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			__

			November 2009

			We were headed for the Verrazano Bridge, caught in traffic. It was several weeks before Thanksgiving, which I remember because there was a massive billboard hanging from a crumbling brick building off the highway in Sunset Park. It depicted an enormous cartoon turkey standing, feathers unfurled, on a dining room table, a family of six seated around it.

			Though we were well into fall, the heat and gas from the cars rose up in waves; looking out it could have been a summer day, except for the trees lining the blocks off the highway, their branches reaching up, sky slipping through brittle claws. Ramon’s hands were tight on the steering wheel. And Harriet, sweet Harriet, sat behind me, panting in my ear.

			“Honey.” I reached back to calm her. “Settle down, darling.”

			We were dropping her off at her favorite place on earth: my parents’ house in Northern Virginia where she ate scraps of grass-fed venison and beef tenderloin, fetched tennis balls on the lawn, and where at night my father carried her, curled in his arms, up and down the stairs.

			We were leaving Harriet and heading down south, to North Carolina, for a training session at a national adoption agency.

			Ramon’s hands went white, then relaxed, the color returning to them, as if pigment were being poured into the casing of his 
skin.

			“We’re not in a hurry.” I craned my neck to see ahead.

			“No,” he said.

			“We can just get there whenever.”

			“That’s not really true. I mean, we need to be in Raleigh by six.”

			“We’ve got plenty of time,” I said.

			Ramon looked at me and laughed. “We don’t actually. And since when did you become so easygoing?”

			“I am willing it so,” I told him, but inside? I did the math like I always did the math, though I am not a math person: It’s 7:30 a.m. If we get to Virginia by noon, and stay fifteen minutes, we’ll be fine. Other math: If I have a baby right this minute, I will be seventy-six when the child is my age now. But I am not pregnant, so I have to add on nine months and change the equation: if I get pregnant right this minute. But of course, I’m not getting pregnant. Which is why we’re taking this trip in the first place.

			_______

			Four hours and fifteen minutes after leaving Brooklyn, we pulled up in front of my parents’ house, once my home, but now my home is a fourth-floor walk-up in Brooklyn. Not for the first time, I realized that the sweep of their corner yard and the way the hill at the front led around back to a rose stone patio with wrought iron tables and cushioned chairs, a barbecue flanking the house ringed by azaleas and hydrangea bushes and, marking the end of the property, a large woodpile to feed the fireplace in winter, were all too enviable. I saw myself as a child running in the sprinkler out back, a rainbow arcing in the mist. I saw Lucy trying to catch hold of me and I shielded my eyes from the memory.

			When had I stopped disparaging my parents’ way of life and had instead begun to covet it?

			Ramon parked on the street, leaving enough room for my mother to zoom out of the garage, as she often did, without hitting our car. Madame Harriet took the quickest of pisses before she bounded up the lawn to the front door and sat, tail wagging, waiting for my mother to let her in. In and out of this door, summer nights thick with lightning bugs. Winter, trailing in snow from the treads of our Moon Boots. The soft white light of the kitchen.

			“Hello!” The door swung open. Harriet reared up on her back legs, squealing and snorting. And there she was:

			The Mother.

			“Hey, Mom.” I entered the hallway.

			“Hi, honey.”

			“Joanne!” Ramon embraced her.

			“You two want some lunch before you get back on the road?” my mother asked.

			“Quickly,” I said.

			“Thank you so much for taking Harriet.” Ramon handed over the leash.

			“Are you kidding? We love watching her. She’s our granddog!”

			I breathed in sharply at this, as we didn’t have a grandkid to offer up, but a dog. Lucy, three years younger, was off teaching in South America. Or she was surfing there and building huts? Or scuba diving? Whatever she was doing, there didn’t seem to be a deep commitment to family on her part. She’d lived away for over five years now, and I hadn’t seen her in nearly three.

			Lucy and I had had no falling-out to speak of, no argument that had divided us, and yet we rarely communicated now; we had not spoken in ages when we caught each other on the phone last week.

			“Jesse?” I had heard birds squawking in the background; had there also been the sound of the ocean?

			“Lucy!” I cried on hearing her voice. “How are you? Where are you?”

			“Panama?” she said. “With a friend.”

			A parrot screamed in Spanish, ¿Dónde está la carne de res?

			Last time we’d spoken, my sister had been in Costa Rica. Now, in Panama, she was doing some sort of community outreach with an animal refuge and making jewelry with disabled young mothers. All this she’d told me with a sigh of exhaustion, as if she’d acquired seventeen companies or traveled to the moon; and she was also helping this friend open a café specializing in Greek food. And she was surfing, too, which was why she had originally landed in Costa Rica. She had become a surfer, my sister, Lucy.

			As she spoke I made a note to never send my hypothetical child to college in California.

			My sister and I knew so little about each other now. The last time we’d talked I told her I was about to embark on my final fertility treatment. I hadn’t followed up to tell her it was unsuccessful, and she hadn’t called to find out. She was off, out there, somewhere; it was hard to fix an actual image of her that held still, that wasn’t in motion.

