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For my mom, whose love saved me. Thank you for sacrificing it all to give me the world and for opening every door for me. You are my world and the beat of my heart.


I love you,


Your resilient rascal.
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This would be a four-to-eight-month recovery. For a normal person.”


The doctor’s proclamation hangs in the air for a silent moment in the harshly lit emergency room. But as I hunch on the hospital bed cradling my newly shattered elbow in my hand, with my two prosthetic legs dangling limp—devices that require two functioning arms to remove and attach to what remains of my real legs (How am I going to do that with a broken elbow?)—it’s obvious that I’m not a normal person.


To my coach, who brought me here from the Bozeman blacktop where I slipped on black ice outside my favorite café, the doctor says:


“She can’t race.”


The pain in my elbow that’s been searing every second with hurt blazes in a white-hot flash—and at the same time my entire body deflates. Something essential and fundamental exits my chest. I can’t race in the Games. They’re only three weeks away. How did this happen? I’m twenty-eight, and my entire life—past and future—hinges on this insane moment. Everything is on the line.


In Pyeongchang in three weeks, I will, for the first time since I discovered what my body could do athletically at thirteen years old, show up as the true athlete I’ve finally come to believe I am. This time, I won’t have to live out of my car like I did before the Games in Sochi, trying to make my mom’s finances—borrowed from her retirement fund—last just a little longer. This time, for the first time ever, I have real sponsors, big ones—Nike, Toyota, Visa, Procter & Gamble—who believe in me, too. I can begin to pay back my mother, pay all my debt. Ten years of Paralympic Games, and I’ve always come in second or third. Never first. But this time. This time I’m favored to sweep gold in every one of my events—to be the first ever to bring home a gold medal in cross-country skiing for USA.


Oh, God, I think. I’ll let everyone down. I’m going to lose it all. I’m eating salt from the tears pouring down my face. Grief already claims my body in waves, filling up the space of what flew from my chest, which I now realize was hope.


Anyone else would have quit by now. This is probably a sign that I should have, too. Every part of my life before this has also been decided for me—why not this? My mind and my body were both already determined by others from the time I was born: what I was capable of doing or what was possible for me in the future. I was told I didn’t deserve a mother, didn’t deserve a family, didn’t belong in this world. I’m just too different.


I’ve been told I’ll never make it as an athlete—that it’s an unrealistic, impossible goal, and that I’ll only be let down ultimately. I’ve been shown over and over that I have no voice of my own—have no power.


Except on the start line.


The start line is always a fresh beginning. Nothing has been determined yet. When the clock starts and the red dot turns to green and the high-pitched beep sounds, I begin my new journey. In a race, I’m in control and I am control. How I react and adapt and pivot and move. That’s all me. My strength. My power. My voice for every time I was told no, every time I was weak, every time I was pushed down. Every time I wasn’t believed in, every time someone else thought they knew what was best for me.


Turning to me—finally the doctor addresses me—he says:


“It’s not possible. If you race on that elbow, you’ll never be able to use it again. This is where your road stops.”


As if he knows anything about my road. Mine has never been a smooth one of clean blacktop and tidy lines. It’s crooked gravel cratered in bomb holes and littered with mudslides and twisting U-turns. Was it really going to end here in a colossal explosion that blocks the way forward forever?


Maybe because of the heat consuming my arm, or because I’m hallucinating a little from pain, a vision of dancing flames appears in front of my eyes, superimposed over the doctor’s face. I’ve always loved to get lost in the flames of a fire. At backyard firepits, I stare straight into the core of the blaze, beyond the orange and yellow and the light blue and white and then down past them to the logs, at the layers it takes to create that fire.


Before the flame there’s wood. Before the wood there are twigs, and before those twigs are even smaller sticks and leaves. You see a huge, roaring, strong fire—but you don’t see that it all started from a little tiny twig and a few leaves: things so small, fragile, breakable. And the logs on top of them. When you really look, you see the lines, the age of the tree those logs came from and what that tree must have weathered and been through.


Underneath the flaming vision flashes the trajectory of what I’ve been through—my experience in Ukraine, coming to America, what I’ve seen, what I’ve lost, what I’ve gained, what I’ve felt. It all sparked from when I was the weakest. The smallest. The frailest. When I believed I had no value to bring. It sparked from my core, with layer upon layer upon layer creating a fire that grows stronger and stronger while the flame burns longer and higher.


And I think, there on that bed with my broken body and full of my own salt and smoke, I am so tired of other people determining what I’m capable of.


I.


I will decide what is possible.
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Blink.


The room is so hot and steamy and close, like a womb. The astringent, cloying smell of heated chlorine hangs in the air. I float in the hot water, blowing bubbles in it, pretending to be a sea animal. The chemicals leave my lips tingly, and I almost forget that my body hurts from whatever the latest surgery was. A woman helps me float, her hand spanning my tiny belly, her short dark hair glowing in the dim room, maybe burnished from candlelight. I can’t remember what lit the chamber’s darkness, but I see clearly her round face, that hair, her dark features. She’s always here in this hot room, in this perfectly square pool, helping me after surgeries. She gently sets warmed glass balls on my back for some kind of therapy. She rubs my small back where the balls heat the skin. In that chlorine-musked sauna, I am happy and loved.


Maybe she’s my mother. She’s the only one who touches me, offers any affection. She must be. I’m so safe here.


Blink.


Down in the basement, I scrub socks against the washboard and wring them out. After I wash ten socks, the grimy old woman who’s one of the laundry ladies produces a sugar cube and places it in my hand. I love sugar. But I’m also so, so hungry, and I’ll wash all the socks in the world for another sugar cube. I’ve learned to make them last for hours. I break off individual sugar crystals with my tongue. That way, by taking so long to eat, I trick my body into feeling full. I reach for more socks and the laundry lady smiles. Maybe this woman is my mom.


Blink.


The woman with the long blond hair is visiting again. I don’t know who she is or why she’s here. But she’s probably the one who is my mother.


Blink.


