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It has been a terrific experience editing The Constellation for the past two and a half years and I am incredibly proud of the 
quality and diversity of articles, essays, poems, art, interviews and resources we’ve packed into our modest newsletter.  
Although I serve as editor, every newsletter is a huge group effort, and I am so appreciative of all the contributors who have 
made The Constellation so much more than just an overview of Adoption Mosaic’s activities and offerings.   

In our last issue, you may have noticed that we’ve stopped calling The Constellation a newsletter, and have graduated to 
calling it a magazine. Setting the bar for things to come, we are in the process of growing our newsletter into a quarterly 
magazine. What this means is we will continue to have the regular features you’ve come to love, but will expand to include 
more resources, and longer, more in-depth, articles, features, and essays. Once our transformation is complete, we will 
have printed editions of The Constellation available through subscription and mailed to your door!

Maybe you’ll notice that the articles and resources in this issue of The Constellation are a little longer and more             
comprehensive than previous issues. This is just a taste of what is to come. Join us again in the fall for our last               
subscription-less issue of The Constellation and to see even more improvements. Then I hope you will continue reading in 
the winter as we unveil our first printed edition of The Constellation. I cant wait!

Check out our blog at 
www.blog.adoptionmosaic.org

The Constellation is Changing!
By Tara Kim

Happy Summer everyone! I just recently returned from some vacation 
time in Southern California, where I had the rare luxury of losing myself in 
a fantastic book. In this book, the intuitive and resourceful heroine        
described herself as an “Advocate for Truth.”  Knowing my story, it   
wouldn’t surprise you when I say I haven’t been able to forget the heroine, 
or this descriptive phrase and would like to think I am such an advocate, 
as well. 

Being an advocate for truth also makes me think of the people who support the work of 
Adoption Mosaic; whether by teaching, volunteering, financially supporting, or attending a 
workshop, they are creating new ways to acknowledge both the experiences that adoption 
brings. 

There are no cheap and easy lessons when it comes to truth-telling. Our intent as an        
organization is not to force a particular way of thinking about adoption, but to allow safe spaces for our stories, questions, 
concerns, joys and truths to be spoken. It is in these opportunities that we learn from each other and grow. Adoption         
Mosaic’s innovative vision and offerings are designed to address the unique needs of the adoption community, and to create 
a healthy, positive experience for everyone involved. Allow me to highlight just a few of the ways we’ve been advocates for 
truth in the last few weeks. 

On April 24th, four birthmothers shared their stories with 50 people who attended our first-ever birthmother panel. They were 
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June 5 ~ Transracial Parenting - (Part C)
June 5 ~ Transracial Adult Adoptee Panel
June 8 ~ NEW! Lifestory Books Come Alive series begins (June 22 & 29)
June 25-27 ~ Latin American Heritage Camp (Denver, Colorado)

July 11 ~ Adoption Mosaic Volunteer Appreciation Picnic
July 13 ~ Movie Group – Open to the community (Baby Dance)
July 31 & August 1 ~ Adoption Readiness 

August 4–8 ~ North American Council on Adoptable Children Conference (Hartford, CT)
August 14-15 ~ Adoption Mosaic Garage Sale

September 14 ~ Movie Group – Adult Adoptees Only (Off and Running)
September 18 ~ NEW! Non-Adopted Sibling Kids’ Group - Parent Orientation (Required)
September 19 ~ African-American Hair Care series begins (Also Oct. 3 & Oct. 17)
September 20 ~ NEW! Non-Adopted Siblings Kids’ Group - 6 week series begins
September 20 ~ Common Threads Adult Adoptee Group – 6 weeks series begins 
September 25 ~ NEW! Transracial Parenting – All day workshop 

October 2 ~ Birth Parent Panel
October 14–16 ~ Transracial Parenting (Seattle, WA)
October 16 ~ Strengthening Attachment with Your Child (Age 0-6)
October 25-26  ~ Transracial Parenting (Portland, Maine)
October 30 ~ Lifestory Book (1 day) 

November 6 ~ What & When: Talking with Your Child About Adoption
November 13 ~ Adoption Fair in collaboration with Coalition of Oregon Adoption Agencies
November 16 ~ Shoulder-to-Shoulder Conference (Transracial and LGBTQ workshops)
November TBA ~ Adoption Awareness Movie Event 

Adoption Mosaic ~ At a Glance 

June

Adoption Mosaic regularly adds 
new dates to our calendar, 

check adoptionmosaic.org for 
the most recent schedule

Sept.

August

July

Oct.

Nov.

honest and brave advocates for the truth of their experience. It was a powerful experience for the birth parents, adoptive  
parents, adoptees, relatives and adoption professionals who attended. Read one attendee’s reaction on page 4.

May 10th, was the final session of the six-part adult adoptee group Common Threads, designed to explore how adoption 
continues to shape our identities today and to strengthen the common threads of the adult adoptee community in the 
Portland Metro area. Participants left this series with a better sense of connection, feeling both understood and heard. 

On May 9th, Mothers Day, Adoption Mosaic hosted our second annual “Run Mama Run” event as a celebration of   
mothers and motherhood. Over 350 people converged on Mt. Tabor with 100 participants in the 10K run/5K walk. It was 
a great event that raised public awareness and nearly $10,000 for Adoption Mosaic. We were even featured on KGW 
broadcast news– truth telling in a very public way! Check out our blog for the full story.

Pay close attention: What opportunities present themselves today, in your life, to be an advocate for truth? Whether it is 
in the realm of adoption or other important issues– know your truth, speak your truth, and live your truth so that others 
might be empowered to live theirs. Thanks for the many ways you are a supportive part of the Adoption Mosaic         
community.

Warmly,

Lani Faith Chair, Board of Directors

(Letter From The President ontinued from page 1)
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We would not be able to do the work we do at Adoption Mosaic  
without the hard work and dedication of our many volunteers. 
Please join us in honoring volunteer Katie Christians 

Katie has been a volunteer at Adoption Mosaic for several months 
now. She has been participating in Youth Activity Groups, panels, 
and helping out in the office with administrative work, data entry, 
packet-stuffing and has spent hours and hours helping out at  
Adoption Mosaic headquarters. 