			My mother, however, was here before me, before a backdrop I knew well, but she too had become unrecognizable. My whole life, she’d worked, traveling for months at a time. It was our housekeeper, Claudine, who raised us by day. She kept her entire wallet stuffed in her brassiere and wore an Afro wig of fake, gleaming black hair that she would take off when she was in the house, revealing that her head was bald in parts, the remaining hair straightened, greased with pomade, and pinned back. 

			“Just one minute, let me make you a sandwich for the road,” my mother said, as if she had been feeding me lunch and milk and cookies every day of my life.

			“And coffee,” I called after her, enabling her fantasy—and mine—that she had always been here just to serve me.

			_______

			What is a mother? I have asked myself this often. As Ramon and I hauled back into the car, waving good-bye to my mother and Harriet, who didn’t give a lick that we were leaving, I thought about my own mother’s arrivals, her unpacking, Lucy and I anticipating our gifts. We sat cross-legged on her bed watching her remove her travel kits and her perfectly folded garments as we waited for our packages to emerge from the depths of her suitcase, which smelled of saffron, or cleaning solution, or used bookstores. She would then turn to face us. That was back when my mother let herself go out into the sun without the sunscreen that could protect her from a nuclear explosion, and her face was several shades darker, her nose and cheekbones sprinkled with the freckles I have inherited. Why, I wondered then, was the developing world, where I knew my mother went, always in the sun?

			The gifts were regional and various: small woven baskets, iron figurines, wooden napkin holders carved into elephants and giraffes, a cloth envelope containing three clay beads. One particular time, she handed me a small package folded in a wrinkled, waxy brown paper bag and wrapped in one of her long peasant skirts. Inside were several copper bracelets.

			“They’re pretty,” I’d told my mother. But in truth I didn’t like them. What I really wanted was a dangling metal heart suspended on a golden chain, tilted on its side, like my Andy Gibb–loving babysitter wore. I didn’t want what was for purchase in a marketplace in Africa.

			Now I wonder how she could have left us for so long, what that was like for her.

			“Bye,” I yelled, watching my mother and Harriet in the front yard, her waving as we pulled away.

			_______

			Ramon and I met in Italy when I was traveling there alone. I’d been working on my dissertation—a small portion was on gender and generational politics in contemporary Italy—which enabled me to receive grant money for the visit. I hadn’t known when I planned the trip how anxious I’d be when traveling alone, securing hostels, acquiring proper currency. On night trains, fearing Gypsies, I wore my passport taped to my heart.

			I have often imagined that I would never have met Ramon had I had companionship in those tired, dusty afternoons. In Rome, I slept in a hostel run by nuns. Ramon was visiting his mother in Terracina, not two hours from Rome, where he’d come to stay with friends, and he too was unaccompanied when we met in Santa Maria in Trastevere.

			My mother’s sadistic touristic rigor had put me off cathedrals altogether—villages across France must bear the heavy marks of my dragging footsteps as I was pulled in to investigate each town’s church—but on this trip they offered relief from the heat, and I remember walking out of the sun and into the familiar musty darkness.

			Why do synagogues contain light, churches darkness? I wondered at this, looking up at the dusky ceilings, the dark walls embossed in gold, the carved decorations. I crept into the chamber behind the altar, where their relic was stored: Saint Apollonia’s skull encased in glass on a bed of red velvet.

			There was a slot to insert a coin and when I dropped a lira in, the skull lit up and in the trembling church light I could see its grooves, the wavy lines separating the different parts of the cranium. The light did not last long and when it switched off I turned to see Ramon waiting behind me.

			“Want to watch again?” He held a coin between his thumb and forefinger.

			And then there it was, illuminated. Like a heartbeat, I thought.

			I had not been thinking of a child’s then. Once all the math I did was mere subtraction: I had been ill—I’d had cancer—but I had survived my illness. Perhaps I was thinking only of the surprising durability of my own heart.

			That first night, Ramon spoke with the nuns at the convent where I had secured my little cot in the row of women, the bed’s sheets pulled up tight like a scared child’s, like the girls in the Madeline books, as I retrieved my bag from the convent. As I walked away, I knew the sisters were thinking that the stories they’d heard about American women—especially the Jewish ones—had been true. That night in Rome was the first time since I’d had my surgeries that I’d let someone touch me. The moonlight streamed in through the window, and when I lifted my shirt, tentatively, the line that bisected me, that jagged cut, was illuminated in the eerie gray light.

			Ramon had paused. “Looks like you lost that catfight,” he’d said before moving on.

			_______

			After two days of pizza and pasta and coffee and ice cream and fried artichokes and street cafés and piazzas filled up with pigeons, and the exchange of stories about our separate lives in New York City, where Ramon now lived, we sat eating at a place in Campo de’ Fiori. The restaurant boasted a choice of no less than 3,456 types of mozzarella and as far as I could tell not one of them was not the most delicious, creamy, delectable morsel I’d ever tasted. I was on not my first, second, or third “taste” when Ramon asked me if I’d like to meet his mother.

