
Israeli  f i lmmaker Ronit 
Kertsner came to America 
to produce a documentary 

about adoption issues in a 
less restrictive society. I, the 
Aforementioned Infant is an Aforementioned Infant is an Aforementioned Infant
account of her adoption by 
an American couple who had 
immigrated to Israel. A private 
screening for PACER members 
and guests was held in April at 
the Sonoma home of Gene and 
Cathie Sperring.  

Through the San Francisco 
triad support group, Kertsner 
met and later interviewed 
several PACER members. Their 
experiences and Kertsner’s own 
story form the content of the fi lm.

Remembering the day that her infant birth 
son went to his adoptive parents, Kathy Waddell 
said, “It was the worst day of my whole life. “ 
But she added that ‘it was the best thing for him.’ 
Several years ago she was reunited with her adult 
son Patrick, who also participated in the film.

Adoptee Carrie Buckner recalled a time that 
she ‘looked for people who look more like me.’  
Carrie’s birth mother spoke of an incident on a 
crowded city bus when she was 18 years old and 
eight months pregnant. It was standing room 
only. An older man refused to give her his seat, 
commenting about her lack of a wedding ring.  
“Shame,” she said, “is something society gives you.” 

Also interviewed was “The Primal Wound” 

author Nancy Verrier, also an 
adoptive mother and therapist. 
She observed that ‘mannerisms 
are part of the genetic code.’ 

Ten years ago, Ronit 
Ker tsner  had a  one day 
reunion in Paris with her birth 
mother, who has refused any 
further contact and declined 
to name the birth father.  In 
several  poignant scenes, 
Kerstner struggles with the 
fear of rejection. With a French 
speaking friend, she attempts a 
letter to her mother.  The letter 
is never mailed.  The identity 
of her birth father remains 
unknown. In frustration she 

concludes, “I have a right to know 
where I come from.”  That was a sentiment 
enthusiastically shared by the screening audience. 

(Ronit Kertsner’s previous documentary, “The Secret,” 
won First Prize at the 2002 Bordeaux (France) Festival.)
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PACER EVENT HONORS ISRAELI FILMMAKER
By Judy Norris

Kathy Waddill and Ronit Kertsner break bread together 
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President’s Message
by Jerilynn Wagner 
President’s Message
by Jerilynn Wagner 
President’s Message

As a ten year PACER member and seven year facilitator for the Sonoma County Triad, I As a ten year PACER member and seven year facilitator for the Sonoma County Triad, I Aknow loss and also understand the joy and strength that comes with healing.  Having spent Aknow loss and also understand the joy and strength that comes with healing.  Having spent A
much of my life volunteering on hotlines, working with Chinese immigrants and the homeless, 
organizing large events, I have always cherished people’s courage, wisdom, and stories.  I am 
looking forward to using the skills I have built over a lifetime to help me serve PACER.
I am humbled by the past exemplary PACER presidents.  I hope we will be able to ask the 
experienced leadership to share their insights with us, as I did when I arranged for Jane 
Calbreath to lead the very successful facilitator’s workshop this February.  I am excited to 
serve as part of a team for PACER’s work in the adoption community. I am working with our 
membership to bring a wonderful conference on healing to our community. Th ere has been 
positive feedback about the idea, and several very special people say they can participate.

PACER’s Mission Statement of support is so simple and powerful and important to me.  It 
is a support for those who are facing the labyrinth of shame and loss.  I have always valued 
PACER’s ability to embrace all people in the adoption community in need of our support 
without regard to special agendas.

I believe communication and respect are important elements in the sound structure of any 
successful organization.  Th ese will be key concepts for me as your President.  I am so pleased 
with the opportunity to serve.

Past President’s Message
by Malcolm Pearson
Past President’s Message
by Malcolm Pearson
Past President’s Message

There has been a change at PACER; one that both saddens and excites me. I am saddened 
that I am no longer able to serve PACER as its president. In October my wife, Gudrun, 

and I learned that we were going to have our fi rst baby (and since then that it’s a girl and she’s 
due in June). Th is of course is very exciting. But from that point forward I found my attention 
to PACER drifting. If my inattention had continued, it would have hurt the organization. I 
am still on the PACER board, but at our February meeting I turned the 
job over to Jerilynn Wagner. Th is is also very exciting. Jerilynn will make a great president 
and I will speak more about that in a moment.

