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IF THINGS HAD BEEN DIFFERENT, I'D BE CALLED
Naraliya or Natasha, and I'd have 2 Russian accent and chapped lips
year round. Maybe I'd even be a street kid who'd trade you just about
anything for a pair of blue jeans. But I am not Nataliya or Natasha,
because at six months old | was delivered from Kratovo, Moscow
Oblast, to Brooklyn, New York. I don’t remember the trip or ever
having lived in Russia at all. What I know about my orphanhood is
limited to what I've been told by my parents and then by what they
were told, which was sketchy at best: a week-old baby girl was found
in an empty typewriter case in the second-to-last pew of an Eastern
Orthodox Church. Was the case a clue to my biological father’s pro-
fession? Did the church mean my birth mother was devout? I'll never
know, so I choose not to speculate. Besides, I hate orphan stories.
They're all the same, but most books are bursting with them anyway.

You start to think everyone in the whole world must be an orphan.



I can’t remember a time when I didn't know [ was adopted.
There was never a dramatic “we have something to tell you” talk. My
adoption was simply another fact, like having dark hair or ne sib-
lings. 1 knew I was adopted even before I knew what thar truly
meant. Understanding adoption requires a basic understanding of
sex, something I would not have until third grade when Gina Pa-
padakis brought her grandparents’ disturbingly dog-eared copy of
The Joy of Sex to school. She passed it around ac lunch and while
most everyone else was gagging with the realization that their parents
had done rhat to make them (so much hair, and the people in the
drawings were not one bit joyful . . .), I felc perfectly fine, even a lit-
tle smug. I might be adopted, bur ar least my parents hadn’t degraded
themselves like that for my sake.

You're probably wondering why they didn't do it the old-
fashioned way. Not that it’s any of your business, but they tried for a
while without getting anywhere. After about a year, Mom and Dad
decided that, rather than invest about a billion dollars on fertility
treatments that might not work anyway, it would be better to spend
the money helping some sob story like me. This is why you are not,
at the very moment, holding in your hands the inspiring true ac-
count of a Kratovan orphan called Nataliya, who, things being differ-
ent, might be named Nancy or Naomi.

Truth is, I rarely think about any of this. I'm only telling you
now because, in a way, I was born to be an amnesiac. 1 have always
been required to fill in the blanks.

But I'm definitely getting ahead of myself.

When he heard about my (for lack of a better term) accident, my

best friend, Will, who I'd completely forgotten at the time, wrote me a



letter. (I didn't come across it immediately because he had slipped it in-
side the sleeve of a mix CD.) He had inherited a bartered black type-
writer from his great-uncle Desmond who'd supposedly been a war
correspondent, though Will was unclear which war it had been. There
was a dent on the carriage return that Will theorized might be from a
ricocheting bullet. In any case, Will liked composing letters on the type-
writer, even when it would have been much easier to send an e-mail or
call a person on the phone. Incidentally, the boy wasn’t antitechnology;
he just had an appreciation for things other people had forgotten.

I should tell you that the following dispatch, while being the
only record of the events leading up to my accident, does not really
convey much of Will's personality. It was completely unlike him to
be so formal, stiff, boring even. You do get some sense of him from
his footnotes, but half of you probably won't bother with those any-
way. | know I didn'. At the time, I felt about footnotes nearly the

same way | did about orphan stories.

Chief:

The first thing you should know about me is
that T remember everything, and the second
thing is that 0'm probably the most honest
person in the world. U realize that you can't
trust anyone who says that they're honest,
and knowing thig, T wouldn't normally say
something like that about myself. U'm only
telling you now because it's something T feel
you should know.

On an attempt to make myself useful to you,
T have assembled a timeline of the events



leading up to your accident, which you may or
may net find helpful, but you will find

below.

6:36 p.m, Naomi Porter and William Landsman.
Co-editors of the national-award-winning'
Thomas Purdue Country Day School yearbook,
leave the offices of The Phoenix.’

6:45 p,m, Porter and Landsman arrive at the
student parking lot. Porter realizes that
they have left the camera back at the office.
6:46 p.m. Discussion’ ensues regarding who
should have to return to the office to
retrieve the camera. Landsman suggests
settling the matter with a coin toss.® a
proposition which Porter accepts. Landsman
says that he will be heads, but Porter
states® that she should be heads. Landsman
concedes, as oft happens. Landsmen flips the
coin, and Porter loses.

6:53 p.m. Landeman drives home; Porter
returns to The FPhoenix.

7:02 p.m.® (approx.) Porter arrives at the

1. Honorable Mention, NSPA.

2. While school starts after Labor Day for meve mortals, it
startsg in August for football players., marching band, and
us. And bhiré-watchers. We had been planning to photograph
the first meeting of the Tom Purdue Bird-watching Scciety
the next morn.

