and squinted, but all I could see without my glasses was a blurry lump lying next to me. Erika was sound asleep, her dark, shoulder-length hair tousled, her face pressed into her hypoallergenic pillow. She wheezed peacefully through her stuffy nose.


I closed my eyes and rolled over. Just another thirty minutes and then I’d get up. Within minutes, I fell into a mini-dream. I was in an old mansion with a maze of hallways, trying to get out so that I could go home. The more hallways I tried, looking for the front door, the further I sank into confusion. I yelled for help but no sound came out of my mouth.


My eyes blinked open.


Squinting at the red display on the alarm clock in the half-light, I saw that it was 6:35; I was late. I sat up and put my glasses on, surveying the room. Igor, our dog, was a heap of legs in front of our bed. His skinny, whippet racer’s hindquarters rested on his sleeping pad while his head and front paws spilled over onto the floor. He opened one of his dark, bulging eyes, following my movements as I got my bearings. With his long, pointy nose, delicate flappy ears, and those big eyes, he looked like a friendly deer.


He’d slept with us that night so that our daughter, Casey, could be left alone in her room. We’d had a nasty fight over the last few days that had left everyone exhausted. She’d been grounded all weekend over her complete disrespect for us and for her continuing use of foul language. Another battle of wills between an angry teenager and her parents.


I left the bedroom, heading down the hallway that opened into our great room to my left: a living room, dining room, and kitchen all flowing into one large, airy space. Straight ahead of me, the hallway split into a T, my office to the left and Casey’s room and her bathroom to the right. An oversize Keith Haring poster, with its graffiti-inspired cartoonish shapes, hung at the junction of the T.


Instead of turning left toward the kitchen, I headed for Casey’s room and stopped at her door, or what was left of it. She’d suffered from violent tantrums and meltdowns since she was an infant, thrashing, screaming, wailing, and pummeling that door until cracks opened in the seams. I’d vowed not to replace it again until she left to start college in September, just nine months away.


I put my ear to the door and heard music, faint and tinny, as if it were coming from a toy speaker. I knocked lightly. Should I let her be late for school and suffer the consequences? No. I didn’t want to add to the tension in the house by letting her be late out of spite. First period at Redwood High School started at eight o’clock. If she got up now I could drop her off on my way to work.


“Casey? You up?”


Nothing.


I cracked the door open and peeked in. The darkened room seemed neater than usual. I could actually see the blue-gray carpet, stained from spilled food, coffee, and Igor’s vomit. Her clothes were piled neatly on her bamboo papasan chair in the corner and her bed was made.


On the bedside table, her clock radio had been set to the local hip-hop station. The irritating beat of gangster rap drifted from its small plastic speaker; the red display flashed 5:00. That was odd. What could she have been doing up at five in the morning?


Feeling uneasy, I turned off the radio and left for the living room. When I went to bed the night before, she’d been encamped on the burgundy leather sofa watching America’s Next Top Model on Bravo, at the same time drumming away furiously on her laptop, probably chatting with a friend online. But in the gray of the winter morning, the sofa was empty. The cable remote lay on the floor, an open can of Diet Dr Pepper on the coffee table. No coaster under it, of course.


I headed for my office. Sometimes she’d fall asleep on the futon bed. But she wasn’t there either.


My pulse quickened as I hurried back through the living room to the front door. Outside, the darkened street, still wet from rain, lit by streetlamps, was where I’d parked the Saab the day before.


It was gone.


I felt a surge of anger. How was I going to get to work? Erika needed our other car, the family SUV, to get to her job. But irritation turned to fear as the reality of Casey’s disappearance sank in. She could storm out of the house and stalk around the neighborhood smoking a cigarette and griping to her friends on her cell phone. But she’d never done anything like this; never gotten up this early, never taken my car.


I rushed back to her room. In the half-light I caught sight of a spiral pad of thick white parchment paper for sketching watercolors. It was open to a short note that Casey had written in green ink with her minuscule, precise lettering sloping slightly downward from left to right, a trademark of left-handed writers.


