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Preface

MAKE NO MISTAKE. The mothers and fathers of children from China know that we’re the lucky ones,

We hear that adjective “lucky” foisted on our children at the airport, the grocery store, the toddlers’ playgroup. The curious stranger approaches with a knowing look, assessing our little Asian peach peering up from under the fuzzy hat.

The comments start, often without much thought about the child who is listening. Yes, China has a drastic policy on population control. Yes, baby girls are most affected. Yes, it hurts to think what could have happened to her. Depending on the situation, our daughters’ reactions and our reserves of tolerance, we answer, confirm and try to steer the talk away from painful words like “abandoned.” At least while she’s listening in.

I prefer to think that most people do not mean to offend and so I try to be informative, boasting about her accomplishments and waxing enthusiastic about Chinese culture. But then it comes, way too often, the stranger’s cheery conclusion: “She’s a lucky girl!”

I can’t help but wince. Yes, she has a room full of toys and a college fund, a doting father and brother, a well-meaning if impatient mother. But please don’t tell her she’s lucky, that she should be grateful to have someone to raise her. That’s surely the minimum that every child deserves. If you think I’m some selfless humanitarian, that I’ve done her a favor, you haven’t heard me get on her case when it’s forty-five minutes after her bedtime.

But is she lucky? I can’t forget that she lost something irretrievable when her biological parents decided they would or could not raise her. She lost something else again when she was carted on board that flight out of Beijing. Maybe growing up adored will fill up her spaces and then the early trauma will shrink in importance. I hope. But I will not disrespect her personal history by pretending that being left parentless for eleven months was “lucky.”

No, we’re the lucky ducks, my husband and I, with our wish for a healthy girl miraculously granted in a hotel lobby in Hefei in October 2000.

Fortunate, too, are the other parents writing here, sharing their perspectives on an exceptional but joyful twist of fate. In this collection, the lucky ones write about their reasons for adopting from China, as well as the surprises, frustrations, and delights that have followed. Others explore the many dimensions of raising a child who is sometimes different from the crowd and sometimes just like any other kid.

The embracing of thousands of Chinese babies by North American and European families is a social experiment with no exact precedent, a demographic upheaval whose consequences aren’t fully known. Yet.

No doubt many, maybe most, girls will grow up to enjoy happily ordinary lives. There may be others who never recover from being abandoned, deprived of their birthright, wounded by racial stereotypes, or adopted by inept — or worse — parents.

But this book captures where the experiment stands now, a point at which we have reason to think that everything may work out just fine.

The evidence these essays offer is reassuring. Some stories here, Evan Solomon’s or Denise Davy’s, for example, may have begun amid terrible pain and loss. But our families are healing fast and prospering. Babies are growing up into confident, articulate young people, aware of who they are and where they’re going. I think of Shelley’s Page daughter Cleo, all of six years old, explaining in Mandarin to Chinese villagers: “We are Canadian, and I come from China.” I think of teenagers Jasmine Bent and Lia Calderone, whose current goals include saving the world, seeing the Great Wall, and acing grade 11 math.

Or consider single father Douglas Hood, who wrote back in 1995 about his daughter Suki exploding into his life like a firecracker. Douglas’s piece, with its irreverent approach to parenthood, made me laugh out loud when I read it years ago. I wondered about how it had gone and was delighted to be able track him down through the prodigious online network of adoptive parents. I was even more delighted when he agreed to write “Our Silk Road,” an update of their lives together, now that Suki is sixteen. Never mind the teenage troubles; all signs are that Suki will make a splash.

Thinking about Doug’s spirited if unorthodox parenting makes it all the more poignant to remember that China has tightened its rules on international adoption. Single parents no longer stand much chance of receiving a child. In May 2007, overwhelmed by the demand for children as the number available has dropped, Chinese officials instituted new policies, giving preference to married couples between 30 and 50. Would-be single parents are out of luck now, as is anyone with a chronic illness or disability, including obesity. The Chinese say they simply want the best chance of success and security for the children. That’s surely what we’ve all wanted too. Yet, the good news that fewer children are being abandoned means bad news for those now unable to adopt from China.