I come awake. This room is dim. This place is always dark and colorless, and once again I feel the gloom sucking all the vibrancy from everything and swallowing it whole. And it’s cold here. I’m always cold, even though at night the old babushkas pile used clothes on us over the scratchy sheet and scratchy thin blanket. They tuck us in so tight, so roughly, without even looking at us, that I sometimes can’t move all night from the same position on my back.


From my cot closest to the door, which the babushkas always lock from the outside, I raise my head and look around for Laney. She’s in here with me somewhere. There’s a row of beds against each wall, and two rows of beds, headboard to headboard, down the center of the room. Most are empty right now—fewer than ten of us are in this big room with thirty beds—but sometimes the room is fuller, with a slowly revolving door of kids coming and going. Laney’s been here the whole time I have, though.


She’s my best friend in this orphanage. It’s the third one I’ve lived in already. This one doubles as a government-run boarding school serving a different group of kids. We’re kept separate from them—the ones who get to go home to their families sometimes. And those in my group are all a little different, physically or mentally. Even though I don’t really know that I’m different.


I do know sometimes that I don’t walk like Laney or most of the other kids. My left leg is shorter than my right by six inches, and it arcs in a C-shape. I have six toes on each foot—a fact that I’m quite proud of—and my feet are different sizes. My hands are different, too, each with five fingers instead of a thumb, and all webbed. I know I’ve had surgeries. I remember a little bit about them, and I’ve seen some Ukrainian words on the little cardboard card that comes with me from orphanage to orphanage that lists important things about me.


What I don’t realize in my five-year-old awareness is that my legs don’t stand straight because I’m missing the weight-bearing bones below my knees, which makes walking awkward and slow on the bones I do have in there. I was also born missing the enamel on my teeth, part of my stomach, my right biceps, and one kidney. The other kidney sits in the wrong spot in my body. At five, I don’t grasp that my mother was exposed to the horrific amounts of radiation that settled on this part of Ukraine in the wake of the Chernobyl explosion—that I’m one of the countless children whose inheritance from the disaster is birth defects. Nor do I know the reasons my parents gave me up.


At five, I occasionally brood on looking different—when I can’t do things the other kids can. But what weighs most heavily on me is that I don’t have a family, and every time a woman is remotely kind to me, I wonder if she is my mother.





The old babushkas unlock the door. I sit up, and one takes my head roughly, spits in her hands—I hate this part—and pushes my hair down. My hair has been cut short to make looking for lice easier. I hate that, too. Laney has beautiful long blond hair. I don’t know why they let her keep it. With her blue eyes and hair, she’s lovely. Like a Ukrainian doll. My hair is black, and crinkly. And now it’s covered in old-lady spit.


One of the bigger kids gives me a piggyback ride out of the bedroom—I’m the smallest one and I can’t always keep up with the other kids because of my legs, and sometimes they’re nice to me like that. I bounce on his back through the weird little sitting room with its old black-and-white TV, silent now, down the bleak long halls lined in radiators, all the way through this huge old building to the dining room. This is the only place we see those other kids. The ones with families. But we sit at our own table by the kitchen, away from them in this cavernous room studded in pillars lined with dark wood halfway up their height, then dusty gray above, like dead trees.


It’s always so loud in here. There are so many of those other kids, more than a hundred, and there’s the constant sound of chairs screeching across the cold off-white floor, which it seems like no one’s cleaned in years. We all eat out of metal plates and bowls and drink out of metal cups, and the clanging of them echoes and amplifies. There’s talking, whispering, snorts, guffaws, shouts. My body vibrates with all the noise.


My bowl holds a light reddish liquid. We either get bread or broth. Rarely both. Those other kids must have gotten both though, because I see someone chewing across the room, and I know there’s nothing in front of me to chew. Maybe there’s meat or potatoes in their broth. Or maybe they’re just pretending. All I know for sure is that there’s never enough for us to eat here in our corner, and I’m always hungry. Sometimes, I can think of nothing else.


After we eat, the caretakers herd us to the toilet room. I hate this part, too. It smells so awful in here, this oppressive little cubicle with makeshift toilets lined against the wall, one right next to the other. We’re told to sit, all together where we could turn and look each other in the eyes if we wanted, but instead we just put our heads down while they strap us in. They don’t let us up until we’ve gone, and we won’t get another chance until they tell us it’s time. And so we all force ourselves to go.


After that, we go to school. We only go for a little while, an hour or two maybe. We troop outside, past the rusting playground, to a smaller fenced-off brick building, where it seems like we spend most of the time being yelled at or having our names written down on the dusty chalkboard. Sometimes we don’t go to school at all. Mostly, we just sit in the little room outside the big bedroom and watch the TV that’s always tuned to westerns, the French-made ones where the Indians always win, or we roam the echoing halls in packs or pairs while the caretakers ignore us—unless we’re bad—and stand around smoking in doorways. I avoid the stairs that lead up from the sitting room though, up through a closed door at the top to the windowless individual rooms on the second floor. I don’t even look at those stairs.


Tonight, after the old women have confined us in the too-thin blankets and tossed clothes on us, I struggle free as I do some nights and walk a few steps to the locked bedroom door. It has a skeleton-key hole big enough to look through. I can see a key-shaped view of the common room: the edge of the fringe on the dirty rug, part of the couch, and the arm and big belly of the man who is always out there at night, smoking and watching the TV, which I can’t quite see through the hole. He’s never there during the day. But he’s always there at night.


Even though I’m only five, I know that I don’t want to be in that uncomfortable little cot I just escaped from. I want to be watching TV. And this is the only time when I get to be in charge of what I do. So I sit down on the cold floor and listen to the show the man is watching, watch its light come through the crack in the door. A few other kids rustle free of their prison covers and come over, too. We sit there shivering, watching the light dancing under the door from scenes changing on the television, shades of gray and flashes of brilliant bright white edging out the heavy night closing in behind us.





Blink.


The woman with light-colored hair—the one who picks me up gently, with care, instead of like I’m an old book or something—gives me a pierogi on a little plate. My belly is already fuller than I can ever remember its being from the real borscht she gave me, but I won’t say no to more food. I bite into it. It’s filled with sweet cherries and I forget everything else—how sick I am, how sore I am, how hungry I just was (forever), even this amazing room that we’re in.


