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Disclaimer

This book is a memoir and reflects the author’s present recollections of experiences over time. Some events have been compressed, and some dialogue has been paraphrased or recreated. The names and details of some individuals have been altered to maintain their anonymity and respect their privacy. I changed or obscured some identifying characteristics and details such as physical properties, occupations, and places of residence.

E-mails, letters, and excerpts from an unpublished manuscript are reproduced, whole or in part, with permission, as written by the original authors, and uncorrected except for a few instances of minor editing for clarity. Any typographic, grammatic, misspellings, or punctuation errors belong to the original writer of the communication.

This memoir represents the personal views and opinions of the author and does not necessarily reflect the positions or opinions of any organization, institution, or individual with which the author is affiliated. The content presented herein is based on the author’s perspective and interpretation of the subject matter. Neither the publisher nor any associated parties shall be held responsible for any consequences arising from the opinions or interpretations expressed within this book.

Content warning
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Who Am I? (Hint: I’m Not Batman)
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The year: 2011.

I’m running an errand on a beautiful summer day. My five-year-old daughter and I enter a Target in the suburbs of Richmond, Virginia, as a mature white woman with gray hair strides up to me.

Without any preamble, she asks, “Are you her caretaker?”

In the vein of Doom Patrol’s salty resident robot Cliff, I think, What the fuck?!

For a non-employee to ask anybody a question as soon as they enter a store was suspect enough, but this person was posing an especially intrusive question.

“No,” I respond, my indignant tone surpassing all others east of the Mississippi. “I’m her mom.”

Madam Busybody stares at me. I stand my ground. We’re like two telepaths locked in a psychic battle. Then Madam Busybody nods, slinking back to whence she came without another word.

I’m so bewildered I can’t fully process the nature of her inquiry, nor its sinister undertone. What a preposterous question, I thought. And, The nerve of some people! And also, That was weird.

Hours later, the reason for the woman’s question hit me: she noticed the difference in skin tone between my daughter and me and was probably trying to determine if I was a) the caretaker or b) a kidnapper. Now why someone would kidnap a child and then run an errand only to risk arrest was another question entirely.

I shudder to think what that woman might have done if I hadn’t responded to her satisfaction. I have light brown skin, and my daughter has white skin with pink undertones. My hair is black and hers is dark brown. Except for our eyes, she doesn’t resemble me. I can understand why, at first glance, some people would assume my daughter and I aren’t related. My guess is that this woman suspected something foul was afoot and decided to investigate—except she was no Velma Dinkley.

After that incident, I learned some people have accused black and brown-skinned babysitters or caretakers with white children in their company of being kidnappers or even human traffickers. That’s when fear sank its claws into me. Madam Busybody took my words at face value, but what if someone even more suspicious decided to call the police on me? My encounter with her was another reminder that I don’t always present as white—if I ever really did.

Sounds cryptic, I know. But there’s a reason I began this memoir with the above anecdote, and I promise to connect the dots for you...later.

In the meantime, I invite you to come along on my adoption journey. This is the tale of how adoption wrote me into my family’s story—and then, when tragedy struck, how my parents wrote me out of it. If Hollywood were to make my adoption tale into a television show, I’d be Chuck Cunningham, the eldest child in Happy Days. That’s because after Fonzie became the show’s breakout star, Chuck was axed, never to be seen again.

Yet, as fate would have it, this wasn’t the first time someone erased me from their life. 

I was born in 1969, four years before Roe v. Wade dropped. That meant my first mother had only one realistic choice: relinquish me for adoption.

The American adoption industry was a kraken at the peak of its power even as dark forces fueled its powerful engines. Adoption was a siren’s call that few young, unmarried first mothers could resist, and neither could mine. That’s why the period between 1945 and 1973 is called the Baby Scoop Era—infants born from single white mothers were plentiful and so were couples desperate to adopt, doing so in record numbers.

Unlike Beanie Babies however, we weren’t collectibles, but you wouldn’t know that from the way the adoption industry marketed infants to prospective couples. Adoptees like me are the result of decades’ worth of systemic greed, propaganda, and even crime. This memoir is meant to help preserve a shocking part of American history that should never be forgotten.