The car is parked at the Golden Gate Bridge. I’m sorry.


My body froze as I stared at the words Golden Gate Bridge. The blood drained from my face, the air sucked from my lungs.


I hurried back to our bedroom. Erika was buried under the comforter and a pile of pillows. I touched her arm. “Honey, you need to get up.” I struggled for calm. “There’s something wrong with Casey.”


“What? What?” Erika lifted her head, alarmed and confused. She wore a T-shirt, pajama pants, and ankle socks. Her feet were always cold.


“Her room’s empty. The car’s gone.”


She kicked off the covers and groped the bedside table for her glasses. Igor was jolted off his sleeping pad, shivering nervously, fixing an anxious look on us.


“Maybe she went to a friend’s house,” she said, still trying to absorb my words.


“Honey, she left this.” My hand trembled as I held out the note.


“Oh my God. No!” Her face was frozen in terror. I picked up the bedside phone. It was 6:40, just ten minutes since I’d gotten up.


“Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”


The words tumbled out of my mouth.


“My name is John Brooks. I live at 15 Claire Way in Tiburon. My daughter Casey’s disappeared. She left a note saying that she left the car at the Golden Gate Bridge parking lot.”


“Okay. Sir, please try to calm down. What kind of car is it?”


“A red 1999 Saab 9-3.”


“And you said the Golden Gate Bridge parking lot?”


“Yes. I’m assuming the southbound lot on the Marin side.”


“Can you describe her to me? Do you know what she was wearing?”


“She’s seventeen, about five-five, five-six, thin, with brown hair cut shoulder length. I don’t know what she was wearing.”


“Sir, when did you last see her?”


I returned to that last image of her, sulking on the sofa the night before, ignoring me.


Jesus, was this about that fight we had last weekend?


“In the house at around ten thirty last night.”


“All right, sir. Please stay where you are. An officer will be there in a few minutes. We’re contacting the Golden Gate Bridge Patrol and the CHP to check on the location of the car.”


I hung up, stunned and light-headed. Erika and I were disoriented, looking at each other, racked with fear, unable to concentrate. I sat on the edge of the bed, staring at a photograph on my dresser. It was Casey’s formal eighth-grade prom portrait. She wore a white party dress with red trim that showed off her bare neck and shoulders. Her hair—then blond—was tied back, her braces were off, and her hazel eyes were highlighted with mascara and eyeliner. She had a self-conscious smile but to me she was a knockout.


Think, God damn it!


I hurried back to Casey’s room to look for her phone. Her friends should have known where she was. But it was only 6:45, too early. They’d be pissed at me for waking them up and freaking them out at this hour if this turned out to be nothing. I scanned her room.


Her phone was gone, along with her wallet and pocketbook; not the expensive Marc Jacobs handbag we’d bought together in Greenwich Village the year before for her seventeenth birthday, but the cheaper, everyday knock-around one. I rushed back to the kitchen where Erika, now dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, paced aimlessly.


“Honey, I’m dialing Casey’s cell.” Erika looked at me, lost.


The standard greeting voice answered, “Please leave your message for . . .” and then Casey’s voice, “Quasey.” That was the nickname bestowed on her by her friends. It was short for Quasimodo, the Hunchback of Notre Dame, in reference to Casey’s slouchy posture, but all the kids slouched.


“Casey, it’s Dad. Do you have your phone? Where are you? We have your note. Please call me. Everyone’s looking for you.” I paused for a moment. “Honey, we love you.” Another pause. Lacking more words, I pressed END.


At 6:50 the doorbell rang. I opened it to an officer from the Tiburon Police Department. His white-and-blue cruiser was parked on the street behind him. He was young, maybe late twenties, average height, with a strong build and blond hair shaved close, military style. Igor sidled up and sniffed his uniform.


“Mr. Brooks? I’m Officer Gilbreath.” He looked familiar.