3. We often “discuss” things. Others might call this
“arguing.”

4. Poses a series of interesting philosophical questions
which T em still pendering, but am not prepared to discuss
at this time.

5. Almo “arguing.”

6. Unfortunately, from this point forward, T have had to rely
on the reports of others, like your dad and that cat James.
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Phoenix office where she retrieves the camera.
7:05 p.m. (approx.) Porter falls down the
exterior front steps at school. Porter
strikes head on bottom step, but manages to
hold on to the cameraz.” Porter is discovered
by one James Larkin.®

As T mentioned to you, U am always available
to answer any other questionsg as they might

arise,
I remain your faithful servant,
William B.? Landsman

P.5. Apologies for the "U" [i] key.
Hopefully, you've figured out by now that the
thing that resembles a trident is actually
the letter “0.” There’'s a defect in my
typewriter such that every time capital “i"
is pressed, "U" comes down with it.

7. The camera was an Oneiric 8000 G Pro, which we had just
purchased for $3,599.99 tax free plus shipping, uging the
entire proceeds of last year's wrapping paper fundraiser.
The staff of The Phoenix thanks you.

8. U don’'t know what he was doing there that day.

9. 0 imagine you have alaoc forgotten that the "B stands
for Blake, although William Blake is probably my least
favorite poet and U only feel fifty percent about him as an
artist. The weman responsible for the name, aka my mother,
will alse be your AP English teacher, aka Mrs. Landsman.

Of course, I didn’t remember any of this. Not the coin toss.
Not the camera. Certainly not my best friend, the veracious Witliam
Biake Landsman.

The first thing I remembered was “thar cat” James Larkin,
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though I didnt even know his name at the time. And I didn'c re-
member all of James, James proper. Just his voice, because my eyes
were still closed and T guess youd call me asleep. Or half-asleep, like
when your alarm clock sounds and you manage to ignore it for a
while. You hear the radio and the shower; you smell coffee and toast.
You know you will wake; it's only a question of when, and of what or
who will finally push you into day.

His voice was low and steady. I've always associated those types
of voices with honesty, but I'm sure there are loads of low-pitched
liars just waiting to take advantage of easy prey like me. Even semi-
conscious, | lapsed into my prejudices and decided o trust every
word James said: “Sir, my name is James Larkin. Unfortunately her
family is not here, but | am her boyfriend, and T am riding in chis
ambulance.” I didn’t hear anyone argue with him. His tone did not
allow for discussion.

Someone took my hand, and 1 opened my eyes. It was him,
though I didn’t know his face.

“Hey there,” he said softly, “welcome back.”

I did not stop to consider where I had been that required wel-
coming. I did not even ask myself why I was in an ambulance with a
boy who said he was my boyfriend but whom I did not readily recog-
nize.

As ridiculous as this might seem, 1 tried to smile, but I doubt if
he even saw. My artempt didn't last that long,

The pain came. The kind of pain for which there is no analogy;
the kind of pain that allows for no other thoughr. The epicenter was
concentrated in the area above my left eye, but it barely mattered;
the waves through the rest of my head were almost worse. My brain

felt too large for my skull. I felt like I needed to throw up, but I didn't.
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Without my having to tell him, James asked, “Could someone
please give her some drugs?” )

An EMT shone a light in my eyes. “Not until she’s seen a doctor,
maybe even had a CT scan. But it’s terrific news thar shes already up.
Just five more minutes, okay, Naomi?”

“Just five more minutes until whar?” | asked, trying to sound pa-
tient, Until Christmas? Until my head exploded?

“Sorry. Until we're at the hospital,” said the EMT.

At this point, the pain in my head was so strong that [ wanted ro
weep. I probably would have, oo, but it occurred to me that crying
might actually make me feel worse.

“Are you positive she can't have any drugs?” James yelled.

“Distract her. Tell her a joke or something. We're almost there,”
was the EMT’s annoying, unhelpful reply.

“I'don'’t think that's gonna do it,” James retorted.

“Laughter’s the best medicine,” said the EM'T. I believe chis may
have been his idea of a joke, bug it did nothing for my headache.

“Complete and utter . . " James leaned in closer to me. He
smelled like smoke and laundered sheets lefi to dry in the sun.
“. . . bullshit, but would you like a joke anyway?” he asked.

I nodded. I really would have preferred drugs.