It’s also a transformative tale of mothers and daughters one hundred years in the making. My book is influenced by a joyful, life-altering event I never thought possible, never mind saw coming. I recorded my story at a time when I had insights about my adoption experience that wouldn’t have existed if I’d attempted to write it earlier. Knowledge is power, knowing is half the battle, etc.

Speaking of knowledge, one detail about me you should know is I’m a hardcore geek. In pop culture terms, that means someone with an avid interest in science fiction/fantasy/horror and related genres. During my youth, geeks were outcasts, and my adoptive family didn’t know what to make of my “weird” interests, but now SFF/horror is entrenched in mainstream culture. So, when I indulge in nerdy references now and then, you’ll be like, yeah, party on, dude!
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The Legacy of Doctor Zhivago
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Four hours before the first moon landing, I entered this world in a hospital in Worcester, Massachusetts. My white, adoptive parents, Maria and Victor, took custody of me nine months later.

As far as my memory goes, the geographical details and exact date of their first meeting are fuzzy and lost to history, but I’ll never forget that a mutual friend introduced them when Victor was a Roman Catholic priest and Maria was a young adult fresh off her family’s Midwest farm. He was lanky and six feet, four inches to her five-foot five petit frame. The most interesting detail of their courtship is they went to the theater to watch Doctor Zhivago seven times.

You tell me where the Catholic church states that it’s totes okay for priests, who have sworn a vow of chastity, to watch a movie with a single young woman in a dark theater. Not once, but seven times. I mean, back then home video didn’t exist, and you had to wait at least a year before a film appeared on television, if that best-case scenario even came to pass. Maybe my parents were cinephiles who really loved Doctor Zhivago, so watched it as often as possible before it left theaters.

Yeah, right.

I don’t know what kind of hanky-panky my parents got up to while watching Doctor Zhivago, and they never admitted to anything but an innocent movie experience, but I can imagine. It’s kind of ingenious, really. A movie theater is dimly lit, so what better place to conceal a forbidden romance involving a priest? My scandalous parents: way ahead of The Thorn Birds.

My father eventually left the priesthood, became a college professor, and married my mother in June 1968. She was twenty-five and he was forty-three. A real age-gap romance. I remember them being wildly in love, and they remained so until Dad’s death from cancer in 1993.

Victor and Maria bought a wee little house in Grafton, MA, and promptly began to start a family. At long last, the former celibate priest got to fuck! My parents were pretty handsy with each other throughout my childhood, so that’s my evidence of their robust sex life. Also, I heard them having sex in their bedroom a time or three late at night. It’s possible they’d woken me with their moans of carnal lust.

But despite giving procreation their all, they hit a roadblock. My father consulted a doctor, who said Victor had a low sperm count—disappointing news. He was apparently infertile enough that he and Maria decided to adopt.

Being Roman Catholic, they naturally went through Catholic Charities. And...voila! They adopted me, Heather Ilene, on 4/27/1970.

I don’t think my parents saw themselves as saviors. Rather, I was a solution to their infertility problem. They viewed my adoption as a mutually beneficial arrangement between them and my first families.

Check out this plot twist: Not long after my adoption, Maria became pregnant with my sister, Tanya. Then Victor knocked her up two more times! My brothers, Victor Jr. and then Michael, followed. My siblings and I are spaced about two years apart. After Michael was born, Maria was like, “Enough! My uterus can’t take it anymore!” (That was a dramatic interpretation, by the way). So, Victor underwent a vasectomy. I was now the oldest in a family of four children.

My parents named my sister after one of the characters in Doctor Zhivago, so that should tell you how much of a pivotal role this film played in their romance. They named my brothers after my father’s first and middle names. When I asked why they chose “Heather,” they were like, well, the heather plant is pretty.

Should I feel hurt they didn’t name me, their first child, after one of their favorite characters, choosing instead to bestow that honor on their first biological child? I honestly don’t know.