We hope that our stories will convey what our children have lost, what we have found, and why we believe that we’re the lucky ones.






Foreword

Jan Wong

WHEN I WAS A FOREIGN CORRESPONDENT in Beijing, “good news” stories were hard to find. I had been posted there in 1988. One year later, the Chinese government slaughtered hundreds, perhaps thousands, of unarmed protesters. Try as I might, for several years after that it was hard to write on any subject that was not somehow, directly or indirectly, connected to the Tiananmen Square massacre.

The one shining exception was the Chinese adoption story. It was a win-win situation, or to put it in Chinese terms, it was double happiness. Unwanted baby girls got a loving family and home. Foreign parents desperate for a child got one. And to put it bluntly, they got a healthy baby free of fetal alcohol syndrome, drug addiction, or any maternal ties.

The adoption story struck a chord with me. More than a century ago, a peasant in the Pearl River delta journeyed into Canton (now Guangzhou), the provincial capital. He carried two willow baskets balanced on a bamboo shoulder pole. It was circa 1886. China was still recovering from the aftermath of the Taiping Rebellion, which had devastated southern China and caused twenty million deaths.

That peasant was my great-grandfather. In the baskets were his two baby girls, my great-aunt and her sister, my maternal grandmother. My great-grandfather stood on the street corner and offered them to any passerby who would feed them. According to family history, my grandmother and great-aunt were adopted by a judicial official. He must have been enlightened because he gave them one year’s education, enough so they could read and write.

Perhaps because he was enlightened, or perhaps because he didn’t see the point of going to all that trouble for two unwanted babies, the official didn’t bind the little girls’ feet. In dynastic China, three-inch “lotus” feet were as coveted and erotic as cleavage is today in Hollywood. Having big, ugly feet greatly dimmed my grandmother’s marriage prospects.

Meanwhile, my paternal grandfather had arrived in Canada in 1881. He was one of thousands of coolies recruited from the Pearl River delta to build the Canadian Pacific Railway. He was forty by the time he went back to China to look for a bride. It’s my theory — based on nothing more than a professional habit of stringing together a bunch of unrelated facts into a coherent story — that all those years my grandfather spent in Canada, surrounded by beautiful Canadian women with their big feet, made him amenable to my grandmother’s. Of course, it helped that she was sixteen and very pretty. But that’s another story.

I stumbled upon the adoption story when I began noticing white people in Beijing with Chinese babies. I talked to the parents, and discovered they were almost all Canadians. A few quick calls to the Canadian embassy confirmed that the number of adopting parents was growing rapidly. Canada initially dominated the trend, apparently because a few pioneering Canadians had set up agencies specializing in Chinese adoptions.

I learned that one Beijing hotel, the Kunlun, received so many adoptive parents that they had hired a team of in-house babysitters, acquired dozens of cribs, and purchased a fleet of fold-up strollers. The Canadian embassy was so busy with the adoptions that it designated a person whose main job was handling the stressed-out parents. Red tape included health checks for the babies and Canadian visas. The little girls, of course, all traveled to Canada on Chinese passports.

For the story in my newspaper, The Globe and Mail, I followed one couple from Montreal. Carrying their new Chinese infant daughter, they drew curious stares. At the Silk Market, I translated for a stall vendor who asked what they were doing with a Chinese baby. When he heard they were adopting her and taking her to Montreal, he grinned and said, “Adopt me!”

In an essay on dialectical materialism, Chairman Mao said that a bad thing can turn into its opposite. He was right. Chinese females are so unwanted, so unloved, that they are abandoned. They are left under bridges, in hospital waiting rooms, near police stations. If they survive, they end up in orphanages. And some of those despised little girls go on to a new life in the West where they are cherished, fed, clothed, and educated. They are given every chance to flourish, and more.

Many people read the story, and contacted me asking how they could adopt. At the time, the Globe’s foreign editor, my boss, was a young woman named Ann Rauhala. Ann went on to adopt a Chinese baby girl herself. She is also the creative force and the editor for this poignant book of first-person essays.