It’s dark outside her sheer shades, but it’s warm and bright in here. Her TV is in color. It gaily jumps from scene to scene while I finish my pierogi. The space is small and cluttered with so many things, instead of empty like I’m used to.


I think this is her home. I think she brings me here when the others are too aggressive with me, to give me time to get better before I have to go back to the orphanage. But I don’t know. I wish I could remember who she is or what she looks like besides her long light hair and her comfortable short body. I think, like always, that she’s my mother, and that this is what home is and I never want to leave it.


Blink.


The wagon jostles ceaselessly. In the back of it, I’m so nauseous from the bumpy ride that I can’t even watch the horses pulling it, so suffocated by feeling sick that it’s hard to remember at all how much I like animals. I don’t think I’ve ever ridden in a car or a bus, only these jarring wagons. But we’re going to summer camp, a place of light and color, where they take all of us in the boarding school who are orphans while the other kids go home. Home. I dream about having one of those.


Blink.


Outside in the lovely afternoon, Laney and I pick daisies that are maybe weeds, but in my head they’re enormous sunflowers. She shows me how to weave them together for a crown. I think she’s older than me. She must be. She always knows what to say, how to react. Before we finish the crowns, she takes my hand, and we’re off running through the yellow light to the fruit trees popping up all over this place where we spend the summer. Plums. Strawberries warm from sun. Laney eats a glowing strawberry first, and I know that it’s okay for me to eat one, too. She’s always protecting me like that.


She never shows me how to finish the flower crown.


Blink.


I’m bleeding. It won’t stop. I can’t walk because there’s so much blood. I look down at the cage on my left leg, its concentric steel rings that push screws into bone gleaming dully in the gloom. I think they broke the bone first, then put the cage on, but I can’t remember. I never look when they tighten the screws. They’re trying to make my short leg longer, they told me. But something must have gone wrong this time because the bleeding won’t stop.


Blink.


When I wake this morning under my too-tight covers at the boarding school orphanage, it’s with the same idea as every other morning: This is going to be a good day. It’s a new day, after all.


I think this every time.


This morning, things actually are different. In the dining hall, it’s just us orphans. We get to sit in the center of the room where the other kids usually sit, away from the smelly kitchen. They give us bread and soup, with potatoes in it. I’ve learned by now that this means people are coming to look at us. That’s why, instead of my usual ragtag tights and too-small-for-me shirt, I’m wearing one of the dresses that we all share. That’s why, instead of just trying to protect my food and eat all of it before the bigger kids grab it, I’m trying to eat properly, like a good girl.


No one actually tells us what these mornings are about. But I’ve pieced it together, because once the people who come to look at us choose a kid to take into a separate room to go play with them—with the only toys we’re allowed to play with; any other toys are kept on high shelves, just to be looked at like decorations—then we won’t see that kid again because they’ve gone home, get to be part of a family, have a mother. I’ve learned to behave on these days, trying to be quiet and stay out of trouble, and I even try to look cute or adorable or whatever it is we’re supposed to do to be chosen.


But I’m usually not picked. Instead, if it’s another girl, sometimes the caretakers take my dress off me and put it on the chosen girl right there in the hallway. And then the other kids, some of the older ones who have been here longer, will say:


“How does it feel to be the one who’s left?”


“You still have no parents.”


“No one likes you.”


Or sometimes we even hear it from the caretakers—the mean ones—or the other kids at the school.


“Of course no one wants you. Look at you.”


I think I might have been close to being chosen once, though, in the orphanage before this one. My friend Julia and I were in the room together, I remember. She was younger than me, just a toddler, but I was smaller than she was. I remember us playing, and dancing, and I remember the American couple from a place called Colorado who came to choose her, and how they said, “We will adopt you, too.” But when they came to take Julia home, they’d changed their minds about me. It was nothing new. I’ve heard this before. People who say, “We’re going to be your new mom and dad.” And then they don’t come back for you. But this couple said:


“We promise we’ll find a home for you. We’ll send your picture to people in America who want to adopt, people we know will want a little girl just like you.”


This morning I don’t get chosen either.


I start to learn that it’s easier to cope with anger than sadness and loneliness. I learn to hate the people who come by to choose children. I stop trying to be cute. I make myself stop caring so that I don’t get attached to them or to the lie that they might come back for me one day.


Still, each time, through my anger and darkness, Laney finds me and gives me one of her hugs. She’s the only one who hugs me, and she has a certain way of doing it. She puts both her hands on my shoulders, arms straight, to look into my face. Then she pulls herself in and wraps her arms around my neck, rests her chin on my shoulder. My whole body relaxes and everything finally stops moving for a moment. I feel so content and happy and calm. I think this must be what it feels like to come home.
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The year that I was born, 1989, Gay Masters was teaching at the University of Illinois. A speech pathologist with a doctorate, she claims to have made few conscious decisions in her life.


Gay grew up in the far eastern suburbs of Cincinnati in a little town called Milford. But it was less “suburbs” and more “country,” a wide-open place where the Masterses never locked their doors and their dog roamed freely. Its remoteness meant that by the time Gay graduated from high school, she’d only been on two dates, her romantic life stifled by protective parents who refused to let their sons drive shoulderless empty roads to pick her up—and those two dates, both at high school dances, were chaperoned by fathers who insisted on doing the driving themselves.


Her own father sold styrofoam, with squeaky foam products left all over the house. But he was unwaveringly honest (maybe a drawback in the cutthroat sales world), and when Gay was in second grade, he quit after his boss asked him to lie to customers. Faced with losing their house, Gay’s mother took a job as a legal secretary, a job she kept after her husband reentered the sales business, this time in life insurance.


Gay applied to college—hoping to be a special-education teacher—because it seemed a natural extension of the college prep classes she took in high school. But her mother shot down her first choice, the University of Cincinnati, because of its proximity to home. Gay’s mother understood that her daughter was a good girl, a people pleaser to the end, and that her capacity for self-sacrifice, combined with being the youngest sister to a more opinionated older sister and brother, foretold a certain destiny. If the script wasn’t rewritten, Gay would be stuck taking care of her parents in their old age, never marrying, never living a life of her own. Gay’s mother saw this clearly and vowed to not let it happen.