While we mull over that puzzle, here’s a funny story. When Mom was in the hospital giving birth to Michael, my dad took care of us other kids. One night for dinner, he served us each a bowl filled with his signature concoction of milk, a slice of white bread, and sugar. Did you catch that? Cane sugar as a main ingredient! I remember the taste of that meal to this day—cold, sweet, and soggy.

My dad hailed from a generation of fathers who generally avoided domestic chores and only did the minimum amount of childcare (Diaper changing? What’s that?), not that it excused him as an individual. Outside of his job, he took care of the “manly” yard work (mowing, snow plowing, etc.) and supervised us kids whenever Mom needed to run errands alone, but that was about it.

Meanwhile, Mom cooked three meals a day while providing childcare for four children and managed a household. Real Herculean feats, especially considering she had those responsibilities 24/7.

Maybe Dad fed us real food at some point during Mom’s hospital stay, but I don’t remember. How could I when the highlight of that time was his infamous bread and milk?! My family joked about it later, but it wasn’t terribly funny considering second-wave feminism was in full swing by then. Sorry, Gloria Steinem.

Witnessing such gender disparity between my parents was probably one of the reasons I became a staunch progressive feminist. I support decriminalizing sex work and believe trans women are women. Yup, that kind of feminist.

But little did I know how much my feminist ways would impact my relationship with my adoptive family....
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The Terror
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One of my earliest toddlerhood memories originated in my family’s second childhood home, where we lived until I was thirteen. One afternoon, I awoke from a nap in my crib, feeling refreshed. I stood. The open bedroom door granted me a partial view of the sunlit hallway and its late 60s suburban décor.

No one was there to greet me.

The house was eerily quiet. I listened intently but couldn’t detect any noise. It was like being a character from The Walking Dead: amid the pervasive silence, I stayed ever vigilant in case a zombie was about to strike.

But a visit from the undead was the least of my concerns. Instead of a zombie, fear struck my heart. Was I alone in the house? Where were my parents?? Had they left me??? Was I stuck in this crib with no means of escape????

Panic-stricken, I screamed in terror. A zombie eating my brains would have been preferable to this daytime nightmare.

The seconds ticked by...and then Mom rushed into the room. Relief coursed through me. Thank goodness. I reached for her. Her expression made a distinct impression on me, so much so that I remember it to this day. Though her brows were furrowed, she had a questioning look rather than a concerned one, as if to say, “What could possibly be wrong? Why are you crying?” 

Translation: why are you making such a big deal?

In retrospect, I wonder if she was not only annoyed that I had interrupted her, but I’d done it in the most dramatic way, too.

I doubt it occurred to her that waking up alone in a deathly silent house would lead me to only one conclusion: my parents had abandoned me. I was too young to make the logical inference that Mom was in another room, nor was I sufficiently verbal to articulate the basis of my fear.

I share this anecdote because I suspect my intense separation anxiety was rooted in my adoption. Deep, deep down, I already knew the anguish of having been separated from my first mother. In that bedroom, a scant year or so later, I worried a similar type of separation was happening again. An echo of an earlier fear, as it were. A sense of helplessness overwhelmed me. I felt as though I was alone in all the world—a bone-deep dread. No wonder I howled like a scream queen.

This experience likely sparked a significant development: I became a huge fan of horror movies. I’ve seen too many to count, but The Exorcist is one of my all-time favorites. Years later, I’d follow the careers of paranormal investigators Ed and Lorraine Warren. In the 90s, I also briefly met Lorraine Warren!

Then a dream I never thought possible came true: The Conjuring film franchise exploded across movie screens, introducing the Warrens’ work to the world (along with their devotion to each other). I also love haunted doll stories (*waves to Talky Tina, Annabelle, M3GAN, and Chucky*). And yes, The Terror is a reference to Dan Simmon’s supernatural horror novel that was later adapted into a show. I enjoyed the book as well as the series.

Maybe I developed a taste for horror to exert a modicum of control over my adoption-rooted separation anxiety, an attempt to master the threat, as it were. Or maybe I just like the thrill of new experiences. Having been relinquished as an infant, identifying the root causes of certain emotions can be challenging. In other areas, though, I knew exactly how my adoption experience shaped me.
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Swedish, German, and Norwegian
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When I was nine, my parents revealed they had adopted me.

