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This book would not be in your hands right now if not for my husband, Dennis. It was he who convinced me I had something to say and he who refused to let me quit until I said it. Throughout the writing of this book I relied on him for perspective, encouragement, clarity, and balance, and he never once let me down. He is a rarity – a true partner in every sense of the word – and co-author of everything I am. I thank God every day for the husband and father Dennis is.
Adoption has brought many people into my life who might not otherwise be in it. Each of you is in this book, either by direct contribution or by changing who I am as a mother and a writer, and I am grateful to all of you for sharing yourselves with me. I owe particular thanks to Alaina, Amy, Angie, Ann, Britt & Barry, Bryn, Christine & Wayne, Doris, Dory, Erica, Gen, Heather, Jackie, Jessica, Jesse, Julie & Ron, Julie, Lauri, Leslie, Maggie, Marie, Mary, Nicole, Paula Jean, Robin, Sylvene & Jay, Tammie, and Tess for helping shape this book.
I am also especially grateful to:
My parents, Joyce and Fritz Snyder, for giving me my life. My siblings, Laurie Snyder, Michael Snyder, Holly Swantek, Jennifer Kerr, and Dan Snyder, and their spouses and children, for animating it.
Meghan and Jenessa, for your faith in me.
Jen, for making me a better wife, mother, and Christian.
Jill Mulcahy, for your insight, your honesty, and the depth of your loyalty and friendship.
Tabetha Ammon, for understanding everything and giving so much.
Dave Lytle, for believing there is no distance too great.
Greg Franklin, for your counsel and friendship.
Barb Monahan, Mary Walsh Snyder, Dawn Smith-Pliner, and everyone at Friends in Adoption, whose commitment to open, ethical adoption brought my family together.
Karen Rabish, LCSW-R, for your ongoing support.
Dr. Michael and Nurse Linda Martin, for your unwavering dedication and compassion.
Casey and Tim, for changing my life.
Patricia Irwin Johnston, whose unexpected generosity led me back to myself.
Ann Fessler and all the Girls Who Went Away, for your honesty.
Adoption is nobody’s first choice—not for any member of the “Adoption Triad.” As a way to build a family, adoption is the choice most prospective adoptive parents make only after they have exhausted all of their biological options. Birth mothers don’t plan an unplanned pregnancy, and they agonize over their adoption plan, sometimes choosing to parent instead. Adoptees have no say in the matter—the decision is made for them. Without consultation, adoption decisions are made out of love, sometimes out of desperation, and the person about whom all of the decisions are being made has had no voice.
We adoptive parents, and I am one, dance with our emotions, our dreams, our family and financial realities before making the decision to try to adopt a child. And, having made that decision, the really hard choices begin—which path to follow, which fears to discount? Every adoptive parent’s story is unique, but the common themes are many—loss, grief, frustration, fear, impatience and confusion are eventually, hopefully, replaced with joy and discovery, and later the fears and confusion which come from actually being a parent! In the end, the trek towards adoption is motivated by one thing—to be parents. And there is no greater joy, no deeper anxiety, than that experienced by parents.
The adoption process is challenging, annoying, revelatory and unkind. It prepares us little to be parents, adoptive or otherwise. It is a rite of passage, an entry into a club to which we would give anything not to belong. But it also gives us something in common with other adoptive parents, and a story to tell, advice and cautions to pass on to others following in our footsteps, joys to recount.
Sally has written a narrative which is heartfelt, honest and warm. She’s told her story truthfully and without sugar coating, but also with knowledge from which I would have benefitted had the book been written before my family embarked upon our own journey to adoption. I can identify with Sally’s story—I have seen it repeated over and over again—with my friends, with my clients, and my family. And we adoptive families have all traveled the same paths about which Sally has written so eloquently and emotionally.
I know that Sally and her daughter would not be a part of each other’s lives, mother and daughter, without the disappointments and travails of adoption. I’ve seen Sally and her daughter together many times, and her daughter has the same sparkle in her eye as Sally, the same playful spirit, the same sense of humor. I don’t know if these traits exist because of nature or nurture, fortuitous cosmic coincidence or just plain happenstance, or none of these. But it doesn’t matter, because they are mother and daughter, however that happened to occur.