Each person in this book tells the same story, a love story. But each is unique. One parent is shocked — happily so — to discover she has been given a boy. Another fears her daughter might be discriminated against in her homogeneous Ontario town. Others talk about the developmental challenge facing an infant who has spent a year or more immobile in her crib. Still others worry about the implications of uprooting their daughter from her language and culture. They wonder about the mothers who abandoned their daughters, pressured by China’s one-child policy and influenced by an age-old cultural preference for sons. Meanwhile, the population sex imbalance in rural China is severe. In some villages, it has reached a ratio of 120 boys to 100 girls. That is not just because baby girls are abandoned; many are aborted on the basis of an ultrasound test, even though medical workers aren’t supposed to tell parents the sex of the fetus.

The adoption story continues to evolve. At first, adoptive parents were allowed only one baby, the rule stemming somewhat absurdly from China’s own one-child policy. I knew of one Canadian family who adopted one twin girl, then waited in agony for permission, granted months later, to adopt the marooned sister. Later it became possible to adopt more than one child. China even loosened restrictions on age and marital status. Single people could adopt. Gays could, too, although they could not be open about their sexuality because China only recently removed homosexuality from a list of psychiatric “disorders.” More recently, China has imposed age limits. And it will no longer consider single parents.

The first Chinese adoptees are growing up. They’re in their teens and early twenties, having bat mitzvahs, going to the mall, winning prizes at school. I see them in Chinese restaurants with their parents, each completely at home and comfortable in her skin.

During my stint as a foreign correspondent in Beijing from 1988 to 1994, I gave birth to two boys. I love my sons dearly, but I’ve always yearned for a daughter. When I was leaving for the airport in 1994, I had a last lunch with the Chinese woman who had been our nanny. She suddenly leaned across the dining room table and said to me, “Do you want to adopt a baby girl?”

Ben was then four and Sam was one. My husband felt we already couldn’t cope. “No!” he shouted, at the same time as I shouted, “Yes!” It turned out that our nanny knew of a young woman, one of millions of migrants in Beijing whose menstrual cycle isn’t being monitored by any government organization. She had just had her third child — her third daughter. Naturally, she and her husband didn’t want the baby. If I wanted, I could have her right away. No red tape.

I thought of using Sam’s passport to smuggle her out of China and into Canada. I figured that as a dual citizen (my husband, Norman, is American) my one-year-old could get back to Canada on his U.S. passport. But in the end, I lost my nerve. It is illegal, of course, to traffic in babies. Back in Canada, I often thought of her. I wondered if she had enough to eat, if anyone held her. I wondered if she was even alive. I never learned her name. In my mind, I called her the Ten-Minute Baby because if I had had enough nerve, I could have had a baby in ten minutes.

On a recent return trip to China, I asked our former nanny for news of the baby girl. She didn’t know what had happened to her, didn’t even know her name. She was puzzled that I seemed so fixated on the baby. “You can get a baby girl anywhere,” she told me with a shrug. “Duo de hen.” There are so many of them, she said.








As Traditional as a Child

Tess Kalinowski

OLIVIA IS WALKING INTO the dining room. She hangs on tightly to my dad’s fingers. I know from experience his back must feel like it’s breaking as he repeatedly indulges her desire to move.

My baby is grinning from ear to ear, her little head bobbing up and down, spontaneous giggles issuing from the pure pleasure of her own cleverness. Less than two months ago when I picked her up in China, she couldn’t sit up for more than a few seconds without flopping onto her face.

Now on a perfectly ordinary Sunday for no reason other than that she is beautiful and healthy, intense joy is nudging tears to my eyes.

“I did that. I went and got us that,” I say to my mother. Her arms are already outstretched to the grinning child stepping through the doorway.

Not being married seldom bothered me. Not having children was, for a long time, tearing me apart. To say my biological clock was ticking wouldn’t be correct. I felt no physical imperative to give birth and my notions of children don’t include the creation of a replica of myself or a partner.