In the living room, Erika and I gave him a quick rundown of the last twenty minutes. The young officer’s expression grew somber. He asked to see Casey’s room and I led him in, hoping he wouldn’t notice the battered door. He looked around for a minute but found nothing helpful. His radio crackled with a garbled voice, but he ignored it.


“Officer, what’s going on with the car down by the bridge?” I asked, my mind still racing. “We have to go down there.”


“The CHP’s been dispatched to look for it. They’ll contact us when they find something. But sir, you really need to stay put.”


“I’m sorry, Officer. We can’t stay here. We have to go to the bridge.”


He thought for a moment. “Okay. Is there a neighbor or friend nearby I can contact?”


I gestured toward the house next door. “Our neighbors Jerry and Laura. They should be home.”


I needed to use the bathroom before we left. As I splashed water on my face, I studied the person in the mirror staring back at me. He looked like he’d busted out of a mental institution—hair like some kind of fright wig, eyes bloodshot, eyelids puffy, every flaw magnified.


Returning to the living room, I gave Gilbreath my cell phone number as Erika and I hustled out the door. We stumbled into our SUV for the eight-mile trip down the 101 freeway to the Golden Gate Bridge.


It was 7:10, rush hour. As we drove, I glanced at other drivers around us in their BMWs, Mercedeses, and Jaguars. Just another Tuesday-morning commute into San Francisco. Their impassive faces suggested nothing was wrong.


For a moment, I felt a wild sense of relief. Casey was probably at a friend’s house. She’d show up later, apologizing for taking the car without permission. Or maybe she did go to the bridge in a dramatic impulse but changed her mind and was already on her way home.


We emerged from the Waldo Tunnel—a hole bored through the Marin Headlands—to the Golden Gate Bridge in front of us, shrouded in fog, with the bay and the city in the background like a Department of Tourism poster. Normally, this would have been the highlight of my commute to work in San Francisco’s financial district, but that morning the fog-shrouded bridge looked cold and menacing.


We pulled into the parking lot at the north end of the bridge at 7:20 and there it was—my red Saab. A black California Highway Patrol cruiser was parked behind it, its engine idling. We stared in disbelief at the Saab and the CHP cruiser as I killed the ignition. She had come to the bridge.


We both got out. A CHP officer got out of the cruiser to meet us. “Mr. and Mrs. Brooks? I’m Officer Shipman.”


My mind was in overdrive. “Officer, has anyone seen Casey?”


“I got here about twenty minutes ago,” Shipman said. “The engine was warm to the touch, so it probably hasn’t been here that long.”


Erika’s voice was high, strained. “What are you doing to find her?”


Shipman remained calm and businesslike. “Mrs. Brooks, we’ve sent out an APB for a juvenile risk. The U.S. Park Police, Coast Guard, Bridge Patrol, and CHP have all been dispatched to look for your daughter.”


The doors to the Saab were locked, so I used my key fob to open them. Casey’s new iPhone—a Christmas present from my mother—and a lighter were on the front passenger seat. A pack of Camel Lights was stowed in the center console cubbyhole. I hated the fact that she smoked.


Her pocketbook was on the floor in front of the passenger seat. I emptied its contents onto the seat—her wallet, makeup, lipstick, Kleenex, Orbit gum, wads of blank notebook paper, matches, loose change—but still no clues. Likewise, nothing in the trunk.


I grabbed her phone and clicked Contacts. I knew a few of Casey’s friends, but never said much more than a polite “hello” or “goodbye” as they hurried off through the living room to her bedroom. We were under strict orders to never talk to her friends.


I saw her friend Max’s name under Recent Calls. I remembered Max. He was a tall, skinny kid with wild, curly hair. They’d been friends since kindergarten. My thumb punched furiously at his name on the glass screen and finally connected, but the call went to voice mail.


Then I saw her friend Julian’s name. He was a nice kid, slightly built, cute. They were best friends and hung around a lot. Casey would often head over to his house when she needed to dowse the fire from the pain of one of her meltdowns.