I am tremendously lucky. I’m lucky that adoption brought me my son, and that led to my decision to become an adoption attorney, and that led eventually to meeting and working with Sally and Dennis. I am lucky to have been able to be a part of their story, and the stories of so many other birth parents and adoptive parents. And Sally’s children, and the readers of this book, are lucky to have the benefit of Sally’s experience and her shared wisdom, because her story reminds us that we have so much in common.
Gregory A. Franklin, Esq.
Adoptive parent
Fellow of the American Academy of Adoption Attorneys
Adoptive parents don't love their children the same way biological parents do. That's an uncomfortable notion for a lot of people, but it's true. We don't love our children the same way. We can't. That's not who our children are. Our children come to us from someone else. They were conceived without our knowledge or participation. They lived in someone else's body, and the most important decision about their lives was made by someone else. Our children carry someone else with them into our hearts, and we love them differently because of it. Never less, sometimes more, but always differently.
Adoptive families navigate emotional terrain that fully-biological families don't have to. As a young child I learned that babies are made in a special way between a man and a woman who love each other very much. Well, neither of my children was made that way. My husband and I have to figure out how to teach our children that sex is a sacred commitment between adults, knowing that some day they will realize they were conceived under very different circumstances. Biological parents don't wonder if their son's birth mother is still living with her abuser or using drugs or in jail; they don’t have to formulate a response to “Are you going to give me away someday?” But neither do they have the anticipation of meeting birth parents, the joy of finding birth siblings, or the delicious irony of strangers saying “Your daughter looks just like you.”
Nothing about parenting is simple. All parents juggle their dream, their instincts, and conventional wisdom, and in the end, most of us leap with faith. All parents know the challenge of letting their children struggle, the pain of watching their children hurt, the humility of falling short of their own expectations. What's different for adoptive parents is that adoption adds an undercurrent to the parent-child relationship, and every decision we make passes through that current. Everything we think, everything we say, everything we do is nuanced by adoption. When our toddlers act out, when our adolescents experiment with new identities, when our adult children reject us, we experience all of that against the backdrop of adoption. We analyze all of that within the context of what we know and don't know about our children's birth families, and we wonder about the long-term effects of adoption on our children. We wonder if we are enough.
Right now, our daughter is perfectly at peace about having grown in her birth mother's tummy until she was ready for us to bring her home. I'm not looking forward to the day she realizes that before we became her parents, her birth parents made the decision to place her for adoption. In the most basic sense, she was in fact rejected from one life before being accepted into another. That's a tough reality for a lot of adoptees. It's also a tough reality for a lot of adoptive parents. Being an adoptive parent is like having one answer for every five questions.
The longer I parent the better I become at savoring the sweetness of the answers I do have and letting go of the questions that remain. I've learned to embrace the dizzying bounty that adoption brings to my family, and I can say with conviction that I wouldn't change a thing.
What I Want My Adopted Child to Know is a book adoptive parents can give to their child and say, ‘I know adoption is painful, unsettling, joyous, and affirming. It's that way for me too. More than anything, adoption is the way we came together, and I'll always be grateful for that.’” Wherever you find yourself among the pages of this book, I hope that What I Want My Adopted Child to Know makes your life different, just as adoption does.
Sally Bacchetta
When I look back over my shoulder at the path I took to adoption, I wonder how close I came to living a different life altogether. I wonder which of the roads not taken would have made all the difference. What if your father and I had met earlier than we did? What if we had gone further with ART (assisted reproductive technology)? Would I have biological children if I had given up caffeine? What about the meatless diet, the kickboxing, and the fall from a ceiling beam in the barn? Did any of that affect my ability to conceive?
I reflect on every fork and detour and I wonder: If I had been able to conceive and carry a child, would I have adopted you anyway? I’ll never know, but I like to think so. I like to think we were destined to be together. I like to think that by God’s plan or some cosmic choreography, all roads led to you. I like to think that no matter which direction I traveled, I would end up here. With you. There’s no way to know for sure, and I guess it doesn’t really matter anyway, because here we are, officially “us.” And I would do it all again.
