Erica Etelson
Baby for sale

Somewhere in Nebraska, there is a nine-month-old baby who was supposed to be mine.  At least I think so.  I’m assuming the baby was born in early March, a few days after a painfully succinct e-mail arrived in my in-box:  “I’m so sorry, but I could never forgive myself if I gave away this child.”  
We would have named him Finn.

By the time the e-mail appeared, David and I and our five-year-old son Liam had been packed for three weeks, ready to race to the Oakland airport at a moment’s notice.  Our neighbors had their plant-watering instructions and house keys in hand; our friends were already calendaring the post-partum meal delivery plan; and my mother was busy worrying about what kind of clothes to pack for a mid-March trip to Berkeley.  Our suitcases were a jumble of cameras, kindergarten worksheets, mini-board games, bottles and brushes, infant formula, baby carriers, diapers, receiving blankets and what overpriced baby boutiques call “layette”--onesies, undershirts, hats and booties dredged from the attic, sorted and laundered.

After the e-mail came, all that was done was undone. There were people to call, lawyers to pay, flights and hotel reservations to call off, refunds to request, applications to withdraw, breast pumps to return, appointments to cancel, others that had been cancelled to remake. And there were those suitcases, crammed with the accoutrements of new life—all of it to be put away, given away, thrown away, the luggage itself tossed back into the dark attic along with the entire notion of a second child.  It was a notion that began as an assumption and evolved into an expectation, a vision of two children filling our home with giggles and whines by day and sleeping quietly stacked in bunk beds at night.  

Adopting a child—or attempting to--is an elaborate process.  It starts with mandatory adoption orientation sessions, where the agency explains how everything works and how the process may have some ups and downs and may take a long time but eventually everyone goes home with a baby.  Then there’s the state-mandated home study and background check, complete with multiple sets of fingerprints, TB tests, medical check-ups, interviews and home inspections.  When our homestudy expired after two years and we still had no baby, we did it again, fingerprints and all. 
We spent months developing our “Dear Expectant Mother” letter and spent days shooting photos, marketing ourselves as the best of all possible families. We were aware that selling ourselves was part of the process of domestic adoption; what we didn’t understand until much later was that we would ultimately be buying a baby.  Or not.  

After more than a year of silence from our agency, we hired a private adoption “facilitator” to help us match with a birth mom.  For a cool, non-refundable $15,000, Sharon virtually guaranteed us a baby within a year, so long as were willing to “support” the birth mother.  What did she mean by support?  Oh you know, paying for pre-natal care, extra groceries, maternity clothes, stuff like that.  Well, of course we would--we wanted a healthy child and we knew that meant a healthy mother.  No problem.
Our first match, Brenda, needed a tad more than maternity clothes--$20,000 cash to be exact, to be wired immediately to her lawyer who flatly lied about the adopting families’ financial obligations to the birth mother.  Ten minutes of legal research was all it took to confirm that this lawyer was a charlatan, and we told Brenda to get a new attorney or we wouldn’t, as Sharon would say, “work with her.”  Sharon stepped in to settle the “misunderstanding.”  If we could just wire $1000 for a late car payment, she was sure we could work out the rest later.  Surely, we didn’t want this drug-free baby to slip through our fingers when there were plenty of families who would snap it up at whatever cost. 
We felt coated in sleaze, like we were being recruited to buy Brenda’s baby.  If we adopted a child we felt we had purchased, we reckoned it would generate feelings of revulsion that would last a lifetime.  We thought adoption was about helping children whose birth parents couldn’t take care of them, not auctioning them off to the highest bidder.

 We wired the $1000 to buy time, then learned from our original agency that Brenda, who had already placed two children up for adoption, was at the top of the agency’s shit list.  They couldn’t give us the details of the troubled adoptions of yore and didn’t want to tell us what to do but strongly suggested that associating ourselves with Brenda was likely to be the mistake of a lifetime.  We called it off.
Sharon was pissed.  At us.  How could we turn down a perfectly good, drug-free birth mom?  Were we nuts?
Next, our agency got back into the game and introduced us to a woman named June who asked only for a few Safeway gift cards.  Afraid that she was living off Cheez Whiz, we promptly sent her $1500 worth and booked a flight to Albuquerque to meet her six weeks later.  For weeks, we talked by phone, all the while pressing our agency to send us June’s medical records.  When the records finally came, we learned that she was schizophrenic, had been hospitalized for a psychotic breakdown during her first trimester, smoked cigarettes and was taking anti-psychotic medications and prescription narcotics.  The baby, my OB predicted, would be born addicted to Oxycontin and who knew what else, and we should expect to spend a few days in the neo-natal intensive care unit while the baby detoxed, longer if the baby was born premature and underweight due to the smoking.  That was the end of that.  
Months later, I called to see how June was doing and learned that she believed she was being followed by the KKK.  A month later, she called me from a mental institution where she was being held involuntarily.  She had given her baby daughter to another family and wanted her back because she believed they were sedating her.  We were glad we weren’t that family.