She worked with two women at the law firm who’d suffered that fate: stayed home, cared for ailing parents, and paid the bills and taxes on the family home. And when their parents died, the other siblings finally deigned to come home and said, “We’re selling the house now, so kindly get out. And you won’t get any of the money because, after all, you’ve been living here for free all your life.” Those coworkers were the youngest siblings, too, Gay’s mother knew, and Gay’s siblings had it in them to do that to their little sister.


Gay attended Ohio Wesleyan University, which exactly met her mother’s minimum distance requirement of two hours from home. It was the same university her brother had graduated from. She took speech-communications classes on his recommendation. Early in the last semester of her senior year, her adviser, whom her brother had also introduced her to, sat her down.


“So, where are you going to grad school?”


“I’m not going to grad school,” Gay replied matter-of-factly. “My GMAT scores in psychology were too low.”


“I don’t mean for psychology. I mean for speech therapy. All the speech-therapy programs are switching to require master’s degrees, so you’ll need to go to grad school to work in the field.”


Just like that, Gay found herself on that career path without remembering when she’d decided to take it.


In her early twenties, between all that schooling, she fell in love with a man from Guyana. They dated for several years before it emerged that he wouldn’t be marrying her, let alone having children with her.


“I promised my father that I wouldn’t marry a European,” he told her on a day that was just like all the others except for this definitive-but-still-confusing declaration.


“But… I’m not European.”


“You’re white. That’s a European.”


“But… your brothers both married white women.”


“That’s why I promised my father.”


She stated the obvious—that he could have told her this at any point in the last eight years—stayed with him another year or two, then gave up. Her mother did get the “never marry” part of the future right, she thought. But, unlike some women, Gay had never lost herself in dreams of marriage—never fantasized about big weddings and exactly how they’d go and what she’d wear. What she dreamed about was children, lots of them, and the question had always been less about marriage and more about whether she’d find a partner who’d entertain the idea of having twelve kids. It was one of the reasons she loved her profession so much: working with so many children. But by the time Gay split from the Guyanese man, she knew that if she wanted to be a mother, she’d likely need to pursue that dream on her own—thanks, again, to the circumstances.


In 1979, Gay’s sister died from viral pneumonia. She’d been pregnant with her second child, leaving her first child, only eighteen months old, with the bereaved father. Gay’s mother was never the same after. She contracted emphysema, lived on disability, and became so sick she was unable to leave the house for the last years of her life. She passed away in March of 1989, leaving Gay in the depths of grief. Less than three months later, in June, I was born half a world away.


By then Gay had moved, from where she’d finished her doctorate at the University of Buffalo, closer to home to teach at Illinois State University. She found herself locking horns with a chauvinist department chair who threatened, subtly, to thwart her efforts to secure tenure if she didn’t perform perfectly and behave herself. He once patted her on the head and said, “Little girl, little girl. You’re not in Buffalo anymore.”


Gay was then thirty-five years old and considering what options remained for becoming a mother. As she raced against a ticking biological clock on a teacher’s less-than-opulent salary, artificial insemination seemed the way to go. She tried calling a sperm bank to see about arrangements.


“Sure, come on in. But we’re going to need your husband’s permission for you to be inseminated.”


She paused. “Let’s rewind. I’m single. I don’t have a partner. I don’t have a husband. That’s why I’d like to be inseminated.”


“Yes, yes. We just need your husband’s permission.”


She tried a different sperm bank. But they only let her see the donor’s full bio after the procedure. Turned out he had a temper, but that was of no consequence because the insemination didn’t take. She spoke about her experience to some of her colleagues, including the woman in line to take Gay’s classes should she misbehave, who told her:


“It’s against the church, you know. It’s a sin. If you’re a single mom, your child will be a juvenile delinquent.”


Gay rolled her eyes. And with that, she went back to Buffalo, where perhaps the world would be a little more progressive regarding aspiring single moms with a professional bent.





And so Gay was led down the next road—to adoption. But she knew that was a much more expensive choice than artificial insemination. To help with the exorbitant cost, Gay approached her father, who’d remarried, to a family friend, shortly after his wife’s death. Gay knew her mother would have supported her decision wholeheartedly (albeit with some worry for Gay’s inevitably harder path in single parenting). Gay hoped for the same from her father. She called him up.


“I’d like to adopt, Dad, but it’s a lot of money. I’ve been thinking about it. The deal was that when we got married, we’d get ten thousand dollars for our wedding. I’m closer to forty than thirty now, and I don’t think I’m ever going to get married. If I do, I won’t ask you for anything. I’d like to use that ten thousand dollars to pay for adoption instead.”


Without missing a beat he said, “You can’t adopt. You can’t be a mom. You can’t even support yourself.”


“I paid for all of my own college and grad school, except for six hundred dollars. I had scholarships and a job. And I’ve been supporting myself since.”


“Don’t you have credit card debt?”


Gay dropped the matter, angry and disappointed. She resigned herself to spending the next years saving whatever she could, putting off adoption until she finally had enough money to realize her dream—even if she was fifty by then. She began planning to pick up some private therapy work to augment her salary. Prior to this, she may have made few conscious decisions, but she was damn stubborn about the path she was now on.


One day not too long after, Gay received a letter in the mail. It was from her father. She opened it, and out fell a check, made out to her. The handwritten letter contained only four lines:


Here is the $10,000. I deposited enough to cover it yesterday. Please keep us posted on the progress. I love you.


Gay called her father’s house. Her stepmom picked up.


“I told him he was being an ass,” she told Gay, who was stunned. “And that if he didn’t give you the money, I would. Out of my own savings.”