I don’t know whether other people genuinely have those feelings. I do know that the sound of time marching forward started to resonate when I was about thirty-three. By thirty-five, it was deafening.

It took me a long time to get past the embarrassment of wanting anything as traditional as a child.

I had a career that had exceeded my expectations. I had a house; smart, funny friends; and a devoted family. I understood how enviable my life was and I think that’s why it became increasingly important to share it — not just the stuff, but the people and the laughter that just got better as I aged.

I’d spent a lifetime making alternative choices. Becoming a mother was practically the only thing I’d always been absolutely sure I wanted.

I had always enjoyed a wonderful relationship with my own mother. I wanted to continue that journey with another generation.

It takes me a moment to comprehend it’s my daughter’s Chinese name being called in the Hefei Holiday Inn meeting room. It’s 9 a.m. Monday. My sister and I are among ten adoptive Canadian families who flew from Vancouver to Beijing on Saturday and then flew two hours southeast to Hefei on Sunday.

Finally we are gathered in the room where babies from the nearby city of Chuzou are already waiting with their caregivers.

The other members of the group I’ve been assigned by the Ottawa-based Children’s Bridge agency, have, by process of elimination, figured out that the floppy baby with the Elvis sideburns is mine. It is February 28. The pictures I received at Christmas were taken in October. I have trouble seeing the resemblance. Nevertheless, I’m moved to tears at the sight of my daughter.

A young woman brings Fu Yuan Qin, who I’ll call Olivia, toward me. I squeak a first hello but don’t immediately take her in my arms. I’ve gone to the adoption seminars and know enough to introduce my voice and touch slowly.

Once Olivia is in my arms the nanny retreats across the room. Later I will persuade her to hold Olivia for a photograph.

Olivia has a cold. Her cheeks are flaming from teething and the odor of urine-soaked wool is rising from her damp little body. The humid meeting room is easily twenty-three degrees Celsius. In the Chinese custom, Olivia is wearing several layers of clothing.

My sister Katherine holds the miserable infant for three hours while I complete the adoption paperwork. As instructed by our guide and interpreter, Ding, I repeatedly write my promise to always care for the child and never abandon her.

Ding will later translate so the adoptive parents can ask the orphanage director about our babies’ lives to that point. He stresses we are not to ask any questions about the girls’ birth parents or where the child was abandoned.

I can see from across the room that Olivia is crying and, despite disapproving looks from the Chinese, Katherine has stripped the baby down to a fresh diaper and top. Without the pants, we can see Olivia won’t straighten one leg. It is tucked tightly next to her little body. I’m worried enough to mention this to another adoptive parent, a pediatric nurse. He promises to stop by later and have a look.

Before we are released from the room, the adoptive parents are interviewed by a notary. Ding translates her questions.
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Am I sure I want to take this baby girl back to Canada?

I know my baby looks miserable and ill. Of the ten babies being adopted that day, mine is looking among the least healthy. In the split-second before I answer, it occurs to me the notary is offering to have a different baby brought for me.

I smile and insist, “Oh yes, this is the baby girl I want to take home.”

Adopting a child is invasive and exhausting. There’s a rigid bureaucratic process but the experience is unique to each family.

It took me eighteen months of research, rigorous paperwork, and rushing for appointments before I finally found myself flying to China.

Anyone with the right biology can make a child, but adoption in Ontario requires a Ministry of Community and Social Services home-study approval. To get it, you undergo intense scrutiny. You pay a social worker to interview you, to review your home, your job, your finances, and your relationships. You must get friends, family, and colleagues to write reference letters.

There are virtually no healthy infants available for public adoption in Ontario. Today, fewer women put their babies up for adoption than before and those who do frequently opt for private adoption so they can select the baby’s parents. Public adoptions are limited mostly to special needs and older children but it’s a hard truth that most people want healthy infants.

Eastern Europe and China are the most established avenues for Canadians seeking overseas adoptions.