“Yo, Quasey. ’Sup homes?” He sounded wide-awake and ready for school.


“Julian, it’s Casey’s dad, John. Listen, Casey disappeared this morning. She took the car to the Golden Gate Bridge. I’m here now. Do you know where she might be?”


The phone was silent for a moment. When he spoke, the playfulness in his voice had vanished. “Wow. No, I’m sorry. I have no idea. What’s going on?”


“Thanks, Julian. I gotta go.”


Shit! Shit! Shit!


My BlackBerry rang. “Mr. Brooks, it’s Officer Gilbreath. We need you to come back to the house . . . now.”


Without even asking why he wanted us to come home, I replied, “Okay, we’ll be there in about ten minutes.” I couldn’t detect anything in his voice that indicated whether he had good or bad news. I tried to be upbeat. He didn’t say anything. Maybe it wasn’t what I feared.


We drove home in tense silence. Erika clung tightly to her pocketbook in her lap, her knuckles white. As we pulled up to the house, we saw a second white-and-blue Tiburon Police cruiser parked on the street.


We walked through the door to find more people inside. In addition to Officer Gilbreath, there was a more senior officer, Sergeant Hayes. They stood stiffly in the living room, their eyes locked on us. Our neighbors Jerry and Laura stood next to them in a semicircle. They stared at us, pained looks on their faces. Something ominous.


Officer Gilbreath motioned with his hand for us to sit down. Erika took a seat on the sofa next to Laura while I sat next to Jerry. I felt light-headed, disconnected from the people around me, as if I were watching a movie.


The pale yellow of the living room walls captured what little daylight filtered through the clouds. The fireplace in the corner was framed by a mantelpiece that Erika had painted in a bird’s-eye maple pattern. Behind the two police officers was the media cabinet filled with books, family photographs, and a wide-screen TV.


Gilbreath had a slight tremor in his hands as he looked down and read from his notepad. He’d spoken with the Golden Gate Bridge Patrol. Homeland Security surveillance videos recorded a dark-colored Saab pulling into the Dillingham parking lot at 6:15. A female exited the car dressed in jogging attire. She took the pedestrian walkway that led under the Golden Gate Bridge to the bay side, which was the more popular destination for joggers, walkers, and tourists to soak in the dramatic view of San Francisco Bay and the city.


I stared unblinking at Gilbreath, with no awareness of anyone else in the room, as he stuck to his notes. I labored to breathe as my heart rate accelerated. My car keys slipped from my hand.


“The female was seen smoking a cigarette while walking. She put it out near the Vista Point parking lot. Then she jogged onto the bridge and stopped in the middle.” Gilbreath stopped to clear his throat, his eyes darting up to meet mine before snapping back to his notepad. “She climbed over the four-foot railing to the narrow maintenance platform, stood on the platform for ten to fifteen seconds, and stepped off.”


It was 6:40 when Casey jumped, just about the time I called 911. She left the keys to the Saab behind on the railing.




TWO


Katarina was thirty-six, unmarried and pregnant. She already had two children. They lived in her parents’ house 160 miles north of Warsaw in the Masurian Lake District, a resort area known as the “summer capital of Poland.”


On the night of May 3, 1990, Katarina went into labor six weeks early. Her father bundled her into the family car for the short trip to the nearest public hospital in Giżycko, the Samodzielny Publiczny Zakład Opieki Zdrowotnej. Her mother stayed behind with the children. Soon after they arrived in the emergency room, Katarina gave birth to a girl, small and weak, weighing only three pounds, struggling to breathe through lungs that hadn’t yet fully developed. The triage nurse rushed the baby to an incubator.


Within seconds, the doctor realized that there was another baby, a twin. She was dead.


The baby in the incubator was named Joanna. She remained in the hospital for two months, protected from human touch until she could breathe on her own. Katarina’s parents had persuaded her to give the baby up for adoption. She signed away parental rights to her surviving daughter.


When Joanna was well enough to breathe on her own, she was sent to the Dom Dziecka, the State Home for Children, in the nearby town of Mrągowo. This would be her home for the next year.