Gay began, in earnest, to explore adoption avenues. She wanted an infant. She knew from her psychology background and her speech-pathology work that a child’s first year is critical for emotional stability: developing trust and attachment. Understanding love. But her research made it clear that adopting a baby at birth in the United States wasn’t only prohibitively expensive—$20,000 or more, so that even with the money her dad had given her, she’d still need to save for years—but subject to criteria she couldn’t meet. The biological mothers of those children nearly exclusively look for two-parent households. Gay’s road to motherhood was blocked. Again.


Until she received a call from a woman she’d worked with at an early-childhood-development center. Gay had developed a friendship with the woman, having shown an interest in the woman’s own adoptions: she had two little girls, from Russia. And she was also a single mom.


“I have some kids I want you to look at,” the friend said.


“You want me to do some work at the center again?”


“No. Just come by. I need you to pick up something.”


On a Friday afternoon in mid-June 1995, Gay walked into the early-childhood-development center. The receptionist handed Gay a manila envelope with her name on it. Inside were pictures of two Ukrainian children printed from an adoption newsletter. One was a baby boy, only six months old. The other a little girl. A little girl photographed by a couple from Colorado.


The girl in the photo was far from a baby. She was at least four years old, even though she looked to be impossibly tiny. A small paragraph under the photo mentioned that she’d need surgeries, but was unclear on what or why, and Gay’s glance skimmed over it anyway, pulled to the image itself. Pants covered the girl’s legs. The too-long shirt buttoned at the throat had short sleeves, but the shape of her hands was lost to overexposure. She played with some sort of toy whose outlines had also blurred in the camera’s flare. Even the fullness of her smile was reduced to lines of contrast. The only thing clear in the photo was the girl’s eyes, which looked out from under a stark edge of bangs: arresting, dynamic, determined. Hopeful. Those eyes leaped from the page there on the reception desk, reached past Gay’s chest, and touched her beating heart with a pure and clarion shock:


That’s my daughter.


At that moment Gay Masters did something that, for her, was exceedingly rare: she made a conscious decision and vowed to keep it. She was going to adopt that little girl. Come hell or high water, she’d bring her home.


Over the weekend, as she consulted with friends, they told her to go for the boy. A child past toddler age from a foreign country? “You don’t want to deal with that,” said one friend. “Go for the boy. Go for the baby.”


Gay called the adoption agency on Monday:


“I want Oksana.”





The orphanage director approaches us where we sit in front of the TV. He looms over me and barks, “Oksana!”


I’m used to hearing my name called in angry tones. I seem to do something wrong every day. Everyone else is having fun, but I’ve broken something or crawled up the bookcase or who knows what. Sometimes I’m the angry one. Once I broke a window while the caretakers were watching. In that moment I just wanted to have some control.


The director is a big man, and he always brings this weird smell with him. Maybe it’s the smell of old man. I never know what to expect with him. Sometimes he’s kind. Other times he must think that extreme physical force is the only way to get through to me. As I peer up at him from the floor, he says, “Come with me. I want to show you something.”


I follow his huge frame into his office, a room I’m in too often for getting in trouble. This room is the only one in this whole place with color: rugs decorating the walls, light pouring through windows. He sits behind his always-messy desk, opens a drawer, and pulls out a tiny square of paper that he places on the wood. He leaves his meaty hand pointedly on top of it.


He looks straight at me. “I have something to tell you. You’re going to have a mom. An American woman is going to come and adopt you.”


A mom. I almost forget to breathe. I know right then that this time is different. No one came around to look at all the kids first and pick one of us out. I didn’t have to wear a dress. This time is so different that I can feel it right in the center of my belly: it must be real. I can’t stop looking at his hand. Well, what’s under there? Is it her?


“She’s gonna try and come really, really soon. But you have to be a good girl. If you’re bad anymore, I’m going to let her know. She doesn’t want a bad girl.” I’m nodding, mute, can’t say anything, afraid to say anything. I don’t smile. I don’t want him to know that I’m excited. He could hold that over me somehow, I know.


“Do you want to see a picture of the person who’s going to be your mom?”


I nod again, walk around to his side of the desk, where he finally lifts his palm to reveal a tiny image with a face looking out from it. She’s wearing glasses above rosy cheeks and a smile, an honest smile, like all the light and color in the world magically captured in this inch-by-inch photo. She’s kind. I can tell. It hits me again. This time is real. That’s her. This is going to happen.


“But you have to be good.” He rises from his chair. I’m still looking at the photo when he grabs me, turns me upside down by the legs, and spanks me while my head hangs and bobbles in midair. Just a light punishment, for something I must have done wrong this morning that I can’t even remember right now. While he’s striking my backside, he says, “If I have to do this one more time, I’ll have to tell your mom.”


He puts me down, and I hobble out of his office in a daze, barely registering my stinging skin.





The next day, the director finds me again. “Oksana.” His tone is kind today. “If you’re going to continue to be good, I can let you see your mom’s picture each day until she comes. Each day that you’re good.”


I jump up. I will be so good today. And all the days. I have to be. Or she won’t come.


This becomes my ritual: I ask the director, “Can I go look at her picture again? Can I go look at it just one more time?” I begin to forget to hide my excitement from him. Most times, he lets me go to his office, where he pulls out the photo. I study it religiously. It becomes a ceremony, a kind of urgent, necessary rite, to memorize it. I start my eyes at the top, on the deep mahogany waves of her short hair, mapping into my mind its exact shininess and the shape of the curls over her right eyebrow and her smooth forehead on the other side. I travel down to her deep hazel eyes, which look directly at me from a depth of gentleness—and to me, then, through the flat matte of the photo, love. I zoom out to the round shape of her rose-framed glasses, down the curves of her cheeks plump with a smile, through the crease mark on the photo that makes her actual smile appear quirkily crooked, all the way down to where her neck disappears into a pink shirt, so that I can remember the entirety of it. I want this image, her face, to be last thing I see when I close my eyes each night.


Inside the world of that photo, I start to create my life with my mother. Some of it is images I’ve seen on TV, of what a house in America is supposed to look like, what food and meals are supposed to be. Some of it I construct from my own blurred memories of what it feels like when a grown person hugs with affection, treats me like I matter. Most of it is just feelings: warm, full, safe, happy. Home. Family. Love.


I’m only five. But I know the rest of my life lives in that tiny square of matte paper.