			Beneath my deep uncomplicated love of the mozzarella, I liked Ramon. But I did not know if this was a lasting relationship. So, no, I was not dying, just then, to meet his mother. And yet I was intrigued. When Lucy and I traveled with my parents, they sought out a farmer to cook a typical meal for us, or a restaurant with four chairs in the mountains one couldn’t find in a guidebook (or without one, it turns out), a special ceremony only locals—which somehow seemed to include us?—could attend. The goal: a true experience that legitimized the privilege of our tourism, rendering it authentic and therefore qualifying us as atypical Americans. When traveling, never turn down the opportunity to visit the home of an indigenous person, I thought, and so I told Ramon that I would love to meet his mother.

			I thought of all the indigenous objects my mother had brought from her travels: a mask from Kenya that had been danced in a renewal ceremony and so had once come alive; a voodoo doll from Haiti with rusted pins in its back; a Moroccan woven basket. As we drove from the highway onto the dirt road that took us to Ramon’s home in an agricultural section outside of the commune, I wondered what I could bring back, proof that I had traveled there.

			Ramon explained that his mother, Paola, had grown up in Terracina, which is a town in the region of Lazio. “But she’s just come back to live permanently only recently,” he said.

			Ramon had described his experience of living all over the world due to his Spanish father’s work for BP. He told me about living in West Africa and Argentina, about Holland and Colombia, about how his mother held him so close, afraid of what lay beyond the confines of their company-provided homes.

			“Where’s your father?” I asked as we made our way down the pitted road.

			“He’s still in Jakarta,” he said. “Now they’re temporarily separated.”

			“Jakarta!” Did I even have an image to attach to this place? Had my mother ever brought me a gift—a hand-painted puppet made of paper, batik cloth—from there? I saw a city with the tallest building in the world. I saw women covered head to toe. “Temporarily?” I asked.

			“Yes. It’s just temporary.” Ramon looked straight ahead.

			I glanced at him, but he did not turn to catch my eye, and so I sat back, my bare feet on the dusty dashboard of his navy blue VW Golf (the car of a Nazi, my grandmother would have said, just as she told my father when he bought his used Volkswagen from a hippie in Arlington). The road was bumpy, and edged by high stone walls and swaying cane, so that we could see only straight ahead, an endless path of loose dirt and gray stones.

			“Anyway, my mother’s family is from here,” Ramon continued. “Their old stone house is actually on our lot, but now there is the new house,” he said. “Long story, but my mother told everyone in the village I was an architect. In order to keep up the ruse, she and my father asked me to design the house, like an architect would.”

			The car thumped along, and Ramon kept his eye on the road. I loved his profile. Like a man on a nickel.

			“Seriously?”

			He turned toward me. He stopped the car and took his hand off the gearshift. “Yes,” he said, placing it on my knee. “She thought a graphic artist meant painting billboards, like the ones in Rome, which made her think that I would have to stand on a ladder to paint them, which of course meant that I could fall, and not only that I could fall, but that I most certainly would fall, and so, better to be an architect, leave New York, and come back to Terracina and build up the village.”

			“Wow,” I said.

			“Yes.” Ramon removed his hand from my knee and began again to drive. “And so it was built and so the house makes no sense.”

			“You mean to tell me you actually drew up the plans and then someone just built the house?” A little ways up a truck was making its way toward us rather speedily, alarming, as there was only room for one car on this road.

			“The point is, this is not what you would call an American family situation.” This seemed to be an insult of some kind and I thought of the earlier girlfriends Ramon had told me he’d brought home to Paola: a Swiss ballerina, a Mexican painter, and most recently, a photographer from Brazil who had visited Java with Ramon. They had taken a trip into the jungle and had hiked down into a special cave and Ramon had opened an umbrella in front of his face to keep the bats away.

			I looked at Ramon. What did he see when he looked at me, aside from my Americanness?

			What he didn’t seem to notice or care about was the pickup truck barreling toward us. “Also,” he said, “you need to get rid of everything before you come in the house. Cigarettes, condoms, any kind of alcohol.”

			I pointed at the truck. “Alcohol? And all my firearms?”

			Ramon put the car in reverse and began backing up at an uncomfortably rapid pace.

			“Ramon!” I grabbed what I thought was the armrest on the door but turned out to be the manual window crank. It promptly fell off in my hand. “Shit.” I felt my anxiety rise.

			Ramon had backed into a little patch of flattened cane and we watched the truck scream by, its wheels rattling as they spit dust and stones at us.

			“Close the window!” He reached over me.

			“Here.” I handed the plastic contraption over to Ramon.

			He leaned over me again, sticking it back on with a focused push. “It has fallen off for years,” he said. “You really have to be careful not to pull it at all, just push it, gently.”