Because China’s single-child policy allows only one child per family, that country has thousands of unwanted babies, almost all girls. Kept in state-run orphanages, the girls who aren’t adopted will be schooled and supported until they are eighteen. The orphanages also house some boys and special-needs children.

Although I didn’t visit Olivia’s orphanage in Chuzhou, our group was permitted to tour a facility in Hefei where some of the other children had been kept. Those babies were healthier and better developed than the Chuzhou babies in our group. The director of the Hefei orphanage told us there are about 400 children in its care. About 200 of those live in foster homes.

Most children adopted from China are developmentally delayed as a result of their extended institutionalization. In Hefei there were only two or three staff looking after dozens of infants. There were toys in the children’s playroom but they were mostly on shelves in boxes.

Most of our group wept at the sight of so many children milling about like ducks in a pen. One little boy, about two, with no arms below the elbow, was riding a plastic toy while another child tried to push him. Another little girl ran wildly among the Canadians pulling on us and smiling in a desperate bid for attention.

The director told us that only about thirty-five percent of the Hefei children would be adopted — only fifteen percent internationally.

Typically, the adopted children catch up within a few months of arriving in their new homes where they receive stimulation and love. When I got Olivia, she was eleven months old and couldn’t sit up. It was less than a month before she was sitting up straight, and a few weeks later she was trying to walk.

A Chinese adoption typically costs between $15,000 and $20,000 Canadian, including a two-week trip for two to China. Children’s Bridge arranges a week in the child’s home province in which a birth certificate and certificate of abandonment are notarized and the child’s Chinese passport is prepared. The second week is spent in Beijing, where the child undergoes a medical exam necessary for an entry visa into Canada, the only Western country that requires this medical.

I talked to a woman who adopted from Russia. She had taken a second mortgage on her home. Many families max out credit cards and lines of credit. The National Bank of Canada offers a special adoption loan program.

Early in my research one woman put it this way: Adoption is the price of a car. It may be a compact model or it may be a luxury sedan, but it’s just a car.

It’s common for adopting couples to have endured the trauma of fertility treatment. The first adoption seminar I attended at the Adoption Council of Ontario in Toronto included half a dozen couples and myself. The common element in that room was grief. Young women recounted multiple miscarriages and unsuccessful hormone treatments. Their partners sat beside them, stoic and helpless.

When adoption was still a possibility for single people, I was among the growing number of single women choosing to adopt. It was rare and difficult for an unmarried man to adopt, but, in the course of my research, I heard of one man who obtained a child from Russia.

When I adopted Olivia, China had no trouble with single women adopting. There were three single mothers in our group of ten families. I often consider that a generation or two back, motherhood wasn’t an option for most unmarried women.

Back in our hotel room, we give Olivia a sponge bath and a bottle.

The pediatric nurse stops in and finds one of her legs a little weaker than the other but doesn’t think there’s anything to worry about. He checks her with a stethoscope and assures us the cold hasn’t moved into her chest.

About midnight Olivia’s crying wakes us. But it’s a different baby who gets out of the crib. After a bottle and clean diaper she is more than content but not tired. It’s the middle of the night. I’m as far from home as I ever expect to be and this small stranger has decided she’d like to play. Between the hours of midnight and 2 a.m., I catch my first glimpse of the daughter I’ll be carrying back to Canada. She chuckles and coos, wants to be thrown in the air and caught, tickled and bounced on the bed. I’m exhausted but relieved beyond words.

Sometime after 2 a.m., Olivia goes back to sleep for about three hours. At 5 a.m. she’s up again entertaining Katherine and me. We know it’s late at home but we call our parents to tell them we’ve got our baby and she’s going to be just fine. A world away, we can feel their urgency to hold their first grandchild.






Tumbling Down

Patricia Hluchy

TWO WEEKS BEFORE I BECAME a mother, my house fell down. It was a Saturday morning, 3 o’clock, mid-January, the darkest depths of winter, and then the sound of an avalanche — bricks were falling off the front of our house as the roof crumpled and the front wall broke away, leaning out about fifteen degrees. I had a monster head cold and wanted to pretend nothing was happening. However, my husband, Hamish, jumped out of bed and rushed to the front bedroom. He came back telling me to get up, get dressed, and get the hell out, lest the whole structure collapse on us.