You know your birth story; I’ve told it to you many times. That is, I’ve given you what details I know of the who, the when, and the where of your coming into the world. I’ve also told you about our coming together. You know how happy I was the first time I held you. You know who was there and what everyone said. You’ve seen the first pictures of us together, and you know the story of your homecoming. But there’s another chapter in your birth story, a chapter that’s not so much about you. It’s my chapter. You see, your birth story is also my birth story, because the mother I am was born when you were born. You made me a mother. You made me your mother. And for me, our birth story actually began long before you were born.
I don’t know anyone who dreamed of growing up, getting married, and not being able to have children. I certainly didn’t. I assumed that when (if) I decided to have children, one of my perfectly ripe eggs would let her guard down for the most athletic of a throng of swimming suitors, and I would simply get pregnant as women in my family have done for generations. I would have children the regular way, if I decided to have them at all.
I didn’t think about adoption much, and when I did, it was as a really nice, slightly exotic thing to do. A really nice, slightly exotic thing for other people to do. Older couples who never had children, or people who wear sandals year-round and quit their jobs to become missionaries, or families who fix up old Victorian mansions and seem to collect assorted “children with special needs” or kids from “broken homes.” Adoption was something those people did—not me. Why would I?
I peed on a forest worth of tiny test strips before I started to think that maybe “it” wasn’t going to happen—not without some help, anyway. So I climbed into the stirrups. I consulted the experts. I filled the prescriptions and charted my temperature and scheduled sex. I stood on my head right afterward and tried not to cough or sneeze the rest of the day. I got X-rays of my insides and injections in my backside. All of my once-private entrances and exits were transversed, transmographed, radiographed, photographed, sanitized, anesthetized, magnified, pulled and pried, palpated, saturated, dilated, inseminated, and evaluated in a series of attempts to get pregnant. And the harder I worked at it, the easier it seemed for other people to get pregnant.
Every time I turned around, I bumped into another swelling belly—my younger sister, my older sister, my sister-in-law, my friends, my neighbors, my coworkers, your father’s coworkers, my hairdresser, the bank teller, stray cats—and except for the cats, they all paraded around like they medaled at some reproductive Olympics, like they had “Competent Uterus” or “Fully-Functioning Female” stamped on their foreheads.
It’s not their fault they’re fertile, I thought, so I forced my smile and offered congratulations. I gift-wrapped yet another Classic Pooh creeper from yet another baby registry ... and I hid in the closet with my empty uterus, crying so hard and so long I ran out of tears. I prayed for at least one viable egg and just a handful (is that really too much to ask?) of motile sperm, and for patience and grace and enough self-control that I didn’t snap and smack the next bloat-bellied broad who chirped “I just love being pregnant!”
I worked my way dutifully—and with increasing panic—through a rigid curriculum of specula, specimens, pillows, and pills, approaching my pre-prenatal calisthenics with religious fervor—injection, collection, inspection, rejection. Begin again. Injection, collection, inspection, rejection. Begin again. Until the day I didn’t begin again. I just couldn’t. It wasn’t anything I planned or even decided, really (unlike the hundred self-imposed deadlines I had deliberately blown right past, pretending not to notice that I was a year, or two or three, beyond the last line I had drawn in the sand. If I’m not pregnant by the time I’m X age, I’m not going to try anymore. I don’t want to be that mother). One day I just stopped trying. Something happened inside me or nothing happened, I don’t remember. I just stopped.
Some people move easily from the dream of having children to the dream of adopting them. They are more attached to the idea of raising children than they are to genealogy. Plan A didn’t work; it’s on to Plan B. No big deal. Others need time to grieve the losses of infertility before they can conceive of another way. Sadly, some people who want very much to adopt are weighed down by the prejudices of family members who think they can’t bond beyond their bloodlines. And many of us never recognize our own quiet biases about adoption until it becomes intensely personal. That was me.
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