Interview with Katie Christians

Astrid: As our honoree this evening, I’d 
like to ask you a few questions. But before 
doing so, can you tell us what your        
personal experience and connection to 
adoption is?

Katie: I know that being transracially 
adopted to a white family and raised in a 
white neighborhood, I have had to deal a 

lot with not exactly always having a place everywhere that I have 
ever been, so you have to make your place and own your own  
identity. I like helping people to learn who they are and have their 
own identity.

Astrid: What have you most enjoyed with being involved at     
Adoption Mosaic?

Katie: I think the best thing is when I come across other adopted 
people, or people who are waiting to adopt or people who just really 
don’t know what it is about, and I explain to them what Adoption  
Mosaic does for the community. Seeing the way their face just 
looks like, “Aah, oh really? That’s out there?” And that is like the 
best thing.

Astrid: And you have done a lot of that work as a panelist on    
various topics. Seeing people’s faces light up just hearing personal 
experiences is really powerful.

Katie:  Yes.

Astrid: What does Adoption Mosaic mean to you? So when you think of the metaphor of a mosaic and the name 
“Adoption Mosaic” what does that mean to you?

Katie: Mosaic is basically a constellation or when you take a whole bunch of different things and put them together. And 
when you adopt, especially transracially or actually any kind of adoption, you take two different families, two different 
backgrounds, two different areas and you’re making it into one. And something beautiful happens.

Astrid: What benefits do you see Adoption Mosaic having in the community? Whether it is the adoption community or 
the community at large, how do you see Adoption Mosaic serving the community?

Katie: It puts a lot of information out there and it brings a lot of people together. It serves as a connection – you meet 
other people who have been where you are, or are going where you are, or just people who are like you. When you think 
there is nobody else who is adopted, and you sit down in class and realize three other people in class are adopted, it 
opens a lot of eyes.

Astrid: Wonderful. Thank you. And thank you for all the work that you have done.

We are thrilled to introduce 
Micah Francesconi as our new 
Volunteer Coordinator. A 
dedicated volunteer since 
October, 2009, many in the 
Adoption Mosaic family have 
already met Micah while she’s 
been helping out at our many workshops, events, 
and volunteer nights. 

Adopted from Bogota, Colombia, in 1985, Micah 
grew up in Portland, Oregon. She holds a BA 
degree from Portland State University, has been a 
mentor through the Big Brothers Big Sisters 
program and the Rosemary Anderson High School 
Mentor Program. She worked as a dance instructor 
with kids, ages 3-18, and is currently working at a 
non-profit organization that serves at-risk minority 
youth in North Portland. 

Micah is enjoying connecting with Portland's 
diverse adoption community. "I love the energy and 
the open-heartedness of everyone I have met 
through Adoption Mosaic. I feel I have learned so 
much about myself and the world around me 
through our shared experiences." Micah will be 
attending Lewis & Clark in the summer to begin her 
Master's in Education & School Counseling. 

If you are interested in volunteering with Adoption 
Mosaic, or would like more information, contact 
Micah at volunteer@adoptionmosaic.org.

Adoption Mosaic’s New            
Volunteer Coordinator

Adoption Mosaic Honors Volunteer 

Katie Christians
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I am so incredibly impressed 
with Adoption Mosaic for      
supporting this dialogue, with 
the wide range of people in the 
audience, and especially with 
the panelists themselves. Being 
a birthmother myself, I know 
how difficult it can be to share 
your story. Beyond that, these 
women shared themselves. In 
doing so, they also humanized 

birthmothers, something that society and even the 
adoption community really struggle to do.

I was hoping to connect with other birthmothers in the 
audience. This discussion had the potential to offer a 
lot of healing and acceptance. Seeing a group of    
rational, successful, loving women representing us 
was quite empowering to me. We need more, far 
more, of these influences.

The incredible range of people from the adoption triad 
that were represented in the audience around me was 
astounding. Adoptive parents, open, closed, and    
international; adult adoptees; adoption professionals; 
siblings of adoptees… The breadth was amazing and 
the fact that they were all there was so comforting. 

Thoughts on the Birthmother Panel Discussion

By Shelley Dalmau

Here was a room full of people interested enough in the 
birthmother experience to dedicate money and time (on 
a sunny spring morning no less) to further their        
understanding.

Humanizing birthmothers has become a passion of 
mine. It’s grown from a relatively small need: To      
facilitate dialogue between birthmothers and their    
children regarding the decision to relinquish. It has  
become clear that we must change society’s perception 
of birthmothers entirely.

Sharing our stories should not be so difficult. My      
personal story, which is full of joy and love, is met time 
and again with both veiled and overt rejection; even 
challenged in its authenticity. Over the years I’d       
become complicit in this problem because I lost the 
energy to face judgment (I’m neither a sinner nor a 
saint) time and time again. Taboos against sex and 
multiple parents (i.e. divorce/remarriage) are largely 
things of the past in our culture except as applied to 
birthparents. It is frankly baffling to me, but it is most 
definitely a reality.

The work of Adoption Mosaic impresses me to my core. 
Expanding awareness of, and among, birthmothers is 
long overdue. The Birthmother Panel was a wonderful 
step in that direction.

Got stuff? If those boxes of quality new or gently used items are still sitting in your garage 
from an earlier spring cleaning, consider donating them to Adoption Mosaic. Our third annual 
garage sale fundraiser will be held on August 13th & 14th! All proceeds go directly to          
organizational operating costs. Please contact info@adoptionmosaic.org to donate items. We 
also need volunteers (contact volunteer@adoptionmosaic.org) to help out with sorting, pricing,  
organizing, selling and clean-up. Stop by to say hi, volunteer, munch on all the homemade 
goodies and lemonade and, of course, to shop! See you there! 

Adoption Mosaic’s Third Annual 
Summer Garage Sale

Run Mama Run!

A huge thank you to all the dedicated volunteers and businesses who helped      
support “Run Mama Run!” – our 10k/5K Mother’s Day fun run/walk was an incredible 
success. We couldn’t have done it without you, and we look forward to seeing you 
again next year!
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In The Spotlight 
Lifestory Books and Lifestory Books Come Alive

What a lifestory book IS

A place that helps you tell your child the honest and open truth about 
their journey through adoption while being age appropriate. 