The adoption agency explained to Gay the disabilities of the girl in the photo. They gave her the number of the couple in Colorado. The man was a physician and had shown the photos to his colleagues. Both legs would need to be amputated. Gay understood. And she didn’t care. If anything, it made her move faster.


Gay did everything the adoption agency told her to, with breakneck speed. If she hurried, she could have her daughter home with her in Buffalo for her sixth birthday. By August, she’d finished all the steps, a veritable second dissertation of paperwork, this time on her qualifications to be a mother. She ordered a new birth certificate since her father was unable to produce hers. She compiled various documents on income, completed a home study. She translated, at her own expense, all the papers into Ukrainian, notarized them at the county level, then the state level, then sent the full dossier to Washington, DC, for another set of seals. The agency never helped her. They only told her if her papers were acceptable. Finally, her complete adoption dossier was sent off to the Ukrainian government.


Who said, No. We’re closed.


Ukraine had placed a moratorium on adoptions of its orphans by foreigners. Gay’s adoption agency promised that the moratorium would soon be lifted. Any day, they said. But there was also another way, they said. Because of the medical needs of the little girl in question, Gay could bring her daughter to the United States on a medical waiver. The catch, though, was that the girl would have to go back to Ukraine to be formally adopted once the moratorium was lifted—with no guarantee that the Ukrainian government would decide that Gay could have their Ukrainian orphan. Gay decided it was the worth the risk—it was better than this unknowable waiting—and told the agency to move forward with the medical waiver. But the agency dragged its feet, and nothing happened and nothing happened.


While she waited, Gay took language lessons once a week from a Ukrainian woman, Olga, she’d met at the university. Gay brought home tapes and flash cards to practice, to be able to communicate with her daughter. But it’s a hard language. Try as she might, she only ever retained a small pool of words, and conjugation was hopeless. She was only able to speak in the infinitive.


In January of 1996, Ukraine finally lifted its moratorium on foreign adoptions. Gay rejoiced. But nothing happened and nothing happened. The Ukrainian government was still writing its rules and regulations for the procedure, resulting in endless bureaucracy and officialism and red tape.


“You know, we can move your paperwork to Russia,” the adoption agency told her, a year into the fruitless process. “You could have a baby in two months.”


“What about Oksana?”


“Well, you don’t have to adopt her. She doesn’t know about you.”


Gay didn’t even hesitate. “No. She’s my daughter. I’ve decided.”


Somewhat surprised—Who wouldn’t want a baby? Who wouldn’t want to end this heartbreaking waiting?—the agency backed off.


Finally, in October of 1996, Gay got a phone call. Her papers had expired. The seal of the notary on them, one of the first steps in the whole process, had timed out. She’d have to compile and complete and translate and notarize everything. All over again.


Thank God they’re not allowed to tell her I’m coming, Gay thought. She’d never survive this.





Blink.


It’s black in the upstairs room. Laney is in here with me. I can’t see anything. Footsteps sound. I taste the bitter choke of my fear. She tells me to get under the bed. I wiggle under just before the door opens. Leave her up there. Alone.


Blink.


He hits me so hard. It’s always a man who does the hitting to punish us, maybe because they’re so much bigger. But I can’t cry. If I do, it will be the bigger kids hitting me. Because if one of us cries—after what happens at night, or if you’re sore or in pain—then all of us are punished for it. They’ll take us upstairs and lock us up alone in dark rooms where we don’t know when we’ll be let out. And so the bigger kids will hit me if I cry.


But Laney always protects me. She puts me behind her and makes the kids hit her instead. And I let her. God help me, I always let her.


Blink.


“Your American mom is going to take care of that little leg,” the director tells me, watching me move across the hallway after the other kids. I step on my arcing short leg with its floating knee, quickly, and swing my long leg out and around, weight it quickly. “She’s going to give you a new leg. A brand-new one. When you get to America. But you have to be good. Do you hear me, Oksana?”





Blink.


Ice streams down my small body. I can’t escape it. It screams from hoses or maybe it’s just a faucet, but it hits nonstop with violent, heavy pressure. I’m wearing all my clothes and I can’t move from this shower area of the horrible dark toilet room where there’s never anything but the sound of water: dropping, leaking, spraying, encasing. If I move, a woman behind me sprays me hard with another hose of ice. It’s always women in here, holding me in the freeze. For this, I must have been bad again. I’m forced to just stand there for who knows how long. Long. And only the sound of water. Soon the excruciating pain eases, it ebbs, and it’s replaced by a soothing calm. I feel as though I’m no longer in my body. I love this feeling, until I find myself again back in bed, tucked in too hard, and still in my wet clothes. They always make you wear them to bed. It’s part of the punishment in this place where it’s always cold and I can see my breath and the pipes are covered in ice.


Blink.


My mother does not come today, either.


“It’s because you’re a bad girl, Oksana. Your mom is not coming. I told her that you’re bad and she’s not going to come for you. She’s not going to be your mom anymore.”


The words still sound in my head as the metal of the chair freezes my skin, even through the weird foam pieces that cover parts of it. I can’t remember how I got here. I feel like I was just walking down the hall and one of the men snatched me and carried me here and set me down. Another man moves into my view. He carries pliers. He reaches toward me with them. I panic. Scream. Try to get up and run. Other men come and hold me down. It takes four of them to immobilize my little body. The man brings the pliers toward my face. I can’t even shake my head—someone is holding it with a vise grip.


This room is dark, just like everywhere else. The single window looks like it’s been covered in spiderwebs from the inside. Like a haunted house. Then I feel my jaw being forced open and I taste the rust of old blood and terrible steel and there is only pain pain pain.


I’m in what they call the recovery room, with its big hospital bed with a little metal ledge on it—the only thing in the lonely room. My entire face hurts. My mouth fills with blood. I spit it into an old tin bucket. It feels like I fill the bucket over and over. I can’t understand how I could even have any blood left inside me. I don’t know if this was punishment for something I did or if my tooth actually needed to be pulled.