I don’t know why my ninth year was the magic time to impart such a profound detail about my life. If they told me the reason, I can’t remember—but I don’t think they ever voiced their reasoning. One guess is that it might have had something to do with my lack of resemblance to anyone in my family. It’s possible I’d been asking about the physical discrepancies or someone else had. Therefore, my parents probably decided to get ahead of the curve before awkwardness ensued.

One afternoon, they sequestered me in their bedroom and indicated they had important information to unveil. I made myself comfortable on their queen-sized bed with its headboard of dark, ornately carved wood. I felt curious, but not apprehensive. Or was I? I seem to have had a brief out-of-body experience because part of my memory from that moment is seeing myself sitting on the bed.

First, my parents told me I’m adopted, and what it meant. That was when I learned they’d had difficulty conceiving. They shared that my first mother was a nineteen-year-old college student when she became pregnant with me. She chose adoption because she couldn’t afford to raise me. They emphasized that she had relinquished me because it was in my best interest—an act of love.

Next, my parents said they chose me, an act that demonstrated the depth of their love. I felt their love as they spoke and didn’t doubt they considered me their daughter 100%.

I didn’t know it at the time, but the “chosen” narrative was the standard one told to many adoptees. Millions probably, considering I was among the approximately four million adoptees from the Baby Scoop Era. Although my parents probably didn’t know they were following a well-worn script, they seemed sincere.

My first father, a fellow college student, wasn’t in the picture. He and my first mom dated but weren’t a devoted couple. Beyond that, my parents didn’t provide any information about him. That was a red flag, but I was too young to ponder the issue further.

Maria and Victor asked if I had any questions. I don’t recall if I had any at the time, but in the following months and possibly years, I periodically asked them to describe my adoption. Unlike my siblings, I lacked a birth story. The scant details about my adoption became the tale of how I entered this world.

At one point, my parents divulged that the adoption agency was Catholic Charities. As a closed adoption, there was no contact between my adoptive family and my first families. Identifying information about my original families was sealed off like an unbreachable medieval fortress.

But a big plot twist is coming, so keep reading!

My parents also told me that my ethnicities were Swedish, German, and Norwegian. Those three words became a refrain in my head: I’m Swedish, German, and Norwegian. I recall informing some or likely all my school peers that I was Swedish, German, and Norwegian. In retrospect, I wonder why anyone was curious about my race.

Or maybe I was the curious one. I have a vague recollection of initiating conversations around ethnicity and then sharing my own—perhaps deliberately. The question folks would ask each other back in the 70s was, “What’s your nationality?” I liked having a fun ethnicity fact to share, but I’m not sure what drove me to do so above and beyond the norm.

My parents said my first mom had blond hair. From the moment they disclosed that detail, I carried around a vague image in my head of my original mother, a nineteen-year-old college student with blond hair. I also envisioned her with short hair, but that was a total guess on my part.

Strange. Why didn’t I have blond hair?

My hair was black, like Meghan Markle black. It’s wild and maybe a little cringey that I went around speaking with pride about my white-coded ethnic background when in fact my hair and skin color conveyed a different story.

Unfortunately, I wouldn’t discover what that story entailed until years later.
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How did it feel to learn I wasn’t Maria and Victor’s biological child? Well, for starters, at nine-years old I didn’t have the psychological tools to fully comprehend the issue. That was the first time I learned about adoption, period. After they delivered the momentous news, I went out to play.

My memories are inevitably filtered through the knowledge I learned later in life, about the circumstances of my birth as well as adoption in general. But what I recall is the basic delivery of information. My parents explained the news in a calm, matter-of-fact way. Nothing to see here; nothing to worry about. Adopting a child, you see, is the same as giving birth to a biological one.

Maybe learning I was adopted should have felt like the earthshattering news it was, but I was a happy child who was adopted into a life of privilege and stability. My parents were frugal, but their children lacked nothing. Knowing I was adopted didn’t impact my quality of life or how my adopted family treated me. Maria and Victor referred to me as their “daughter,” never qualifying the word with “adopted.”