A private book that is intriguing and fun to read but also talks about the 
losses of adoption

What a lifestory book is NOT

A photo book

A crafty scrapbook

Something you are excited to share with the neighbors or your postman.

Kim, an adoptive mom of two girls from China, describes her experience of creating several lifestory book    
versions for her daughters, ages 9 & 7. She sat down to share the stories and describe her process in an  
interview with MereAnn Reid, MA, a therapist who specializes in working with adopted children and their  
families. 

MereAnn: You did a lifestory book group for other parents? 

Kim: Yes, I did it at my house. I had people sign up at a Chinese New Year’s celebration a few weeks before we got together. We just worked and 
shared ideas. 

M: A small, parent-led group sounds like a great way to get the process started. You brought several books to share today, and this one is even called, 
“Book 1,” as if you knew there would be more.

K: This was for my oldest daughter when she was about 3. She was adopted at age 1. Since 3-year-olds tear pages, it had to be sturdy. I just put    
together pictures and one-line captions, and had Kinko’s laminate it and spiral bind it. On this page, we talked about being a Forever Family…at the 
time, I liked that term because it sounded permanent, but later I thought about how the birth family is also permanent; they are the birthparents forever. 
Now I think about it this way: Can we really promise that we will be there ‘forever’? I want my children to feel safe, and secure…but these questions 
really get at not just the easy things. After making this book, I started taking my first lifebook 'how-to' classes.

M: A lifestory book is not just for your child, it’s for you, too.

K: Right, and this was our attempt to say why we adopted from China. You can tell it’s been used. 

M: The spiral binding has nearly worked its way out. And both girls look at this one? They get it out and play with it?

K: Yes. It’s been away for awhile until recently. I thought I’d make another one because I want her to know that life goes on. I didn’t want the only book 
we made to be a lifestory book. This other book is about our family after adoption, … I made these two books pretty close together because, like I said, I 
didn’t really want just one. 

Now, this other book we put together when our younger daughter was just 14-months-old. We wanted her to have it before we came to China to adopt 
her. It’s in Chinese so that her caregivers could read it to her in China. We actually made two identical copies. We made one for her to have there, that 
her foster family could keep, and one for her here at home. 

After our youngest daughter came home, I made another little storybook for her. She was pretty young, so she didn’t really contribute. It talks about how 
her heart was ready for love, but she needed to do some healing first.

(Continued on page 6)

Lifestory Book Interview

Adoption Mosaic’s 
two lifestory book 
workshops are    
perfect complements 
to each other. The 
first, Lifestory 

Books: Tools For Telling Their History, 
teaches participants the importance of having 
a lifestory book, do’s and don’ts, how to make 
the information age-appropriate and much 
more. The second workshop, Lifestory 
Books Come Alive, is a three-part, hands-on 
creative workshop and adoptive parent      
discussion group. Participants learn how to 
approach difficult pre-adoption history and will 
work on actual pages of lifestory books.  
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M: On this page, it looks like some words in the printed text have been crossed out and 
edited by hand. 

K: Right, because it says, “You cried out…,” when we’re talking about her birthmother, but 
I don’t know if she actually cried or not. We changed it to “You may have wondered…” We 
made these changes together and I explained to her that I didn’t know exactly what    
happened because I wasn’t there. 

M: Could you say more about this other change you made, where it originally said “your 
China mom,” but it’s been edited? 

K: Well, she has a birthfamily and they’re Chinese. She has her foster family, and they’re 
Chinese. She had people who cared for her along the way, and they’re all Chinese. The 
term “China mom” wasn’t specific enough, and I think I used it because she was little and 
I didn't want to use “Foster mom”; it sounded too technical. I also tried to be really clear in 
labeling all the photos and especially the people in them. Like, here, I put in a note that 
says “this picture is not a picture of your birthfamily, but they might have looked something 
like this…” and I told her aloud from the beginning that the people in this picture were not 
her birthfamily. Some people say you should just use artwork the children make and not 
include actual photos, if they are not of a specific person…

M: Photos are very concrete, and it’s hard for a child of any age to keep the story straight 
when there is a mixture of factual information and “maybe” images that might have been 
pulled off the internet or something. If a photo is in the book, it’s right there and can    
become a powerful piece in the puzzle for kids who have more questions than answers. 

K: We worked with a therapist who encourages kids to talk about their ‘heart story,’ to get 
at what their experience of adoption feels like for them. Along with the ‘heart story,’ there’s 
the idea that kids can also have a ‘black bag’ of hard and heavy feelings. They can’t carry 
this bag around forever because it can leak into other parts of their life or come out ‘all 
icky’ on other people…anyway, the idea of a ‘heart story’ and the 'black bag' was      
something that helped our daughter a lot. We talk about how, in her foster family, “your 
heart began to heal”… I think the analogy of a 'black bag' can be useful, because children 
who are adopted can be filled with rage that can come out at you, or sometimes they can’t 
stand to leave you at all. These feelings can come out in a lot of ways…

M: It can be difficult to identify those big feelings, even for adults. Parents can really struggle with understanding what is willful behavior versus  
emotional floods. It can be tough to not take it personally; there are a lot of layers there.

K: There’s no way to know what your child’s feelings will be or where they are coming from. It can be one thing this time and another thing the next 
time. I think it’s all so mixed-up and complicated. Telling the story helps when we need to make sense of things. And telling it from the beginning 
until now helps with developing an identity for themselves. And it’s not important that it be this specific form of a lifebook, or a journal, or a song…
There are lots of ways to do it.

M: Sounds like you’re talking about lifestory books as tools and also as a keepsake and a repository to pour stuff into. It sounds like these books 
have a lot of functions for you and your family. 

K: That’s another thing that I really took away from Astrid’s Lifestory Books class, that adopted children don’t need your story, they need their story. 
And, I knew that, but I didn’t know how to separate the two. Really, our kids’ story was not connected to us during the time we were waiting to bring 
them home. It was their story, totally apart from me. Sometimes we want to build this really frilly story around the adoption process and make that 
part of our children’s lives before adoption. We wish we could have been with them all along, like a pregnancy. What was really helpful for me was to 
just write down my own experience, so that’s what I did. 