			“Have you thought of fixing it?” I asked, afraid now to touch the handle.

			“Why? If you handle it gently, properly, there’s no problem,” he said. “Anyway, listen, here’s where you need to dump any cigarettes, condoms, anything of this nature.”

			“Yes, but I don’t have any of those things.”

			“You sure?” Ramon pulled out onto the road. “Do you have any lingerie? Because my mother will go through your bags. She will search everything,” Ramon said.

			“First of all, had I backpacked through Europe alone, with lingerie, and met some Italian-Spanish guy who lives in New York who I’d been sleeping with for three nights, don’t you think he might have seen it by now? The lingerie, I mean.”

			He smiled.

			“And second of all? That’s ridiculous,” I said. “You’re how old, thirty-five?”

			He nodded again. “Well, thirty-three.”

			I was twenty-nine then.

			He couldn’t be serious, I thought as he slowed down to a stop in front of a large metal door, sea blue, a color I have only seen painted on toy boats and the twirled domes of the churches on Greek islands. Pink and pinker bougainvillea and twisted bright green vines climbed up the sides and over the doors.

			Ramon took a key out of the clean ashtray. He went to the door and pushed it open: a flash of light and then the tips of citrus trees with their green waxy leaves, branches heavy with lemons and oranges. Then he returned to the car and drove us slowly inside, gravel crunching beneath our tires.

			There was the house, the house that Ramon had planned, with a red clay roof and wooden shutters, opened wide (the windows, I soon realized, were sealed shut), and a marble staircase leading up to a small terrace overlooking the driveway. Mountains rose up, hazy, in the distance.

			There at the top of those stairs stood a stout woman, her black hair swept up, her tanned arms folded across her chest. She was screaming in Italian, a language I could barely make out even when it was not being shot off like artillery fire. And then there was wild pointing, at the car, or at me, perhaps both, as I pushed my way out, as if I were defying gravity, and then, before I could greet her with an Italian Buongiorno! I’d been practicing—inwardly—in the car, there was more screaming. Ramon opened his arms wide, his head tilted as he walked up the steps to her and took her in his arms.

			“Mama!” he said.

			Her voice was muffled now, but still, she made wild gestures with her hands, even as she hugged her son. I could see a sliver of her mouth curve into a smile:

			The Mother.
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			I had always thought about what a mother is in relation to what she is not. I knew, had I the choice, for instance, that I would not choose to be my mother. My mother was stretched thin. My mother was nervous. She grew up in the fifties. For her, working was a political act. Being a mother was both the equal and opposite of a political act. As an adult I believe in my mother’s politics, and I understand as a chronicler of history—women’s history in particular—that making a choice was necessary. But as a kid, I did not care about postwar American society and the myth of the feminine mystique; I just wanted my mother to take me to soccer practice.

			Claudine used to call me home to read to me at 4:30 p.m., when other kids were still eating cereal together in front of televisions or kicking the can along tar-pocked streets.

			It was always winter, and twilight, and I remember leaving my friends’ houses and crossing the darkening street for home. Lucy would be waiting there, and Claudine would read us the story of the magic pot, a folktale about a poor farmer who found a magic pot that would multiply to the hundreds whatever anyone placed inside it. My mother heard the story on one of her trips to Kenya and later found a book that illuminated the tale with batik-like illustrations. The pot kept giving and giving but soon the king heard about it, and, being king, wanted it for himself. Fighting ensued, which eventually led to the unjust death of many villagers, and the pot grew dusty, its magnificent talent wasted, the villagers still unfed but with the knowledge now of the luxury they were missing. Lucy would be curled in Claudine’s lap, and I, propped on my elbows, imagined our mother doing what she described in her postcards like testing the water supply or showing women how to make milk from U.S. government–provided nutritional powders, a property almost as astonishing as the magic pot’s.

			Once my mother asked me what I would put in the magic pot. Candy of course, I told her, but what I’d meant was her love. And now? I have wished on every eyelash, each ladybug touching down on a bare freckled shoulder, for all the grade-A fertilized embryos a girl could hope for. Or no: actual babies are what I want. A magic pot full of babies, one for every childless mother, two for me so they can have each other, the way Lucy and I once did. A magic pot filled with a chance to fix the past. Because that is also what a mother does. She fixes the past from the future. If you cannot be a mother, how do you fix the way in which you were mothered?

			_______

			Ramon and I were back on 95, heading south toward the adoption agency. Every state has different adoption laws and practices, and it turns out New York is one of the most difficult places to adopt in. National adoption agencies, with offices in the baby-making hubs of our country, were what many of the people we’d spoken to had chosen, and so here we were, going to the closest office, that magical place that held our future. We were to arrive at six o’clock for an initial meeting—a mixer! the informational packet had said—that would begin our weekend of adoption training. Should I bring sneakers? I’d asked Ramon while packing. This training, will it involve a track? A long jump?

			To his credit, he’d laughed. Wouldn’t it be nice if it was really just a grueling boot camp? he’d said.