That said, learning about my two original parents affected me in ways I couldn’t fully grasp at the time and am still trying to parse decades later. For me, the impact of that news was more of a slow burn. And one feeling dominated all the others throughout the years: I loved my first mother. She relinquished me out of love, so I felt love for her in return.

Even though she only lived inside my head, she was my mom as much as my adoptive mom was. This may sound odd, but for much of my life, I never aged her up. Inside my head my first mom was forever nineteen, the age at which she became pregnant with me. If there’s one steadfast mental image I associate with my adoption, it’s the hazy picture of my first mom that I’ve carried in my head all these years. A secret friend of sorts who’s always been there, chilling inside my brain.

Now I’m gonna say the taboo word: I’m lucky. My adoptive parents were in love for the entirety of their marriage. As a family, we were tight knit and had no major troubles for our first decade or so. My siblings and I enjoyed loads of play time. Our family embarked on periodic vacations. While Disney World wasn’t within my parents’ reach (or interest), a fun beach trip to New York was possible because friends of theirs loaned us their house a time or two while they went on vacation. This couple owned an Alaskan husky named Tolstoy, who sported one blue eye and one green eye. A good dog.

My parents took us to movies, the library, and local parks. My favorite playground had a spinner, which I rode with abandon. In winter, we’d ice skate on a local pond until our teeth chattered. Roller skating was another pastime. We’d circle around the rink to the tune of songs from bands like The Beach Boys (“Good Vibrations”) and The Gap Band (“You Dropped the Bomb On Me”).

I also have joyful memories of visiting amusement parks. Well, except for that one time I threw up after riding a Ferris wheel. My parents occasionally took us out to eat—remember when a McDonald’s hamburger was only 35 cents?! After eating, we frolicked in the restaurant’s playground. I still recall the pervasive scent of stale body odor and tangy metal in the Officer Big Mac Climb-In Jail. Yeah, they don’t make playgrounds like they used to.

Our neighborhood was amazing. Wide, low-traffic streets, loads of greenery, and friendly neighbors made for a welcoming space for kids and their imaginations. We biked a lot. No helmets, either—this was the 70s, so we rode around with the feel of the wind flowing through our hair. My mom once rode a skateboard, downhill and barefoot, a smile on her face. Then she fell and broke her leg, but that mishap only proved her devotion as a parent.

I often rode my bike in the company of a neighborhood girlfriend all the way to the closest pizzeria. There, we’d split a 12-inch cheese pizza and gobble up one of those individual Table Talk pies for dessert. The tangy lemon flavor rocked my world. The co-owner was a Greek immigrant who often stopped by our table to chat as we ate. I’ll forever remember her warm smile.

Summertime featured family cookouts, mainly starring hot dogs or hamburgers. My parents handed out sparklers on July 4th and helped us toast marshmallows. On summer nights, they took us to drive-in movies in our trusty station wagon. Ah, yes, the station wagon we rode in without seat belts.

Sometimes Mom would buy us kids a treat from the ice cream truck. I loved the sweet Italian ice. Most times, she would decline, saying she had ice cream in the freezer. Not remotely the same thing, I thought at the time, but now, as a parent myself, I understand the need to budget for treats.

My parents worked diligently to provide their children with a high-quality education. Save for my first two years in public school, we attended parochial schools all the way through twelfth grade. Dad’s job as a professor enabled me to attend college for free. That’s why I support making colleges free/low cost again, ending legacy admissions, and having our federal government forgive student debt. Everyone ought to have the same luck I did.

Mom was a real shutterbug, so she chronicled our lives with pictures. She collected them in huge rectangular albums, the kind with black corner tabs holding each photograph in place. Throughout childhood, one of my favorite pastimes was looking at our family pictures. The narrative they wove about our lives entranced me. I was the only one who enjoyed them on a regular basis. Perhaps I was overcompensating for the lack of a visual history of my first families. Unlike my siblings, I didn’t have any baby pictures earlier than nine months.