M: You did that separately from the lifestory book process? 

K: I did. I had to. Before I was ready to do the real, real lifestory version for my daughter, I needed to start by just getting my story out. I thought I’d 
probably use pieces of my writing in her book, but I felt free to say whatever I wanted. My daughter didn’t ever have to read it, I just wrote. That was 
so therapeutic for me, and helpful. By separating out what was my process from what I wanted to include for her, it was so much easier when I got 
down to writing her story. I felt so much freer to be able to focus on her. She can look at this later in life, if she wants, but I wanted it to be my story. 

(Interview continued from page 5)

(Continued on page 8)

Why a lifestory book?
By MereAnn Reid

Adoption involves a series of decisions made by 
adults for and about a child’s life

Storytelling can empower children by organizing and 
filling in gaps in their history/experience. Ideally, they 
will co-author their own version.

Healing pre-adoption trauma. Encouraging healthy 
attachment

Organizing information and filling in missing details can 
be a first step in trauma recovery by helping to make 
meaning of past events

The truth is powerful; the past can’t be changed

Telling the story in a factual and structured format
can help identify points of confusion, hidden            
assumptions, or lingering elements of fantasy

Kids need a touchstone

Kids are concrete thinkers. Having a physical book to 
review and refer to provides an anchor for details that 
may take on different meaning at different maturity 
stages.

Making memories as a family. Creating a tool for 
bonding

A lifestory book can become a part of routines—
bedtime, playtime, storytime—and celebrations—
birthdays, adoption day anniversary, mothers’/fathers’ 
day—offering a starting point for conversations about 
adoption-related topics.
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Don’t refer to our children as “gifts” 

Gifts are something you create or buy with the intention to give away.  
Birth Mothers don’t intentionally get pregnant to give children away 
as “gifts.” Rather, you were given the “gift” of the experience of   
parenting and entrusted with the honor of caring for, and keeping 
safe, another mother’s child. A gift passes ownership of “the thing” 
from the giver to the receiver. Children are not “things” to be owned, 
but rather unique individuals who, like all people, have ties and   
connections to family which cannot be severed or transferred, no 
matter who claims them as their own. Most Birth Mothers would 
agree that they “gave up” their right to parent, but do not feel they  
should have to “give up” their right to know their children, even if that 
was what we were told we had to do.         

Instead you might say.. . “I am so thankful for the opportunity to ex-
perience parenting and raising a child.”  

Do not say “you made the right choice”

You do not know for sure if a Birth Mother actually felt like she had a 
choice. Often due to circumstances and the social influences      
surrounding her, she doesn’t feel she had much of a choice at all. A 
Birth Mother may have been harassed, threatened or isolated to get 
her to relinquish, or she may have felt there was no support system 
to help her. A child is best left with their original mother whenever 
possible; therefore, relinquishing a child is not considered the “right 
choice,” but “a choice.” Since we do not have the ability to know what 
might have been, no one will ever know if the “right choice,” for 
mother or child, was truly made or not. 

Instead you might say. . . “That must have been a really hard thing to 
do. If you ever need to talk about what happened, I am here for you.”

Don’t say “you, or the child, were better off” 

Again, whenever possible, a child is best left with the mother that 
created them and with whom they share a biological bond. Their 
connection to the world begins with their biological mother. We can 
all agree that every child deserves a safe and loving home, and 
when this cannot happen within a child’s family of origin, we must 
provide it for them some other way. However age, economy and 
marital status are not automatic reasons for a child to be “better off in 
another family,” or for a mother not to be able to keep her baby.  In 
fact, age, economy and martial status are all variables that can and 
do change with time, whereas a biological tie cannot be replaced or 
substituted.  

Instead you might say. . . “I wonder what your life would have been 
like had you not had this experience,” and then JUST LISTEN.

Don’t say “it’s a good thing you have an open adoption”

Open adoptions are not the cure-all for the grief and pain that comes 
with relinquishing a child. Although we can agree that “open” is much 
better than “closed,” it is still painful for a mother and child to be 
separated, and open adoptions come with a different set of         
challenges altogether.

Instead you might say. . . “I bet it is still hard to not be able to parent 
your child yourself.”  

Don’t respond with “maybe your child does not want to have a 
relationship with you” 

Often, the only thing a Birth Mother has is hope. It may be the only 
way we get through each day of our lives after relinquishing our 
children. It is especially hard to hold on to hope when reunions are 
rocky or stagnant. Our biggest fear is that our children will not want 
to have a relationship with us, or be so hurt by what has happened 
that they don’t feel they can. Nothing positive can come from     
reminding us that this might be the outcome.   

Instead you might help us hold onto hope by saying. . ..”I’m sure he/
she will come around.”  

Don’t remind us that “it may take time” to reconnect with our 
children 

For most of us, we are all too familiar with the time it takes to    
connect with our children. Those with a closed adoption have most 
likely had to wait 18 years to even attempt contact with their child.  
Others may have taken even more time to find the emotional    
energy to attempt this reconnection. When we finally do find that 
strength, it takes every fiber of our being to make that journey. We 
apologize to all those who feel that we seem to be “too pushy,” but 
when you finally have a chance to be with your baby, patience is a 
pretty tough thing to practice. Imagine, for a moment, if you had not 
been able to talk to, see or touch your own child for 18 years and 
then tell us if you would be willing to “take more time.” We are   
intimately aware of the “time” it takes. . . there is no need to remind 
us.  

Instead you might say. . .  “It must be really hard to wait for your 
child.”    

Don’t shut down grief or pain, or say you “know how we feel” 

Relinquishment of a child is an incredibly unique and painful     
experience. Trying to soothe a Birth Mother by using comparisons 
to other loses in life will not console, but rather widen the gap and 
isolation. We know you can’t know what relinquishing a child is like, 
unless you yourself have gone through this exact experience. The 
grief, sadness and anger that accompanies it is normal and needs 
to be let out. We know no one wants to hear the true pain of this 
experience and that is why we are often left to deal with it alone.   
Be able to sit, listen and comfort without trying to “fix it,” make   
comparisons, or shut it down. It is truly a gift when a Birth Mother 
feels safe enough to begin to tell her story. If you are who she picks 
to tell it to, you have a unique opportunity to help with her healing 
by simply listening and giving her love.       