I start to believe the director that maybe my mother isn’t coming. Maybe she can see everything I do. Then I start to think that she can see what happens at night. Of course she doesn’t want me. I start to believe in my mind that she’s not coming. But in my heart, every time I look at her picture, I believe that she is. I don’t have the words and can’t name the feelings, but when I look at her image, I feel solid. Connected. Tied to something.


The nights here are the longest. They go on forever. Days go by in seconds, short windows, and quick bursts. But the dark lasts for ages.


Over the nights, over the months, through the years that blend and move and morph like dreams, the feeling transmitted through the picture of the woman who’ll be my mother becomes the only thing that gets me through. It’s the thin thread of possibility I hold on to, to get me through this hell.





Gay received her expired papers back in the mail—although it turned out to be only a letter of her rejection, accompanied by the papers of a California couple who’d already successfully adopted, somehow mixed up. It didn’t matter. She had to start from scratch anyway. She performed all the steps again, without question. She didn’t flag and she didn’t despair—instead, she threw herself into executing everything that was asked of her.


And she never stopped preparing for her daughter’s coming. She joined an Eastern European adoption forum, receiving tips, support, and hope from people midprocess or who’d successfully adopted. She bought a child’s bed and collected clothes from friends who were parents. She asked her artist aunt to paint a mural on her soon-to-be-daughter’s bedroom wall. She bought a trundle bed for little-girl sleepovers. She nested. She paid off bills.


This time, at the last step, instead of a foreign moratorium, the obstacle became a looming US government shutdown. Gay called the State Department one morning, hoping to get her sealed new dossier sent out to Ukraine before it was locked up in a mail room and languished for an untold length of time while politicians bickered and her daughter aged and wondered and mourned.


“Yes, everything’s going to be closed,” the woman on the phone told her. “But if you get me a FedEx number, I’ll get your documents shipped as soon as I can.”


Gay read her a number through the line. The government shut down at noon that day.


The dossier made it out.










chapter [image: ] three



We’re only doing this because I told Laney I was so hungry. My insides are always so cavernously hollow, but now it’s a sharp, sharp pain, like a knife slicing from my throat all the way down the emptiness. I was the one who said we should go find food, that even though we’re not allowed out of our rooms, we could do it. We’re smart girls, and we could do this and be back before anyone noticed we’d left. I’m always the opinionated one—the one to push us to get into trouble. And she’s always the one who protects me when we do.


We steal out of the upstairs room. Laney opens the door so slowly it doesn’t make a sound. It’s the middle of the night, coal dark in the hallways. I follow her as we creep over the cold floor that’s like bare cement. She tells me when to move, when to stay still. Because I’m never quiet or sneaky. I’m always so clumsy, and she knows that about me. She’s my best friend, after all. We inch down a black stairway toward the smell of potatoes. Potatoes cooking in sewer water. Even though I’m starving, my stomach turns a little from chewing on the stench of it.


The pillars are ominous towers in the smelly gloom, backlit faintly by some slim light coming from under a door somewhere ahead. All the chairs are stacked on top of the tables in the shadowy dining room. Except at one table, the chairs are still down, pulled up, as if someone had just been sitting there. Laney is whispering that she knows where to find bread. Good. Neither of us wants sewer potatoes. I imagine the taste of bread, the crumbly swallow of it, the feel of actual food filling up the space in my body. We’re crawling, quiet, urgently quiet, across the dingy floor toward the weak light, the terrible smell, the idea of a bite of something real in our mouths.


My leg slips out from under me. The right one, the longer one. It hits the ground with a thump, then strikes one of the chairs at that table. The chair leg shrieks on the floor, a short scream in the dark. In the echoing stillness of the empty chamber, the shriek radiates, expands, then dies suddenly into enormous silence.


“What was that?” a voice says, menace in it, from not so far away. We freeze, look at each other.


The voices approach. Women, men. It’s hard to tell how many. They come closer. I’m terrified. My fear paralyzes me. Laney whispers, “Be quiet,” and pushes me under the far end of the table. She’s crawling after me. The footsteps are here.


Something grabs her. I see her small hand hit the floor. It makes a quick sweaty screech as it drags across this horrible floor away from me. Then it’s gone. I see nothing. I’m frozen but for my whole body shaking.


There’s a noise. A thud. Three of them. Loud, but faint, something hard striking something soft. My brain recognizes it. But I’ve never heard it like this. Someone being hit so hard. I can’t breathe. I can’t move. How could they hit her so hard?


Laney never makes a sound.


Three sets of footsteps move away. They leave her, lying there on the cruel floor in the dark. They’re done with her. She doesn’t move. She’s silent. I can’t—I don’t— I—


I hear the footsteps begin to return.


“I thought I saw two of them.”


They’re going to kill me. I run. Past her tiny body all alone there.


It’s the last time I see her.


I wish they’d killed me, too.





Finally, in December of 1996, nineteen months after she saw the grainy photo of the little girl, Gay got the news that it was time: she could arrive in Ukraine January 13, adopt her daughter no later than January 15, and process her visa out of Warsaw no later than January 20. Gay decided to buy a fake Christmas tree that wouldn’t shed needles while she was gone and stock presents under it. It didn’t matter to her that Christmas in America and Christmas by the Orthodox calendar in Ukraine would already have passed; she’d already missed two Christmases with her daughter thanks to moratoriums and delays. That artificial tree with its presents would complete the anticipated life with her daughter. Her daughter. What an incredible phrase that was. She put the tree together, placed presents under it, and prepared to head overseas.


She’d never traveled internationally before. But now she’d fly to Warsaw, and from there to Lviv, Ukraine, and take a night train the eight hours to Kyiv to formalize paperwork—she’d been told not to fly directly into Kyiv, where people were stopping taxis and stealing from passengers—and then drive five hours to the tiny village of Izyaslav, where the combination boarding school and orphanage stood. Then she’d have to do it all in reverse, newly adopted daughter in tow. She prepared to navigate it all, alone. At least, though, she’d been told by her friends on the Eastern European Adoption Coalition Listserv who’d completed adoptions (mostly in Russia), there’d be facilitators and translators and drivers and homestays and meals. She had her notebook and flash cards from her Ukrainian lessons and a Ukrainian dictionary.