This is what had happened. In January 1999, Toronto experienced unprecedented snowfall. By January 13, the amount of snow was already double the average for the month, and it had arrived in a series of nasty blizzards. Mayor Mel Lastman called in the army to help plow and, one imagines, to keep the citizenry from rioting over the outrageously vile weather. We live at the end of a row of twelve houses, and that night the roof of the dwelling six doors north fell in because of its burden of snow. That caused a domino effect down the row. Our house sustained the least damage, but it still took more than four months to fix.

After we’d pushed against three feet of snow outside our door, I rushed back in to get a sedative, prescribed so I could sleep on the plane to China. I figured our insurance wouldn’t cover this disaster and that my dream come true, one-year-old Wu Zhi, who was living in an orphanage in Hubei province, was no longer within reach. There was no way I’d sleep without medication. After standing around among firefighters and police, at 4:30 a.m. we trudged four blocks to my sister’s house, where I did manage to sleep a little.

Fortunately, our insurance covered the devastation. Hamish and I spent the next two weeks camped out at my sister’s. The sympathetic managing editor at Maclean’s magazine, where I was entertainment editor, told me I could take paid leave to deal with the calamity and to get ready for China. About a week after the collapse, we spent a few hours outside our wreck of a house in the biting cold as workmen brought out all our possessions, destined for storage. We went through every box, every hastily filled garbage bag, to extract what we’d need during our two-week China sojourn and afterward — our collection of baby bottles and clothes, toys, our own clothing, and other personal items. Inevitably, things went missing, including the tray of the highchair. (We spent the first several weeks with our baby daughter without that essential platform — anyone who’s fed a one-year-old knows just how chaotic that would be.)

Difficult as it was, the travel to China and our two weeks there were a relief — an escape from the stress and aggravation of dealing with the insurance adjuster, two contractors (one working on the exterior and one inside) and various workmen. And there was the exquisite joy of meeting our daughter and discovering her to be alert and healthy, not to mention in possession of great charm. Zhi screamed for five hours that first day, in two bouts of equal duration. We knew this was a good sign: clearly, she was attached to the caregivers at the orphanage, which meant she was more likely to bond with us. Even amid the howling and her repeated pointing at the door — “Get me out of here!” — I fell in love with her.

Adoption is a dauntingly abrupt transition from childlessness to parenthood; there’s no nine-month gestation to allow you to get used to the idea. And because Zhi was already thirteen months old and overdue for wandering about and exploring her surroundings, we had to hit the ground running.

With the house disaster, it felt as if we’d been violently wrenched out of our old existence, and then had to rebuild our lives, and our home.

I learned when I was nineteen that I could not have children because of a medical condition. I had undergone tests in a Victoria hospital, and the gynecologist came in on the second day to brusquely tell me my equipment was flawed. My dreams, my sense of self, came tumbling down. No babies of my own. I ran to a pay phone to call my mother, who lived an hour’s drive away.

It was pretty much the end of my youth. My childhood hadn’t been particularly blissful, but until that day my hopes were essentially intact. I would not fully recover from the blow for another twenty-six years, until February 2, 1999, the day Zhi came into my life.

I was one of those girls who’d always thought of herself as a mother-in-training. It was like the call to nunhood that I half expected as a devout and tortured Catholic in my childhood and early teens. That call never arrived, but by the age of nine or ten I knew that in order to be fully me I had to be a mum one day. Coming of age with feminism — I was born in 1952 — meant that I also expected to break away from the generations of hard-working but uneducated and domestically anchored mothers who came before me on my father’s Slovak side and in my mother’s Italian clan. My parents did not expect any more of me — they even tried to dissuade me from going to university despite my strong marks in school. Nevertheless, I expected to have an interesting job one day, and mostly I thought of teaching (some maternal impulse was no doubt part of that), though journalism was a dare-not-hope-for-it dream. Above all else, marriage and motherhood would be the clinchers of my life.