My siblings and I couldn’t help but feel loved because for years, our parents kissed us goodnight, every night. Gosh, what a wonderful way to end the day.

I could go on, but you get the idea.

While I was fortunate in most ways, adoption should be exceedingly rare. Many adoptees have endured traumatic experiences of one kind or another, a matter that demands more research and intervention. Adoption is a parenting choice and therefore not a substitute for abortion. It’s also in dire need of reform because, as you’ll learn in the next chapter, the adoption industry wreaked an astonishing amount of havoc during a certain period in America’s history.
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Despite being an adoptee from the Baby Scoop Era, I only learned about this subject later in life. My parents apparently had no clue about it, either, because that phrase never crossed their lips. Adoption was fully normalized when they took custody of me, so as far as we were concerned, what was there to discuss?

Plenty, as it turns out. The Girls Who Went Away: The Hidden History of Women Who Surrendered Children for Adoption in the Decades Before Roe v. Wade by Ann Fessler chronicles the experiences of unmarried women who surrendered their babies for adoption between 1945 and 1973. Her book is a real eye-opener.

Amid the Baby Scoop Era, non-marital/pre-marital pregnancies spiked alongside the rate of newborn adoptions, which catapulted to the millions. With more adoptions came the rise of organizations that facilitated them. Societal pressures and the adoption industry shaped an insidious narrative, namely, that adoption was the only choice for single mothers. Many people assumed, or were taught to assume, that these babies were either unwanted or needed rescuing from dire circumstances. Supposedly, they’d be better off with an adoptive family than their biological kin.

Talk about a lack of parenting choice.

Learning about the Baby Scoop Era raised thorny questions for me. Was my adoption truly a case of a mutually beneficial arrangement, or had my adoption come at the expense of my first mother’s reproductive freedom and parenting choice? Why was more effort made to funnel infants like me into adoption than to help the original mothers raise their child?

As a Baby Scoop Era adoptee, I’m part of the original “domestic supply of infants” (Thomas E. Dobbs, State Health Officer of the Mississippi Department of Health, et al., Petitioners vs. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, et al. (2022)). How much were intermediaries making from selling babies during this period, whether through legitimate agencies or on the black market?

Books like The Girls Who Went Away and Relinquished: The Politics of Adoption and the Privilege of American Motherhood by Gretchen Sisson reveal that given sufficient resources, many first mothers would have kept their child(ren). Yet that’s not the impression my parents gave me when they said I was adopted. According to them, my first mom couldn’t afford to raise me, therefore she only intended to relinquish me.

To be fair, my parents probably hadn’t known about my first mom’s true wishes. Catholic Charities told them a specific narrative that it alone had the power to shape. It’s possible many first mothers of the Baby Scoop Era, mine included, couldn’t afford to raise their child(ren) while also wanting to keep them. But no one at the time wanted to confront that inconvenient truth, especially when many in the adoption industry were too busy making a profit.

And now, in the aftermath of the Supreme Court overturning Roe v. Wade (1973), the drive to replenish the “domestic supply of infants” is happening all over again. This time, the propelling force to increase the number of infants available for adoption is abortion bans. It’s like the adoptee version of Groundhog Day, but without a happy ending.

There’s something wrong about my original mother not having a choice in the matter of her child—her first child, probably. Who’s to say she couldn’t have given me a terrific life despite being a single mother?

For much of my life, I’d been equally unaware of the coercive and systemic pressures surrounding my birth and those of other adoptees. My experience speaks to the pervasive normalization of adoption, one that parades something problematic and potentially harmful as a necessary public good right under your nose. And that stinks.

Despite my ignorance, I’ve known one fact for certain: if ever given the chance, I wanted to meet my original mother. Not because I didn’t love my adoptive parents or felt they hadn’t done enough, but because my first mom is my parent, too. She’s not only the person who gave birth to me—which, by the way, is a huge deal—she’s my mother.

A mother who cared so much she gave me a name.
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My first mom named me Kimberly Ann. That detail was intriguing and wonderful to know. Yet Kimberly Ann felt like someone totally different, which in a way I suppose she was. She’s me from the earliest time in my life as well as the possibility of who I might have been if my first mom had raised me.