Instead you might say. . . “I have no idea how hard losing a child to 
adoption must be.  If you want to talk I am here to listen.”

What Not to Say to a Birth Mother/Natural Mother/1st Mother/Original 
Mother, or whatever you want to call Us!  

By Tamera Slack
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Don’t say “at least you didn’t choose abortion,” or “at least your 
child’s alive”

First of all, you don’t know if the woman you are talking to may have 
had an abortion in addition to relinquishing a child. Abortion is an 
equally hard and painful choice, discussions of which often lead to 
arguments of personal, religious and political beliefs rather than    
offering comfort. Additionally, many of us with closed adoptions have 
no idea if our relinquished children are alive or not. This is another 
fear and anxiety we live with until we are able to find out the truth. We 
don’t know if their adoption experience was a good one, and whether 
or not they were raised in a loving home, or if, instead, they were 
abused and neglected, as sometimes happens. It is obvious that we 
chose life for our relinquished children, so no need to point it out.  

Instead you might say. . . “It must have been really hard to carry a 
baby full term and then not be able to parent.”   .  

Please, please, please don’t say “everything happens for a    
reason” 

I have a personal disdain for this statement, but know that there are 
some Birth Mothers and even Adoptees who find comfort in it.      
However, since I am writing this particular piece, I am going to take 
the liberty and state why I, and other Birth Mothers, may not find this 

(What Not To Say continued from page 7) statement helpful. 

None of us likes to feel out-of-control of life situations, especially 
uncomfortable or sad ones. Also, if you are a religious or spiritual 
person, you may, in fact, have the belief that things are being   
directed by some greater power. Either way, we have a tendency to 
try and  make sense of things by throwing out this comment. This 
statement is made for the death of a loved one, the loss of a job, or 
the adoption of a child, and everything in between. I will tell you the 
reason I lost my son: because I was shamed and felt no support by 
the people who supposedly cared the most for me. They made a 
mistake, as many people do with this “situation”. This mistake has 
caused great pain in my life, my child’s life and the lives of many 
other Birth Mothers who were faced with my same circumstances. 
Adoption occurs for many reasons, whether it is by choice, or   
circumstance.  Suggesting there was some “divine plan or fate” that 
caused the loss is not comforting or healing for the people who 
were separated. We live in an imperfect world, and sometimes bad 
and sad things happen. I find greater comfort in knowing that life is 
sometimes unfair, then feeling that I and my child were in some way 
used to fulfill some “greater plan.” Until you know whether or not the 
statement above is comforting to the Birth Mother you are speaking 
with, it is probably best you just not say it.  

Instead you might say. . .“I am so sorry that you suffered this loss in 
your life.”     

M: Let’s look at this last book you brought. It’s another lifebook?

K: This is the one I did most recently, and it’s built on my thought about a lifebook growing as our kids mature. I like how this book turned out. We 
did a lot of it together. I began the book with a description of my daughter in the present. I made up an ad lib, and she filled in the blanks. For  
example, we went through ‘three things I like to do,’ ‘things I remember doing with my dad,’ ‘things I remember doing with my mom…’ The      
beginning of this lifebook has a lot of her input about who she is. She’s really grown in her confidence.

M: It sounds like this is all coming together, that confidence. And it’s not just about adoption, it’s more about a core self, then?

K: Yes, lifebooks can play a significant role in creating a sense of oneself. I also think it’s so important for our kids to have a handle on some of 
the bigger questions… “One thing is for sure, babies can’t do anything wrong.” I got that from the child therapist we worked with. She says a lot of 
kids wonder, “What could I have done to make this not happen? It must be my fault.” I wrote in her book: “All the reasons I was adopted have to 
do with grown-up problems and not with me.” I think it’s really hard to talk about reasons why birthparents might not be able to raise a child.

M: This process is sort of a way to get a handle on what your kids think is true, what they understand as their real story. You can help to clarify it 
for them.

K: Some people struggle with, “What if my kid’s paperwork says that they were unhealthy in some way?” For example, our paperwork states that 
our daughter was “sallow, thin, and weak?” I just explained how she survived all that and simply described what jaundice is. I didn’t want her to 
read through the official paperwork later and wonder where something came from or be surprised by some revelation. Things that appear as a 
weakness, I wanted to turn into a strength. 

M: So when you read that detail about jaundice on the paperwork, it didn’t strike you as negative or catastrophic, because you could go through 
that self-talk process of…Okay, we know what that is and how to deal with it; it’s really common in newborns. It takes practice to think in terms of 
sharing that process with your kids, demystifying information and breaking it down into tiny, digestible pieces. 

K: For the conclusion of her lifebook, we came up with this list together of what makes us a family, kind of bringing it back to the point of who she 
is. I like how it turned out, and I’m sure there are things that I would do differently if I made another one. 

(Lifestory book interview continued from page 6)
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In Alice Eve Cohen’s memoir, “What I Thought I knew,” we are taken on a bittersweet journey 
that is at once moving, heart-breaking, emotionally-charged, and at times hard to swallow.    
Infertile with a bicornuate uterus (heart-shaped with two “horns” at the upper part), Cohen has 
happily settled into her forty-fourth year of life with a beautiful eight-year-old daughter (adopted 
at birth), whom she adores and a fun-loving, thirty-four-year-old fiancé. After a difficult divorce 
and a budding career, things are finally getting back on track for Cohen, until she starts feeling 
sick and tired all the time.

Sent from one doctor to another, Cohen is told she has low estrogen levels (and given hormone 
pills), that middle-age loss of muscle tone is the reason for her swollen belly, and that she has 
anemia and reflux. It’s not until she is sent for an emergency CAT scan—because it is believed 
she has an abdominal tumor—that she learns she is six months pregnant.