It was still intimidating as hell.


One afternoon, her phone rang. On the other end, out of the blue, was her artist aunt.


“Can I come with you?”


Sherry was the wife of her uncle, her father’s youngest brother. Maybe this was why Gay had always wanted children: her father was one of eight. One girl came first, then out popped her father, the first in a string of seven boys. Aunt Sherry and the uncle had moved to Cincinnati when Gay was eleven or twelve. Gay was always at their house, playing and helping with their three younger children. Sherry was the fun one, the adventurous one, the world traveler. She didn’t seem to have the capacity for negativity, regularly telling her children, “You can’t make me sad or upset. Mom’s blowing up her bubble and staying in here.”


“Can you come?” Gay said to her aunt through sudden waves of relief. “Please come. Only I don’t have enough to pay for your airfare.”


“I’ll pay for both of our flights. You just cover everything else.”


Gay checked her budget. She had enough for expenses for seven days for the two of them. On the long-awaited medical waiver that Gay’s agency had finally filed, a judge in Ukraine had waived the ten-day rule that dictated the length of time adoptive parents had to wait in the country with their adopted children before processing them out. Seven days should be more than enough, she thought. Thank God.





They put me up here almost every night now. I’m so rarely allowed to sleep downstairs. I’m alone. Laney is gone, no longer here to protect me. They must have known I was down there, too, that night. They’re punishing me. I deserve it. For what happened to her. It was my fault we were down there. It was my fault. And I let her protect me. Oh, God, I always let her. I want to ask about her. Where’s Laney? Some deep-down part of me knows that she’s gone forever, some deep part of me understands what I heard and saw. But I can’t acknowledge it, I have to believe that maybe she’s okay somewhere. But I know better than to ask about her. I can imagine all too well what will happen to me if I ask.


The door opens. A triangle of light. A pair of ugly shoes steps one, two, three toward the bed.


Please. Please. Get me out of here. Please.





They’ve said that my mother is on her way. Actually on her way now, to me, here. They give me the picture of her to keep. I’ve never had something of my own. I keep it in my nightstand, the tiny table that separates our cots in the big sleeping room downstairs. I can look at it whenever I want now. And I look at it as much as I can. It’s my lifeline.





I’m lying in the horrid hospital bed in the medical room. There’s so much pain across my belly, it scorches my abdomen down low in slicing pulses. I look down. Black stitches crisscross a long wound carved across my skin like a brand. If I try, I can remember how it happened, but I’m already burying it somewhere deep—deep with Laney, nearly out of sight. Maybe it never happened. Never happened at all.





Gay and Sherry arrived in Kyiv at eight in the morning, exhausted and grimed with travel. They walked into the adoption agency at nine, right when it opened, to see the officials, who knew they were coming. But, oh, there was a meeting of some sort, could they wait awhile? Gay and Sherry waited. At ten thirty, they were invited upstairs.





They tell me she is coming today. My mother is coming. She is coming to take me home.


“She’ll be here before you go to bed,” the director says.


By now, it’s hard to believe him about anything, but I decide I want to believe him about this.





“Your paperwork is no good,” the official told Gay. Through a translator, of course.


No, she thought. This can’t be happening.


“You must rewrite your request without naming the child specifically.” No reason for this bizarre requirement was offered.


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Gay said—under her breath, though, for fear of upsetting these all-powerful officials standing in her way to her daughter.


“And all paperwork must be retranslated.”


Gay grit her teeth.





This day is endless. The afternoon drags on. I don’t care about the western on the TV. The shadows lengthen outside, reach inside to cover us, and she’s not here and she’s not here. I don’t trust these people, these “caretakers,” anymore, they never keep their word. Maybe she’s not coming after all. But I refuse to go to bed, because what if she is coming? And if I just don’t go to sleep, at all, anymore, if I don’t shut my eyes, maybe she’ll come. Maybe all I’ve had to do this whole time is stay awake through the forever nights.


I refuse to go to bed. I yell. I pitch a fit. One of my best ones.


But they pick me up and bundle me into bed anyway, downstairs with all the other kids this time, and tuck me in so I can’t move. They tell me they’ll wake me up when she comes. If she comes. I stare into the dark, willing my eyes to stay open. They’re so heavy, though, and I can’t manage it for long.





After paying bribes and shuttling around Kyiv for paperwork and translating, and haggling and convincing and driving through the dark that comes early on Ukrainian winter nights, Gay and Sherry walked into the orphanage just before midnight. It’s so cold in here, Gay thought. There must not be any heat. The director, the caretakers, the translators, everyone wore coats, and so she didn’t take hers off, either. They walked down the dark, deathly quiet hall. She’d been told all the boarding school kids had gone home for winter break. Only six children, orphans, were left here. Gay’s excitement should have been out of place in that cavernous building, but she couldn’t feel anything except the rising thrill of anticipation, made deliriously sweet with the hard passage of so much time.


She followed them through a door and into a room that felt far too big for six children, the meager light from the hallway barely illuminating rows of beds and landing on the slow breathing of small bodies.





I hear voices in my dream, from far away. They get louder. I feel a little nudge on my shoulder.


“Oksana.” The director’s baritone.


I open my eyes slowly. I can’t rouse myself from this dream. In front of me are several shadowy figures. One, who stands a little aside from the others, wears a velvety coat, its fur hood lying down on her back below dark hair floating around her shoulders—everything is dark, I can’t see with the light from the door in my eyes.


“Oksana. Do you know who this is?”





In the chill of the hushed room, Gay watched the director move to a cot, say something in a low voice, and nudge the pile there. The pile sat up, blearily it seemed, and turned into a girl wearing a full sweater. Not because she’s waiting for me, Gay thought. Because it’s so cold in here. The director said something in Ukrainian Gay couldn’t quite catch. The girl turned to look at her. Gay felt suddenly at a loss, afraid of scaring the girl. Gay was a perfect stranger, after all, and it was the middle of the night, and a small child had just woken up to find several people standing over her. Gay had no idea what to do.
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