			“I wonder what this is going to be like.” Ramon looked away, out his window at the red brick buildings off the highway, nearing Richmond.

			“Me too,” I said. “I’m excited though. Are you?”

			“I am. Relieved, too.”

			By “relieved,” Ramon meant that we had finally jumped off the in vitro fertilization journey—and by “journey,” I mean path through the fairy-tale forest to hell—and had moved on to a newer gamble, the gamble now not being whether we get a kid, but when we would get a kid, and what that child’s genetic makeup would bring. Why gamble on science, Ramon and I reasoned with each other, when our luck has always been suspect?

			Ramon had wanted out of the science before we’d even begun, believing my body, which had undergone surgeries and chemo, had withstood enough. Ramon’s mother, who had perhaps taken three Tylenols in her entire life, was against any shred of medication, and Ramon had inherited her resistance. He bludgeoned his hangovers with an occasional Advil and his bouts of depression with drinking. He had never told his mother about my illness—when we went to the lake or the sea with her, I wore a one-piece suit to hide my scars.

			Had we unlimited finances, there is no telling what we would have done, but Ramon and I had come to terms with not being genetically linked to our child. And sometimes, we agreed, too much choice gives you, well, too much choice. I remember thinking of the march on Washington senior year of college, how I’d held that round blue sign high: take your laws off our bodies! 
I thought I’d never be able to use a surrogate for this reason. We are not, I used to scream at the boys in sociology class, incubators!

			Looking at Ramon in profile as he drove, I could register my own sadness that we would never see his dark face and long nose replicated. Other parts of him that I have blamed on Spanish and Italian temperament, I reasoned, I would be glad to never encounter in my children.

			And there was also the cancer. I would be happy not to pass that along to anyone.

			Relief. I wasn’t sure I could use that word. I was relieved to be done with my body as Western: a place where the fertility cowboys, spurs of their boots dragging in the sand, tied their horses to my body’s rotting post. They kicked open its rusty-hinged doors, guns blazing, dead bodies and cracked eggs left behind them in clouds of red dust. And either you won the shoot-out and ran off with your own kid swaddled in your arms or you got shot down in some horrible haunted ghost town, ended up with nothing but a moonshine hangover.

			When all the science we could muster had failed, we thought we’d adopt internationally. Ramon was international, after all. We went to a very fancy adoption agency—Smith Chasen, on the Upper East Side—for an introduction to international adoption. It was as if we were applying to prep school. The chairs lined up perfectly, the metal of each arm touching the next just so, and pristine forms on clipboards were fanned out on tables, which made us feel we needed to be special, chosen even, for entry into this arrangement. And so we sat, straight as pins, poles up our hopeful, anal-retained asses, as we waited for the social workers to illuminate us about what countries we might plunder for a baby.

			This was 2009. The whole world was on the verge of financial collapse, and in regards to international adoption, I had the sense that, like going to college in the eighties, I had missed a quintessential moment. While I still banged around Washington, DC, shaking my fists, it was hardly the age of protest. The Freedom Riders, beaten, had already come home. Civil disobedience was long over. It seemed we had missed the opportunity to adopt a child abroad by a hair as well. Ten and twenty years previously, due to the one-child policy, Chinese girls were easy to come by. There were so many Chinese girls in New York City schools that our friend’s child, Zoe—the third Zoe we knew—thought anyone Asian at her school had been adopted. Now I knew that the removal of all those Chinese girls had clearly taken a toll on the country: China was now a rich country of young men. It would be quite difficult to get a Chinese child, we were told, under the age of five.

			A five-year-old. I had gotten Harriet at eight weeks old; she’d been teenier than a loaf of bread, and just as soft and delicious. I’d adopted her in part to recover from illness, to take care of instead of only being cared for, a final escape from the invasiveness of having been opened and basted closed.

			Harriet. I was in graduate school then, with more time than I would ever have again in my life, and so I did obsessive obedience training with her—sitting, staying, handing over the paw, a game where I shot her and she played dead—all to prepare her for future visits to sick children in cancer wards, places she would never go because I could never go back.

			Commands aside, it had been important to me to raise a puppy as my companion, and I felt similarly about a child. I could let go of the genetic link quite easily, and with it release a child from inheriting my mighty nose, my proclivity toward migraines, my rash rush to anger, but I could not let go of the prospect of mothering an infant.

			Given my family, a heady combination of Eastern European Jews, I was inclined to choose a child from Russia. When the criteria for adopting a Russian child went up on the screen at that first meeting at Smith Chasen, we found we made the cut—bravo!—but what the country was offering was hard to bear. Children in orphanages, the environments unclear, and I thought of a child perhaps untouched from infanthood. The long wait for a Russian child flashed on the screen, along with a chart of how orphanages tried to adopt those children out first locally, in the town or village, and then state-wide, and then nationally. So by the time the possibility of that child arrived here, she was often three or four, and, I could not help but wonder, passed over why?