The brutally honest way in which Cohen retells her personal story is what makes this book so compelling. Cohen 
draws us in through her words and experiences, which in turn forces us to think about and view her situation from 
different angles. What I thought would be my obvious reaction to this situation—had it been me faced with it—was 
definitely challenged.

Cohen is forced to sit with her own guilt over not wanting a baby, this baby. She considers late-term abortion because 
due to her “advanced” age and all the hormones and X-rays she endured during the first six months of her unknown 
pregnancy, the likelihood of the baby having a genetic defect is extremely high. She grapples with feelings of suicide. 
She wants to make an adoption plan for the baby, as the cost of caring for a “special needs” child would likely send 
Cohen and her family into financial ruin.

Clinically depressed, she experiences a new thought or feeling about her situation from one day to the next, including 
exploring notions of what a mother is and whether she can be/is a good one. Her daughter and fiancé stick by her 
and deal with their own feelings toward the situation—though that takes place off stage; we as readers aren’t privy to 
much of what they are thinking.

Regardless of how you feel about some of these hot-button issues, “What I Thought I Knew” will make you acutely 
aware that, until you’ve walked a mile in someone else’s shoes (in other words, until you are faced with such a   

(Continued on page 10)

Adoption Mosaic Book Review

What I Thought I Knew -Alice Eve Cohen, 2009

Reviewed by Amy Drew

Six International and domestic transracially-adopted adults and 
several of their adoptive parents discuss the challenges involved 
in transracial adoption. Most of the adoptees have explored 
these issues within their own lives and families and are able to 
articulate their views clearly and profoundly.

Points to Consider:

-How does transracial adoption affect an adoptee’s identity    
formation? How does this differ from an adoptee who is adopted 
by a family who shares the same racial identity?

-What constitutes an “angry adoptee”? To what extent is this label used to              
disempower vocal adoptees? If there are adoptees who are actually angry about their 
experience, how does this make you feel? Why do you think anger about the adoptive experience might make people 
feel uncomfortable?

“through the viewing of 
mainstream movies the 

adoption experience is shared 
and normalized”

Come join us for a movie and 
facilitated discussion at Adoption 
Mosaic’s community and adoptee 
Movie Nights. Visit  
www.adoptionmosaic.org for more 
information, and be sure to drop by 
our blog to continue the 
discussion!

http://blog.adoptionmosaic.org

Adoption Mosaic Movie Review

Struggle For Identity, Issues in Transracial Adoption (1998) 

by Livia Montana
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For this edition of “Ask Astrid,” I have decided to take 
the opportunity to reflect on a personal experience which 
had me thinking a lot about how my adoption experience 
continues to affect my daily life. Over the years, many of 
you have asked me how you can be your child’s best 
advocate when it comes to racial issues. Below is an 
example of how I had to be my own best advocate and 
how my experience of being adopted transracially very 
much affected my response.

Several weeks ago, I was followed around a grocery 
store in the Pearl, an upscale neighborhood known to 
some as “Portland's best-known art district.” At first, I 
didn't realize that I was being followed on suspicion of 
shoplifting. Initially, I thought I was being stalked by   
another shopper. He followed me from aisle to aisle, 
watching me through display cases, at times crouching 
down as he crept closer. As soon as I realized that this 
man was an undercover security agent working for the 
store, I made a beeline for the check stand. After paying 
for my items, I went straight to customer service and 
asked to speak with the manager. Two managers came 
to talk with me and, after I explained the situation, they 
apologized profusely. One of the managers said I had 
been followed and profiled as a shoplifter because I was 
placing items into my reusable cloth grocery bag instead 
of a cart.  

Knowing many people use their cloth bags to shop I was 
not satisfied with the explanation as to why I had been 
followed. When I asked whether they follow everyone 
who uses their own personal shopping bag, they replied, 
"of course not." I had no doubt this was a case of racial 
profiling, so I asked the managers what it was that 
flagged me as a shoplifter (I was dressed to attend 
meetings that particular day…not that this should matter, 
but as we know, it does). They had no answer for me. I 
couldn’t stop thinking about what this experience would 
have been like for someone who didn’t feel safe to ask 
to speak up and how easy it would have been for me to 
go to my car, sit in the parking lot and cry. I believe that 
is what made me stay and ask the manager what they 

Ask 
Astrid

heart-wrenching situation as this one), it’s hard to know what you would or would not be able to take on, both financially 
and emotionally.

In her short, to-the-point memoir, Cohen is not asking us to feel sorry for her. She just wants to tell her story. And, to put 
this all out there and risk being judged—what a brave story it is. Ultimately, Cohen finds resolution and peace with her 
situation, and I think the reader will too.

(What I Thought I Knew ontinued from page 9)

were going to do to prevent something like this from 
happening in the future. At a loss of words, the manager 
asked me if I had a suggestion. I offered three:

1. Put signs up in the store asking that customers NOT 
use their recycled bags as carts while shopping,        
announcing that they may be followed and accused of 
shoplifting. 

2. Notify staff that, if they see someone using their per-
sonal shopping bag, they should nicely offer them a cart 
or basket and explain that they have a new policy that 
customers not use their own shopping bags. They 
should not accuse them of shoplifting! 

3. Inquire with the security officer about what it was   
exactly I was doing that was so suspicious it made him 
think I was shoplifting. 

The managers agreed to all three requests -with the  
exception that posted signs would not say folks will be 
accused of shoplifting! 

After telling a friend/mentor (an African-American man) 
of my experience, he said “Good for you for going to 
customer service! Where do you think you learned to 
feel so entitled?” Instead of answering his question I 
responded with “Of course I felt entitled! Entitled to be 
treated fairly…period! Not because I am a woman of 
color but because I am a good person and I don’t      
deserve to be treated this way!” This was the first time I 
have really felt the truth in what I was saying about this 
power dynamic. 

But, to really answer his question, it took several days 
and a lot of thinking…where did I learn to feel so       
entitled?  