The news of my infertility changed everything. It unleashed a tendency to melancholy that was already there. There’s probably some irony in the fact that, feeling my womanhood was compromised, I reacted in a way that is, in our culture, quintessentially feminine: I directed my anger and disappointment inside, where they could morph into depression.

“Barren” has to be the most brutal, most hopeless word in the English language. And hopeless I became. In my second year of university I took a philosophy course on existentialism. This may be self-flattery, but I seem to recall I was one of the few students who kind of got Sartre’s Being and Nothingness. It resonated for me, viscerally.

For years, I felt like an outsider — a bitter one — among other women. If someone commented on my “breeder” hips, I might smolder for hours. It was difficult to weather the pregnancies of a few friends who conceived in their twenties, right after university. Sadness also turned to self-destruction. I drank — or at least tried to drink — like the guys. I did reckless things and gravitated toward reckless lovers. I tried to fashion a tough-chick persona, but mostly people found my attempts comical: who was this pallid, wimpy-looking, sentimental girl with a penchant for floral, feminine clothing (that I just couldn’t shed) who used the word “fuck” ridiculously often? It wasn’t just knowledge of my inability to have children that darkened my youth. There were other factors, of course, in my constitution and in my past. But infertility became the focal point of my despair.
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Through it all, I continued to adore babies and older kids. And I did think about adoption, even as I narcissistically mourned the little boy or girl who would have looked like me and inherited only my good qualities. In retrospect, I feel lucky in comparison to women who learn of their infertility, and/or that of their partner, when they’re thirty or forty. I had all those years to accommodate myself to — to become excited by — the prospect of raising a kid with whom I’d have no biological connection. I read books and articles about adoption. I’d cry over photos of heretofore sorrowful women with their South Asian or Caucasian or Native daughter or son. As I thought of my own family and those of my friends, I realized that biology does not necessarily make for understanding or love or harmony between parent and child.

And though I’d always been an avid and loving babysitter, I learned at twenty-one that I really could love other people’s children. For four months in 1972, I was an au pair in Paris, looking after Emmanuelle and François Skyvington, ages seven and four. I adored them. There was some ego in my zealous guardianship, but I was surprised at how much I relished their delight and happiness. I knew — I really knew — that I had to be an adoptive mom, and that I’d be a loving one.

The prospect of transracial adoption was never a problem. Besides, I was a pragmatist. My friends were all using birth control or, on rare occasion, terminating pregnancy. I knew that the supply of domestic children for adoption was drying up. And transracial adoption appealed to my idealism. Color-blind love seemed something the world needed.

In my mid-thirties I finally married someone who seemed a good match and who said he wanted to adopt. But that relationship failed. Finally, I met Hamish, and after a few years we were ready to become parents.

By then, I was forty-five. Some friends and family told me I was too old, that I should close that door, even though they knew how ardently I’d wanted to be a mother. I’m glad I stuck to my guns. I was right about how much I would cherish parenthood even though I hadn’t yet realized how much it can enrich one’s life, how it can make you feel more fully human, more linked to the community, a real part of the life of this planet. Nor did I anticipate how looking after a child can expand and uplift you. Loving my daughter has been the closest thing I’ve experienced to transcendence in this life. Sure, we squabble at times, I yell at her some mornings, and there are days when I think I’m a lousy mother.

But here’s the thing: I always assumed in an unthinking way that parenthood would be about me and my needs, about personal redemption. Childrearing, of course, turns out not to be like that at all. It’s about the kid, or the kids, and all the vitality and promise they hold. It’s a love that expects little in return, and sometimes gets little or nothing back. It’s a pure affirmation of life, the best thing that ever happened to me.

We still live in the infamous house, its roof now buttressed every which way. While the repairs were being made, we took the opportunity to renovate the kitchen and knock down walls to create, yes, a family room. When we moved back in with Zhi one warm weekend in May, it felt like a new place, fresh and bright. Full of possibility.
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