			I could not have known at that introductory session that two weeks later, Russia would put a ban on U.S. adoptions as a result of an American woman who placed her adopted Russian child alone on a one-way plane to Moscow with a note that said: This child is mentally unstable. He is violent and has severe psychopathic issues. The child was dropped by a hired driver at the Russian Education Ministry in Moscow.

			I thought about the woman who sent that child back to Russia as we drove south, where babies—babies available for adoption—came from. Because of religion, I thought, remembering the fanatics in front of the abortion clinics we defended in college, who held Life magazine’s blown-up pictures of fetuses in uteri, the same photos my mother had shown me when trying to explain how babies were made.

			Ramon had spent several years in Argentina and Venezuela, and so a South American child made sense to us. He was a native Spanish speaker, and Guatemala seemed a viable option until we were told that night at Smith Chasen that Guatemala had also recently closed to Americans. The Hague Convention, which prevented organizations from paying women to have children, as well as the trafficking of babies over international borders, had been signed into U.S. law. Of course I didn’t want to take someone’s baby, someone who was being forced into placing their child up for adoption. I didn’t want to buy a child. And yet, I couldn’t help but think of getting here before those laws had started to affect intercountry adoption, in the golden age, when you lined up and paid your fees and got your fingerprints taken and your HIV tests, and then you got in a queue and when it was your turn, you left that country with an infant. And then that infant became your baby. And that baby grew into your child.

			We had been cut off from Asian countries, where one was not to have ever had a mental illness—no antidepressants, not a single therapy session, not a one. But for me it was not reasons of mental health that precluded Asia; it was cancer. No. Cancer. Never. None. We were ineligible to become parents of children from an entire portion of the world.

			Now Ramon and I passed through Richmond, its factories billowing black smoke, the large buildings almost New England looking in their stoic red-brickness, and I remembered a couple who sat next to us on that row of chairs at Smith Chasen, two men in beautifully tailored suits, crisp shirts with the faintest blue stripes, pastel ties. One was dark—Latino, I think—and the other looked as if he’d spent his first twenty summers on the bow of a boat in topsiders and Bermuda shorts, one knee bent as he looked out to sea, his blond hair feathering in the wind. The darker one raised his hand as we watched slides of orphanages flip by.

			“I know that some countries don’t allow gay couples to adopt.” He cleared his throat. “What are the criteria for Russia?”

			I want to say the social worker looked uncomfortable, that she shifted her papers and cleared her throat, but she did neither of those things. “I’m sorry no one told you this before tonight,” she said. “But we don’t take on homosexual couples for international adoption. Most countries will not consider it.” She smiled; her one concession seemed to be that she did so without showing her teeth.

			The couple looked at each other, stunned. Then, as if on cue, they stood up and tried to leave the row with dignity, but they had to step over Ramon and me, who had not had time to stand and make room for them to pass. We tried to, believe me, but it was badly timed, and so we blocked them rather than cleared a path. When they finally exited our row, knocking several chairs imperfect, I began to cry. I sat down and put my head in my hands as I heard more rustling, the sounds of more same-sex couples exiting the room.

			After they left, a single woman, also banned from parenthood, filed out, and then it was Ramon’s and my turn. No cancer, we were told. No matter how long it’s been in remission. Not for Asian countries. There was a ringing in my ears so loud, but I could not answer it. Ramon went to stand, but I jerked him back into his seat. I would not leave the room.

			_______

			Perhaps, we thought, someone with experience could explain this process to us. A colleague gave me the name of an acquaintance—their kids were in school together—a lawyer facilitating adoptions who had adopted two Russian children, simultaneously, five years previously.

			The lawyer was kind enough to meet me for coffee uptown. It was just after she’d had a hair appointment and as she approached my table, I could see her hair was rather purple, like an elderly person’s, and, because it was combed back and sprayed high, away from her face, it revealed two slits at each ear, where her skin had been pulled too tightly and then resewn.

			“This is how you get the best ones,” she said, meaning the children, after we’d said hello and ordered. “You send flowers to the people helping you.” She blew into her tea. “You just do it. They say it’s a queue but it’s not really a queue. Send flowers, and you can get better ones than the ones you’re supposed to get.”

			I had no idea what this woman was talking about. It felt similar to the beginnings of my peregrinations through the underworld of infertility treatments—needles filled with Follistim and Menopur, hot stone massages, progesterone, acupuncture, wheatgrass shots, estrogen patches, potassium IVs. Once I did not know the meaning of some of those words. Here, I began to write everything down in my adoption notebook, a red leather-bound book I’d had for years. I did not yet understand that what the lawyer meant was: try not to get the Russian kid who has never been touched, she will have bonding issues.

			“Bonding issues can ruin your life,” she told me. “If you’re at all unsure about the condition of the child, that’s where Felicia Hirschfeld comes in. She’s famous for looking at videos and measuring the heads of Russian children—actually she measures heads from all the Stans: Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan—any Stan she’ll do. She did it for Angelina Jolie, and,” she said, “for a well-worth-it fee, she will also do it for you.”