When I was 18, and began experiencing the world apart 
from my parents for the first time, I learned quickly that 
the world outside my parent’s umbrella didn’t first see 
me as Astrid, but as a Latina woman. And, certainly not 
as one who was entitled to white privilege. With this  
present situation, I wonder whether my sense of entitle-
ment is the flip side of growing up with white parents in 
an all-white community…of course, I am entitled to    
being treated fairly, and I can’t help but wonder if I got a 
head start on this journey, a head start that my         
non-adopted Latina sisters in the U.S. do not experience 
and, therefore, don’t realize they have access to.
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Catherine
By Jennifer Lauck

Catherine is on the earliest flight from Reno.

She will land in Portland by eight a.m.

I am going to pick her up at the airport.

We get a day together—just this day. She has a sick 
cat, a job that needs her and appointments in her date 
book she cannot possibly reschedule.

Catherine is my mother and we have never met.

~

I stand in my closet and look at all my clothing—jeans, 
tops, sweaters, skirts. What to wear? What to wear? 
Should I choose a fancy combination that makes me 
look pretty or perhaps something professional that 
makes me appear credible? Perhaps I can pick an 
ensemble that says “Love me. Take me home with 
you. Don’t leave me again.”

~

Catherine and I have talked, several times, on the 
phone. We’ve exchanged emails with photos from her 
life—Christmas holidays, anniversaries, birthdays and 
graduations. In her pictures, I’ve seen aunts, uncles, a 
grandmother, and a brother and sister. My people. 
They all have the shape of my smile, the curve of my 
eyes, the size of my chin and the span of my         
forehead.

As I look at the life my mother has had without me, I 
tell myself this story: She had a decent life with family 
who loved her. That’s good. I’m happy for her. 

Deep in me, though, pushed low and flat, is a seething 
rage that turns the contents of my stomach to toxic 
waste. To get by, I drink way too much wine late at 
night. Or, I get my bike out of the garage, pedal hard 
and sweat myself blind as if in training to complete in 
the Iron Man competition. Or, I press my children to 
my sides and read silly books like Captain Underpants
and Bad Kitty. The latter is the only way to actually 
calm the fury. Warm bodies, sweet breath, steady 
hearts and the familiar sound of their laughter. They 
are whole and loved and kept children. Their proximity 
makes me whole and loved too—for a while.

~

Beige cords and a black cardigan. I pull myself to-
gether in these clothes because they are everyday 
attire. Comfortable. After I am dressed and ready, I 
make a top down survey in the full-length mirror. 
There I am—Jennifer Lauck. I have long dark hair, 
deep dark eyes, a narrow face and a slim form. My 
sweater is pilled and has a hole under the arm. My 

pants have a ripped pocket. I don’t care.

I don’t need to impress Catherine. Meeting her isn’t a 
contest or a job interview.

Over these forty-four years of life, I have been 
adopted twice. I have been homeless, ripped off and 
thrown away. I have been relocated twenty seven 
times. On my own, I have 
put myself through college, 
have been an investigative 
reporter and have written 
three books. I have met 
Oprah Winfrey and toured 
around the world. I’ve seen 
my work in languages I 
cannot read: Finnish, 
Dutch and Japanese. I 
have married twice and 
divorced twice. I have had two children—who are now 
seven and eleven. I have become a Buddhist; I have 
meditated in the high, thin air of the Rocky Mountains. 
I have taken spiritual teachings from His Holiness The 
Dalai Lama.

 I have done so much and yet a part of me waits and 
has always been waiting. It’s as if I haven’t gathered 
enough speed to lift off the ground and truly take flight. 
I’ve been a bird without feathers but today, I get what 
all human beings are supposed to have—a mother—
my mother.

Meeting my mother will serve just one purpose in my 
life.

~

In the main terminal of Portland International Airport, I 
am surrounded by a fast moving stream of travelers—
arriving and departing.

I hold a bundle of roses cut from my back yard. They 
are the best of the year, the buds the size of extra 
large eggs. I’ve added sprigs of rosemary and        
lavender. The arrangement is wrapped in a white silk 
scarf.

This is a perfect demonstration of the kaleidoscope of 
conflicting emotion within.  I hate the mother who gave 
me away. I care enough to bring her the best from my 
garden.  It’s a miracle I am functioning at all.

At the inbound waiting area, I sit and wait.

I check the time on my cell phone and then I check the 
time on my watch. There is a five-minute difference 
between the watch and the phone. I readjust the time 

(Continued on page 12)

...today, I get 
what all human 

beings are       
supposed to 

have—a mother—
my mother.
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her toes painted a shining red. I touch her arms, to her 
elbows and wind my fingers into hers. “Do you play 
music?” I ask.

“No, no,” she laughs.

I touch her hips. I turn her right to left and then left to 
right. I go around her, full circle—one way and then 
the other. “Look at your fucking legs,” I say. “They are 
so incredibly long.”

She laughs out loud.

“Look at your fucking legs,” she says. She does this 
flashy gesture, opening her hands like a game show 
hostess.

I look at my own hands, which are just like hers and I 
see them in a new way. I have my mother’s hands.

“How tall are you?” she asks.

“Five nine.”

“I’m five ten,” she says.

She holds out her foot. “What size are your feet?” she 
asks.

“I’m a nine,” I say, kicking my foot out of my sandal.

“Me too,” she says.

We laugh as if our shoe size is hilarious.

~

I take Catherine to breakfast. A pancake and coffee 
place called Zells. We order the same thing, eggs on 
toast. While we eat, we talk fast. My words spill over 
hers and her words spill over mine. We are the same 
that way. We are talkers.

We drink cup after cup of coffee, reaching for the 
cream at the same time and then crack up when our 
hands collide.

We use our hands when we talk. We make windmill-
sized gestures to get our points across. Our voices 
rise and then fall in the same vocal range.

When we have wiped our mouths with our napkins 
and our plates are cleared, Catherine reaches into her 
purse and takes out a photo. She places it on the   
table between us—as if relieved to unburden herself. 
“It’s the only photo I have of him,” she says. “It’s not 
very good.”

The photo of my father is on a large sheet of color 
copy paper and he wears a military uniform. He poses 
next to a cannon six times larger than he is. He looks 
like a child playing dress up in grown man’s clothes.

“I don’t know a lot. We were just kids. I know his 
(Continued on page 13)

on the watch.