THREE


In July 1991, I had my six-foot-two-inch frame folded into the backseat of a dusty, red Nissan as it headed toward that same State Home for Children. Poland was in the grip of a heat wave, and the Nissan had no air-conditioning, let alone seat belts or legroom. Erika sat next to me, glistening with sweat from the suffocating heat.


Renata, our Polish adoption attorney, sat in the passenger seat in front of me. She was probably in her forties, but the deeply etched circles under her eyes made her appear older. Still, she was an attractive woman, slender with dirty blond, shoulder-length hair. Her husband, Marian, was at the wheel. He acted as chauffeur, concierge, and legal assistant. With his wiry build and angular features he reminded me of a character actor on a 1980s TV show about lawyers in L.A.


He’d been a judge but gave up his career because Renata’s adoption practice was so lucrative. Her fee was $15,000, whereas a judge’s salary was about $150 a month. Despite the stress that hung over us, they were both pleasant, persistent, and totally professional, practiced in managing jet-lagged and anxious Western parents-to-be.
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It’s a familiar story. After two years of invasive fertility tests, hormone injections, and sex timed to ovulation cycles, Erika and I had accepted that a biological child was probably a long shot for us.


What about adoption?


One bitter cold January evening, we’d attended a support group at a Unitarian Meeting House near our home in Simsbury, Connecticut, for couples seeking alternatives to infertility. We were eager for good news, but the reality was quite different.


We learned that the waiting list for a traditional adoption through a public agency stretched up to ten years. An independent adoption arranged through an attorney was not only costly but risky because the birth mother could change her mind. A foreign adoption was another alternative, especially for parents willing to consider an older or special needs child, but this was not entirely risk-free. The adoption window could arbitrarily open or close based on political whims and public opinion, and the process could take a year or more while a child we would have begun to love as our own stayed behind in an orphanage. The list of available countries was also limited to a smattering of Far East, Third World, and former Soviet Bloc countries—South Korea, Colombia, Guatemala, Ethiopia, and Romania.


At the conclusion of the presentation, we dragged ourselves toward the door of the Meeting House contemplating an empty life without children—careers, nieces and nephews, hobbies, travel, pets, anything to fill the void of a childless life or, as some called it, a child-freelife. Then a brochure for a charitable group caught my eye. One word leaped off the page about their list of host countries:


Poland. Erika’s family was from Poland. Maybe this was our chance.
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We’d met Renata through a chance connection with our adoption agency, Family & Children’s Agency of Greater Norwalk, Connecticut. Another of their clients, a couple in New Haven, had recently adopted a two-year-old Polish girl. Renata was initially hesitant to take us on as clients. Not only did she have a large caseload, but she’d face strong resistance with two American couples because the Polish government had a strong preference for placing its orphaned children with Polish families. Yet in this conservative, Catholic country, orphaned children outnumbered willing adoptive parents. Two Americans were better than no parents at all.


Erika persisted. In late-night phone calls, she told Renata about her parents’ experience growing up in occupied Poland. They were teenagers, well educated, with high aspirations when the Nazis—and then the Russians—overran their country. Heavy artillery on the streets became the new normal. They adapted to negotiating with abusive soldiers over seemingly minor things, such as crossing the street to get to the butcher. One brother disappeared, resurfacing later in England. In her textbook Polish, Erika summed up her family history to Renata:


“My parents watched as their country was torn apart by Germans and Russians. They jumped at the chance to take a boat to America, settled in Detroit, where my father made a good living in the radio business, selling advertising.”


Perhaps Renata was impressed with the story or Erika’s efforts to communicate in the difficult Polish language, something Erika’s parents insisted she learn from childhood, rather than default to English. Then Erika played our trump card, something we’d agreed to if it meant that we could adopt a child more quickly and shorten the yearlong wait we’d been warned about.


“We’d be interested in a special needs child.”