			“Did Angelina Jolie adopt from a Stan?” I asked, after writing down the name of the woman who measured heads. In addition to securing my memory, writing these facts came with the bonus of removing myself entirely from what, I was finding, was a one-way conversation.

			She waved me away. “No, she didn’t, but it’s Angelina and Felicia Hirschfeld is the best—The. Best.—so Angelina used her for her African child.”

			“Oh,” I said. I would soon learn that most everyone adopting a child referred to Angelina Jolie often, and by her first name. “Ramon and I were thinking about Ethiopia as well.” I looked up at the lawyer, the sides of her face tinted purple where the stylist had not wiped her skin clean of dye. We were thinking of Ethiopia because the criterion for Ethiopia was: you can get a child now. They can be six months old, and the orphanages were said to be clean, with loving caretakers, and they did not seem to care about cancer. I imagined getting a grant to learn about a feminist activist community movement in the Sudan while I waited for my baby to make her way to me. Perhaps my own mother, with all her access to the developing world, might be able to help in this situation as well. The Ethiopians, my mother once told me, are the most beautiful people on earth.

			Was I allowed to care about beauty? I had no idea, but this lawyer looked at me, her chin quivering, pointed down. “You know . . .” Her index finger drew imaginary lines on the sticky table. “If you get an Ethiopian child, that child will be black.”

			I stopped writing and looked up. We were in one of the most diverse neighborhoods in one of the most diverse cities on earth. “Obviously,” I said. “Of course we’re aware.”

			“Well, I’m just saying that if you have a black baby you will have to pal around with black people.”

			I took a long sip of my coffee. “Okay.” I went back to writing. Pal around, I wrote. With black people.

			“I’m glad you see my point. Your people are Russian.” She raised her chin.

			I nodded. She was not wrong.

			“It matters,” she said. “Let me tell you about international adoption. It’s not open. You do not want open. That’s the way they do it now, domestically.”

			“Really?” I looked up from my note taking. “I thought research was showing open—where all of us know each other to some degree—was best for the child. I’ve got adult friends who didn’t know their biological parents and I don’t know that it was better for them. They have a lot of fantasies about where they might have come from, who their parents might have been. They have to decide as adults if they want to find these people, strangers really. It can turn their worlds upside down.”

			She smiled. Her face stretched, a drum, a lampshade. “I had a mother who would give me furniture and then take it back. Give me a beautiful dresser—inlaid, just gorgeous—and then take it back. A mirror. Take it back. I just couldn’t bear that. Someone’s mother coming back, I mean. Taking them back.”

			“Coming back for the child?” I asked.

			She looked at me, incredulous. “For the child,” she said. “Yes. I cried for weeks when my mother took the beautiful dresser. A stunning mid-century piece.”

			I had that same horrible feeling that I would leave many conversations about adopting with: paralyzing anxiety. They made me politically uncomfortable, or they made me fearful that I had made a fallacious choice, taken an incorrect path through the wrong forest, and, because of this, my magic pot would not only not be brimming with babies, it would not even be partially filled, not even with one infant. If every meeting, every conversation, each scrap of knowledge I accrued, told me something about adoption, here was my lesson from this meeting: When you are adopting a child, the rules of social conversation are not applicable. When you are adopting a child, you are allowed to say what you please about race. You will eventually have to write it down on a form for everyone to see, what race you want, what race you do not want. You will have to know this, but you will not have to explain your reasoning. You will not have to explain anything at all. You simply do not check the box you do not want. And, somehow, in this new country, because of the Hague laws and democracy and capitalism and America, and the fact that you will become the mother of this child, everything you say will be correct.

			I couldn’t imagine what it meant for a baby to be taken. Back.

			As we were readying to part out on Seventh Avenue, a bright robin’s-egg-blue day, I asked the lawyer why she’d waited so long to adopt.

			“You know,” she began, her fine hair separating in the wind, “my brother died when I was five. We were playing in the street up in Westchester, in our neighborhood.” She paused. “He was hit by a car.” Another pause. “I was five. I just didn’t know if I could do it,” she said. “Be a mother. And then before I knew it, it was too late. And then it was really too late.”

			That had been over six months ago. I was thirty-eight.

			“Just yesterday,” the lawyer said, “I went to pick up my children, and the teacher’s aide, she called my children over and said that their grandmother was here.”

			“How awful,” I told her, with emotion.

			“Their grandmother!” She had nodded her head, and I could tell she was in that moment, turning the injustice of it over, of aging and biology, letting it roll around, a marble on her tongue, pinging against her teeth. And then she turned and began to walk uptown. She didn’t wish me luck or tell me to be in touch if I had questions. She didn’t even say good-bye.