In-bound travelers fill the corridor, people with busy 
expressions and quick strides. A businesswoman pulls 
a wheelie travel bag and talks on the telephone.     
Another woman, with a baby in a stroller, goes by. 
Next is a teenager listening to his i-pod—jeans around 
his hips.

I shift to the edge of my seat.

Did she change her mind? Was her flight delayed?

I check my phone. No message.

A tall woman in high heels walks my way. She’s wavy 
in my field of vision, like a mirage in the desert.

I stand up.

The woman wears open toed strappy heels and slim 
fitting jeans. She has narrow hips, a lean body and 
wide shoulders she rolls back with the stance of a 
trained dancer.  She has high round cheekbones and 
her hair is a lovely shade of auburn.

 “Jennifer?” she asks.

I nod. I think I nod.

We embrace but it’s not like a hug, it’s more like a 
magnetic slap against her body and on pure instinct, 
my arms go around her back, my chin digs into her 
collarbone and I inhale the smell of her almond      
perfume. A flood of primitive relief moves through me.  
This is my mother. She is the one.

Catherine is more restrained. Her side of the embrace 
is brief and stiff. I’ve heard it is that way when the birth 
mother has been found—they feel exposed and     
embarrassed.  She has lived all my life in shame and 
secrecy.

She is the first to break away.

While I make a mental note to give her room, an arms 
length is all I can allow. I keep my hand on her    
shoulder and feel the shape of her bones and even 
the texture of her muscles and skin through the fabric 
of her silky blouse. My mother is utterly familiar—like a 
dream I’ve been having all my life.

I regress as if I am one of my own children when they 
are in proximity to my body.  I assume ownership of 
this stranger, my mother.

 “My God, you are amazing,” I hear myself say. “Look 
at you.”

I take her in from the top of short auburn curls down to 

(Catherine continued from page 11)
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But I’m a grown woman and neither of us knows how 
this is supposed to be. The threat of intimacy between 
us is overwhelming and intoxicating. She holds my 
hand for a long time and then, without warning, pulls 
back and crosses her arms over herself.  I lean into 
her, closing my eyes to take in the sound of her voice 
and then scoot away, a twist of queasiness in my  
stomach.

~

“Do you want to see my photos?” I ask. A thick manila 
file holds images that go back to infancy.

“I want to see everything,” 
she says.

I move swiftly through my 
life story, using each photo 
as a marker on the time 
line. I don’t linger on the 
losses or the pain or the 
loneliness. I tell myself 
Catherine doesn’t need to 
know, not now, not today. I want her to see the good 
things, the accomplishments and the success. I sit 
close to her while she looks at younger and still 
younger versions of me.

“This is me in high school,” I say. “Can you believe the 
size of my nose?”

“You have your father’s nose,” she says.

“Really?”

“It suits you,” she says. “I like it.”

I am down to three photos, all baby pictures. In one, my 
first adoptive mother Janet poses with me in front of our 
little ranch house on Mary Street in Carson City. I’m 
swaddled in blue and yellow and have a bonnet on my 
head. Janet wears a matching outfit with a big yellow 
hat tilted in a jaunty angle.

Catherine removes her glasses and looks at the picture 
as if trying to find a way to pass through and go back in 
time.

 “She’s not holding you close enough,” Catherine finally 
says. “What’s wrong with her? I thought she was a 
mother already?”

I don’t answer because I don’t know how to tell her that 
nothing is wrong with Janet. It’s called being a stiff 
armed baby. I’m not letting Janet hold me closer      
because she’s not my mother. I am rejecting Janet.

Catherine looks up, ready for the next photo. It is     
another of Janet and me.

She makes another sound of disgust. “Why isn’t she 
holding you closer?”

(Continued on page 14)

mother was divorced. I don’t think they were close.”

Catherine searches over my head, as if more memory 
lives there. “Um, he came back to Reno not long after 
you were born—we kind of fell back in together, eloped 
when I got out of high school. I got pregnant on our  
honeymoon. After that, he was stationed in Germany. I 
had our son. It was a bad marriage. I missed my family. I 
left him in Germany and came back to Reno with the 
baby. I never saw him again. I wish I could tell you more. 
You know he’s dead now?”

“Yes,” I say, “I heard.”

Catherine shrugs her pretty shoulders.

I study the photo with more intensity. The man is out of 
focus to me. All I know of my father is that he became a 
house painter and he smoked. He died of emphysema in 
2005.

Catherine reaches to tuck a loose strand behind my ear.

“I can’t get over being here, together,” she says. Her 
voice is different, soft and a little sad. “I’ve missed your 
whole life.”

She drops her hand into her lap. Did she touch me to 
begin with? Did I make it all up?

Sometimes, when I touch my own son in a casual way—
running my hand over the shape of his head or rubbing 
his back—and then stop, he’ll take my hand and put it 
back on his body. It’s his way to say, “Keep touching 
me, Mom.”

I want to take Catherine’s hand and have her keep 
touching me but I don’t. I am too shy.

~

We leave the restaurant and go to a house that has 
been offered by a friend. The kitchen has been stocked 

with cheese, fruit, bread, 
chocolate, wine and teas.

Catherine and I spend our 
day on the back deck,  
surrounded by vines and 
passionflowers. We drink 
pots of tea and eat dark 
chocolate in the           

September sun. She likes dark chocolate as much as I 
do.

We perform an awkward dance of togetherness with 
steps we don’t know how to execute. If I were a baby, I’d 
be naked in her arms and she’d touch me everywhere.  
She’d count my toes and press her face into my belly. 

(Catherine continued from page 12)

Anger flashes in 
me like a lightning 

hit on a dry hot 
night.  I want to 
say, “Where were 
you? Why didn’t 

you come?”
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Anger flashes in me like a lighting hit on a dry hot night.  I want to say, “Where were you? Why didn’t you come?”

But I don’t.

~

The sun arcs over the house and a squirrel leaps from branch to branch of an old maple tree.

My photos are fanned out on the patio table. She holds the three of me as a baby and studies each one for such a 
long time.

When Catherine finally speaks again, her voice is so low I have to lean closer still.

Read the conclusion of Catherine on our website http://www.adoptionmosaic.org/?p=1261