It was then, after some reflection, that Renata told us about the little infant girl Joanna, then ten months old, in the Dom Dziecka in Mrągowo. She was a preemie, very underdeveloped, and her medical history was limited, but she was available. We couldn’t believe our good fortune—a ten-month-old Polish girl was available.
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Just four short months after that encounter, we were bound for Mrągowo. As we sped through the Polish countryside, Erika and Renata carried on a conversation I couldn’t understand, but their tone was relaxed—a good sign, I thought. Since we’d arrived in Warsaw three days earlier, my only way of deciphering conversation was to read facial cues and listen for vocal inflections. There was nothing intuitive about this language.


We’d been on the road three hours since they’d picked us up at our hotel in Warsaw. Adding to the misery of the heat, Renata and Marian chain-smoked unfiltered French Gauloises. The smoke hung in a drifting cloud around us in the car, the pungent smell filling my nose, eyes, hair, and clothes.


I felt a crushing headache building between my temples and I needed air, but didn’t dare ask them to put out their cigarettes. We were desperate to avoid offending anyone, as if asking to stub out the Gauloises would unravel our carefully orchestrated arrangement. Instead I rolled down my window and let the blast of hot air cleanse my nostrils.


Outside, the asphalt of the road melted under the scorching sun. Cars and trucks left tire tracks in the black goop. A green road sign whizzed by—E77. This was the rough Polish equivalent of an interstate—a two-lane roadway with narrow shoulders on either side, the width of a bicycle lane, for slow-moving farm vehicles.


A silver Porsche with German plates blew past us. I held my breath, watching. It cut back into our lane in front of a Russian Lada up ahead, narrowly averting a head-on collision with a semi overtaking a lumbering green tractor hauling a load of hay the other way. Marian shook his head and gestured with his hands, muttering “Dupa,” Polish for “asshole.”


We continued through towns with tongue-twisting names such as Nowy Dwór Mazowiecki and Strzegowo, passing ancient Gothic churches, stately municipal buildings, dreary Soviet-era apartment blocks, seedy commercial offices, and grandiose monuments to Polish heroes of so many lost wars. Renata lit another cigarette and blew the smoke out her window. I fished through Erika’s pocketbook for two Extra Strength Tylenols.


While waiting for the Tylenol to work its magic on my headache, I unpacked my video camera and pointed it out the window to record our journey for posterity, my mind drifting to the only image we had of Joanna, courtesy of a FedEx package we’d received in March. A single photograph showed a dark-haired young woman with a caring face holding a baby girl who looked like a Michelin man stuffed into two pairs of woolen footie pajamas.


The baby had a pouty look on her face, as if she’d been woken up from a nap just long enough to get her picture taken. Her head was sort of squarish with very little hair, and she had a cute little turned-up nose that was beet red. Maybe she had a sniffle. She didn’t look particularly happy, but to us she looked magnificent.


Renata pulled a one-page document out of the worn, stuffed briefcase by her feet and handed it to Erika. She said something in her deep, scratchy voice as Erika took the document. “Tak. Okay,” she said, nodding. I leaned over Erika’s shoulder, trying to read the strange writing.


“It is for taking Joanna out of orphanage,” Renata told me.


“Oh. Dziękuję! Thank you,” I said with a smile, proudly using one of my seven words of Polish.


“Nie ma za co,” she answered, smiling at me. Seeing that I didn’t understand a word, she repeated in English, “You’re welcome.”


“Oh, right. Tak!” I felt like such an idiot. She turned to Erika and said something in Polish, smiling. Erika laughed. Marian grinned and coughed, his cigarette dangling from his mouth as he drove. Why were they laughing? Erika leaned toward me. “Renata said with a little practice you could speak fluent Polish.”


“Very funny.”


As we continued farther north we passed forests, lakes, dairy farms, and rolling hills similar to those in Wisconsin. Renata gave us a guided tour of the countryside. “This is the Lake District. Very beautiful. Many people come here on holiday—Germans, Dutch, Danes. For them it is very cheap.”
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