“Well, I can only think of one, and it’s not thar good. Certainly
not analgesic good. So . . . okay, this man goes to a psychiatrist and
says, ‘My wife’s insane. She thinks she’s a chicken.” And the doctor
goes, “Well, why don’t you just commit her?” And the man says—"

Just as he was about to reveal the punch line, a particularly im-
pressive wave of pain pulsed through my head. My nails dug into
James’s palm, piercing his skin, making him bleed. I couldn’t speak,
so I tried to telegraph my apology with a look.
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“No worries,” James said, “1 can take it.” He winked at me,

In the emergency room, a doctor with eyes so bloodshot they
made me tired just looking at them asked James how long 1 had been
passed ou, and he replied twenty-one minutes, he knew exactly.
He'd seen it happen. “At Tom Purdue, there're these steps out front.
One second, she’s walking down them and the next, she’s flying
headfirst toward me, like a meteor.”

“Is it strange that I dont remember thac?” [ asked.

“Nope,” said the doctor. “Perfectly ordinary to forget incident-
associated narrative for a time.” She shined a light in my eyes, and I
flinched.

At some point, another doctor and a nurse had joined the party,
though I couldnt have told you when with any confidence. Nor can
I recall much about them as individuals. They were an indistinct blur
of pastel and white uniforms, like chalk doodles on a sidewalk in the
rain.

The second doctor said that she had to ask me a couple of ques-
tions, general ones, not about the accident.

“Your full name?”

“Naomi Paige Porter.”

“Where do you live?”

“Tarrytown, New York.”

“Good, Naomi, good. What year is it?”

“Two thousand and . . . 2000, maybe?”

Even as | said it, | knew it wasnt right. Because if it was 2000, I
would have been wwelve, and I knew for sure I wasn’t twelve. T didn’t
feel ewelve. 1 felt . . . T couldn’t say the exact number, but 1 just knew

I felt older. Seventeen. Eighteen. My body didn't feel wwelve. My
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mind didn’t feel twelve either. And there was James, James proper—
James looked ar least seventeen, maybe older—and 1 felt the same
age as him, the same as him. I looked from doctor to doctor to nurse:
poker faces, every one.

One of the doctors said, “Okay, that’s fine for now. Try not to
worry.” This made me worry, of course.

I decided that the best thing for me to do would be to go home
and sleep it off. I tried to sit up in the gurney, which made my head
throb even more intensely than it had been.

“Whoa, Naomi, where you going?” the nurse said. He and James
gently pushed me back into a horizontal position.

The docror repeated, “Try not to worry.”

The other docror paraphrased, “Really; you shouldn’t worry.”

As they walked across the ER to some other patient, I heard the
doctors muttering to each other all sorts of worrisome phrases: “mild
traumaric brain injury” and “specialist” and “CT scan” and “possible
retrograde amnesia.” 1 have a tendency to deal with things by not
dealing with them at all, so instead of demanding that someone im-
mediately tell me what was wrong, I just listened until I couldn’t hear
them anymore and then decided to concentrate on matters more ran-
gible.

James always said how ugly he was, but I think he must have
known that he wasn't. The only bad thing anyone could have said
abour him was that he was too skinny, but never mind that. Maybe
because 1 couldnt seem t remember anything else, 1 felt like I
needed ro memorize every single thing abour him. His fraying white
dress shirt was open, so T could see that he was wearing a really old

concert T-shirt—it was faded to the point that I couldn’t even tell
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what the band was. His boxers were sticking out over his jeans, and |
could make out they were a dark green plaid. His fingers were long
and thin like the rest of him, and a few of them were smudged with
black ink. His hair was damp with sweat, which made it even darker
than usual. Around his neck was a single leather rope with a silver
ring on it, and I wondered if the ring was mine. His collar had gort-
ten half turned up. I noticed blood on his lapels.

“There’s blood on your collar,” I said.

“Um . . . it’s yours.” He laughed.

I laughed, t00, even though it made my brain beat like a heart.
“In the ambulance . . .” For whatever reason, the phrase in the ambu-
lance embarrassed me, and I had to rephrase. “In the van, you said
you were my boyfriend?”

“Hmm, I hadn’t known you were listening to that.” He had this
funny smile on his face and he shook his head a couple of times, as if
in conversation with himself. He let go of my hand and laid it on the
gurney. “No,” he said, “I just said you were my girlfriend so they
would let me ride with you. I dide’t want you to be alone.”

This was disappointing news, to say the least.

There's a joke about amnesiacs, which always reminds me of
meeting James. It's not exactly a joke, but more a “funny” slogan
youd wear on a T-shirt if you were a) an amnesiac, and b) extremely
corny, and ¢) probably had issues in addition to amnesia, like low
self-esteem or the need to give “too much information” or just plain
bad taste in clothes, Okay, picture a really cheap, fifty-percent-
polyester jersey with a white front and red sleeves. Now add the
words “Hi, I'm an amnesiac. Have we met before?”

“You know something funny?” I said. “The first thing I thought
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