Learning my original name was a profound experience: my first mom had such strong feelings for her baby that she named me. If she wasn’t invested in me, she wouldn’t have bothered naming me. This detail conflicted with the narrative that she had been ready to instantly relinquish me for adoption. The act of naming broadcasted her intent to forge a connection—perhaps she originally intended to keep me.

Naturally, my adoptive parents renamed me. They had assumed full legal responsibility, so they had the right to call me whatever they wanted. That said, it’s an issue worth considering because both my adoptee name and my birth certificate had been altered to obscure my true origins. Closed adoptions foster the ultimate culture of secrecy, legal and otherwise.

Coincidentally, I had a childhood friend who had the same first name as my original first name, although the spelling differed. This friend was particular about her name in that she was adamant about people spelling it correctly. At any rate, I recall telling her about our name coincidence.

Why would I have even mentioned the similarity if it wasn’t important to me?
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Check out this tidbit: I met my foster parents.

They cared for me until I was nine months old. Not long after I learned about my adoption, my parents took me to visit them. I don’t recall why. Maybe my foster parents were curious about how I was doing. Or maybe I’d been asking a lot of questions about my adoption.

I don’t recall specifics about my parents’ relationship with the foster couple, or how they managed to negotiate a visit. I can only speculate that after my adoption was finalized, my foster parents handed me off to my adoptive ones, and that’s how they met. Either they stayed in touch, or my parents saved their contact information.

I can’t recall any details about my foster parents other than they struck me as a kindly couple. They seemed to enjoy reconnecting with me. My memories of the visit are more vibes than anything else. I remember exploring their house and generally hanging out. They had a pleasant conversation with my adoptive parents during our visit, the only one we had with them.

I might have asked what I was like as a baby while in their care, but if I did, I can’t recall their answer with any certainty. That said, I do have a memory of crawling in the grass on a warm, sunny day in the backyard of my parents’ first home. I remember looking up at the house, a huge, white behemoth to a baby like me. The warm weather detail meant this experience likely happened shortly after my parents had adopted me.

Anyway, my foster parents made us chocolate fudge, yum. I also picked wild blueberries in their yard. The foliage factor was off the hook.

Here’s the most exciting part: they had an outhouse! I must have announced the need to use the bathroom, because they directed me to the backyard to do my business. I recall walking down a grassy path to reach the outhouse, the first one I ever saw in person or used. Even in the late 70s, the outhouse seemed like a relic. I peed in it. Fun times!

You’d think that experience would turn me into a bona fide outdoorsperson, but it didn’t. Far from it. I hate camping. I went camping once with my spouse, only to encounter a nightmare of ear-splittingly loud bugs, a cobweb-infested public restroom, and harsh pre-dawn chill (I might have under packed). Like a big baby, I whined nonstop. In fact, I complain about that trip to this day, much to my husband’s amusement.

But that outhouse? A true adventure.
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Attack of the Virginia Slims
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My parents were close friends with Mrs. and Mr. Foley, a couple who lived in a nearby town. The four of them met when my parents lived in Grafton, so I grew up with them in my life.

Every so often, our family would visit theirs to hang out and talk or visit for holiday celebrations. The Foleys were like our extended family. We kids called them aunt and uncle and considered their two sons our cousins. They would cook us hearty meals like spaghetti and homemade pasta sauce. They welcomed and nurtured me, never treating me like a second-class adopted child.

In retrospect, one of the Foley sons might have been autistic with high support needs, but this was before that term was widely used, so I can’t say for sure. One benefit of my parents’ friendship with the Foleys is that the regular contact normalized their son’s disability for me. He was a young adult at a time when social and community services for folks like him weren’t as plentiful as they are today. He lived at home but attended a support program and possibly had a job.

He was a sweet guy with an infectious laugh. The only part that squicked me out as a kid was the way he greeted me—with a wet, sloppy kiss on the lips. His family was physically affectionate in general, so there was nothing suspicious about it, but he couldn’t quite master the art of the
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