Then came Paula, the nicest woman you’d ever want to meet, with an adorable 14-month-old son at her heels.  She was carrying the baby of a guy who, before gaining access to her bank account and withdrawing most of its contents, told her he had had a vasectomy.  Paula didn’t want anything to do with this baby—she saw herself, she said, as a surrogate mom for someone who would take this baby and love it in a way she never could.  
Paula told us she didn’t need much by way of financial help--she was working and paying her bills and planned to continue working as long as she could.  But by the time Sharon was through with her, a lawyer was faxing us monthly budgets for all of Paula’s expenses—rent, food, gas, cell phone, cable TV, music classes for her son…everything.  What about the money she was earning?  Sharon told her to save it for later.  We paid, beginning with $2000.  Month after month we paid, and each month it was a little more, what with soaring gas and food prices and all.  

Paula loved us, Sharon said, and we should keep up the “support” and should also send her a fruit basket to seal the deal.  I don’t do fruit baskets, and I didn’t make an exception for Paula.  The fruit basket, in my mind, turned “support” into procurement, a line we were determined not to cross, though later we would straddle it.
We flew Paula and her son out for a visit in November and spent the weekend showing them around town.  Paula raised her eyebrows at the hotel we had booked for her, something about the carpet being too threadbare, so we moved her to the most deluxe hotel in town.  We liked her though.  A lot, actually.  Except for the hotel, she was easy- going and good-natured, snapping pictures of the Golden Gate Bridge and finding it funny that the bridge was completely invisible beneath the fog.  She also seemed like a good mother to her son.  So good that we wondered why she was giving up the next child—did she really hate the birth father that much?  Sharon dropped by, uninvited, to sit on our couch and drop hints about how the holidays are such a hard time for birth moms…financially.  
Paula and her son flew back to Nebraska.  As Christmas approached, we packed up a box of toys and pre-natal massage gift certificates.  It felt more like a holiday bonus than a gift.  Well, maybe we were buying a baby after all.  
Then came the request that we pay off Paula’s $3000 credit card debt.  We deliberated.  If we said no, would she find someone who would “work with her?”  Would she be mad at us, lose trust in us, feel we were “nickel and diming” her as Sharon put it?  
We said no.  During the back and forth on this issue, it came out that Paula was led to believe that we would be supporting her for six months after the birth.  We pointed out that the law says six weeks max and that some states don’t even allow any support beyond medical expenses as a safeguard against the auctioning of babies.  But the lawyer—our lawyer-- had told her six months, Paula claimed.  (Our lawyer assured us she never said any such thing).  Now Paula felt as though we had pulled a bait and switch on her.  She didn’t talk to us for a few weeks and consulted with another lawyer who assured her that no one would pay her bills for six months.  She called us back and said everything was okay.  We were two months away from the due date and it was time to just wait.  And pack.  And pump my boobs.
For three years after Liam stopped nursing, I had kept my mammary glands active with a breast pump so I could breastfeed the new baby.  Every night, I sat for half an hour, juggling a book in one hand and the pump in the other.  I was long since down to less than a trickle, a bare hint of milky moisture collecting inside the collection bottle after thirty minutes of pumping.  But, by the time the adoption fell apart, I was once again producing a measurable amount of milk, thanks to prescription medication and the fact that I was by then pumping not once but five times a day, now with an industrial-strength pump I had rented from the hospital.  I pumped while I ate, while I read to Liam, while I scanned e-mails, and while I talked on the phone with an endless array of soon-to-be-irrelevant adoption professionals.  I even managed to accumulate enough milk to store in a freezer bag for future use.  Meanwhile, perhaps because of all the maternal hormones my breast pump was stimulating, I had begun thinking of the baby as mine, and sending out telepathic pre-natal bonding messages across the thousand miles between us.  

Three weeks before the due date, Paula stopped returning our calls.  A week before our flight was to leave, we overnighted her a letter asking her whether we should get on the plane or not.  Two days before our flight was to leave, the e-mail arrived.  I turned off the pump and went outside to find my husband and tell him the news.  We sat together on the front steps on this peculiarly warm February afternoon, like stunned deer, not saying much.  We were by then expecting a big letdown and here it was in all its fizzling glory.  


We sent Paula a card wishing her well and assuring her there were no hard feelings.  It’s true--my feelings are more bruised than hard.  I’ll never know if Paula was scamming us or had a sincere change of heart, and it’s easier to believe the latter.  After three strikes, we’re done trying to adopt and, just to convince myself that there’s no going back, I shredded our voluminous adoption files and gave away all our baby gear.  
The loss of this particular child hurt, and it’s strange not knowing if the baby is alive or healthy or what he or she even looks like.   But what really makes my soul throb is letting go of the dream of a home bustling with small children. When Liam sits in my lap and I feel his still-baby-soft skin against mine, I know that these times will end in a few short years, and I feel an urge to cling like mad to his small body or to close my eyes and will time to stop.  Another child could prolong this sweet epoch, but only briefly.  In the end, they always grow up, all of them.  

A few months after the due date had quietly come and gone, I was cleaning out the freezer and came across the bag of breast milk I had collected.  I tore open the bag and tried to pry out the frozen yellowish mass but it was stuck so I defrosted it in a jar of hot water, just as though I were heating it up for little Finn.  When it turned to liquid, I dipped my finger in and tasted it, for it would be the last chance I would ever have to do so, then poured it down the drain.
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