			_______

			In the end, Ramon and I decided on domestic adoption because we didn’t meet the criteria of many countries due to my illness, but mostly it was because we desired an infant. I put out of my mind the notion that a mother could come back and take the child away and what that could feel like, because we were told that once there was a match with a birthmother, we could be in the delivery room, holding her hand. The birthmother, we were told, would be like family. This became the fairy-tale narrative we lived by, there from almost the beginning of our once-upon-a-time. I imagined, as we headed to this agency down south, away from New York and its difficult laws that few agencies were licensed in, that we would name our baby Grace, like a lot of the adopted girls I knew. Grace, as in “divine,” as in “God’s Grace,” because of all we had to do to find her, the child that was ours from the ancient beginnings of time, but that we’d had to be tried and tested and trained to find.

			The birthmothers, we told each other, are real. They have what we want: not the stitched pink stripe, the ticking black spot, not the hand-forced specimen swimming free in a sterile cup, but flesh and blood and bones, a thread sutured to life. I thought about Grace now, on this highway. Ramon and I were relieved when we decided on adoption, and we believed we would find comfort in going to Smith Chasen for that horrid meeting, and now we felt relieved that finally this process could make sense to us; there would be logic to this grace.

			_______

			“This is going to be great,” I said, as if we were on our way to Club Med. I looked out at the road. We had just left 95 and now were on the diminutive 85, which made us feel like we were headed somewhere undiscovered. “But also, I’m nervous.” What had the sign said? Martina? I’d just seen a sign that said raleigh 100 miles, I do remember that, as I remember thinking how close my parents were to Raleigh and how strange that seemed, as I consider my parents staunch northerners.

			“I’ve been thinking about it,” said Ramon, still the fingers gripping and ungripping the wheel. “I’m going to speak Spanish to the child, no matter what the ethnicity. I’m going to speak Spanish and Italian.”

			As he said this I felt a combination of psychotic rage and unbearable sadness. At first my violence-bordering anger was against all Europeans who, as we uneducated isolated Americans know, speak so many goddamn languages. It quickly, however, honed in on Ramon. “Really?” I asked.

			“Of course! I’m Spanish and Italian. My mother spoke to me in Italian for my entire childhood, and that’s important to me to pass on.”

			“But I don’t speak either of those languages, Ramon.” It was my great shame that, as many years as I’d been going to Terracina, I had never learned to speak Italian. The old farmers who lived next to his mother thought I was an idiot. Here comes the illiterate Jew who killed Jesus, they said to one another as we pulled in each summer. I don’t know that they said this, as Ramon is the worst translator in the history of translators, but I’m quite sure it was something to that effect.

			“Well, that’s not my fault, Jesse.” He looked straight ahead. “What will you do then? What will you pass on to the child?”

			I didn’t know if I would burst into tears or tear my husband’s head off. What would I do? Take our African-American, Italian-and-Spanish-speaking baby to Hebrew school?

			“What will I pass on to the child,” I said, more to myself than Ramon.

			I remembered Passover at my great-grandmother’s house in Cleveland, all the cousins rushing to find the afikomen as if it held the key to something besides Nana Sadie’s checkbook. Great-Uncle Sid with his magic quarters, his colored silk scarves pulled out of the most unfathomable and, I now see, inappropriate places. There were long dinners and a photograph of Ronald Reagan my father had gotten for his grandmother-in-law, who, for some reason that no one could fathom, had cast her vote for him, the first and last Republican vote in our family.

			“I blame Cleveland,” my father had said, laughing, as he slid macaroon after macaroon off Sadie’s delicate three-tiered dessert tray and dropped them down his gullet.

			Three generations dipping our fingers into salted water, passing the bitter herbs and the charoset, three generations, piling the horseradish high on the gefilte fish, leaving the door ajar for Elijah, even if Sadie lived in an apartment building. It was three generations singing “Dayenu” as if our lives depended on it, my grand­father the attorney, bent and birdlike; his wife, three times larger than he, belting it out; even Great-Aunt Sylvia, who was deaf, sang, in her low sad voice. And Lucy asked the four questions. Wherever we were, always, Lucy was the youngest of us all.

			Three generations. All at one table. I will be the one to break that.

			“Yes,” Ramon said. “You have to think about legacy.”

			My child would be heir to what? I closed my eyes as we drove, and I thought of Harriet, asleep at my mother’s feet as she moved around the kitchen, before a new stove she had not used until three months ago. She’d had to go downstairs to the fuse box to figure out how to turn it on. I thought with regret how we had spayed Harriet, and so we would never have her puppies, and just the thought of never seeing her or her likeness again made me breathe heavily, tears collecting at the corners of my eyes. And beneath all that was this: where do I fit in here? Most women become pregnant and they carry their babies and then they breast-feed their infants, who need them to survive. Ramon and I were the same. We were two bodies. The baby would need us equally, and yet Ramon would have his seventeen languages and his countless rich cultural experiences to share. I didn’t know what I could offer, and while I began to ponder all the perils of assimilated Judaism, really it was just this, only this: was I the mother?

			Wasn’t I supposed to be the mother?
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