If I had one rule to guide me in what direction to lead PACER it was this: Go where there 
is passion. When Doug Johnson was jazzed about revamping our website, we went with 
that passion. When Ellen Roseman came to us with a proposal that we produce a regional 
conference last year, we went with that, too. Both projects were successful and have been 
benefi cial for our organization. I always saw myself as more of a caretaker than a leader. I’m 
not a rah, rah kind of guy with sweeping visions for the future of adoption advocacy. I just 
wanted to make sure we were there to serve the adoption triad in Northern California and 
that we didn’t lose money in the process. Th roughout my two and a half years as president I 
tried to create an inviting environment that drew both good people and good opportunities. 
At that, I believe I was successful.

I think Jerilynn will carry on that tradition of going where the passion is. When I lost my 
passion for the job, I did not have to look far to see that passion now resided with her. We 
have worked together for several years and my experience of Jerilynn is that she is pro-active 
and excellent at outreach to the greater adoption communities. She will work tirelessly for 
PACER, its board, facilitators, and members. We are in good hands.

Th ank you.                                             



Ifound my way to working with 
incarcerated kids via adoption. Jail 
— an unlikely place since my fi eld 

was holistic health, but I felt compelled 
to make some contribution to children 
impacted by adoption after fi nding 
my birthson and learning some of the 
harsh facts and fi gures about adopted 
youth.

 At  many adoption 
confe rences  I  l ea rned 
that about 40 percent of 
incarcerated kids are adopted. 
As a longtime educator of 
at-risk youth, I opted to 
go inside, and see about 
educating kids who carried 
the primal wound of adoption, 
and chose to engage in a range 
of criminal activities from 
malicious mischief to murder.

 Incarcerated youth range 
in age from eight to 18 and 
are enormously impacted by 
literacy challenges, reading 
at about a fi fth-grade level 
for many. For those who are 
up to speed with academics, 
the emotional scars create an 
agonizing spiral that is endless.

 Many of the kids are “on 
and off” suicide watch, some 
having special correctional 
offi cers assigned to them 24 
hours a day. Some of these 
kids are cutters, stealing a 
pencil point or other object 
from the school program to craft a 
weapon and in a dark and during 
an isolated moment of the long 
night, use their body as a canvas, 
cutting and carving to halt the 
emotional pain that seems unbearable.

 These young offenders come 
from a diverse group of families, home 
being a place where a child is loved 
and supported or not. Sometimes that 
support is enduring and limitless, 

sometimes not. At fi rst, I tried to steer 
clear of details, not really wanting to 
know about desperate home lives. 
But as time passed, I gained courage 
and listened about incarcerated 
parents, broken homes, drug and 
alcohol addiction and abandonment; 
children “returned” to the system 

as parents find they cannot cope 
with behavior that varies from their 
fantasies about adoption. One of my 
current students revisits repeatedly, 
and is now faced with being returned 
to his country of origin due to a 
set of circumstances that is just 
too much for the adoptive family.

 The complexities of children 
in the juvenile justice system are 
exacerbated by the disruption of 

relinquishment. The counseling of 
prospective birthparents needs to 
include the potentially disastrous 
aspects of adoption including 
attachment disorder and a propensity 
toward juvenile incarceration. The 
juvenile justice system does not seem 
to support adoptive parents who hunt 

for help with their offending 
child. Adoptive children 
arrive at a juvenile facility, 
sometimes with a history of 
severe familial trauma, and 
sometimes with a history 
of unrelenting support and 
caring from parents who 
struggle tirelessly to remedy 
the mental health concerns 
scarring their child’s life.

 Life on the inside is 
bleak. A far cry from what 
birthmothers hoped for 
our relinquished children. 
Decades of not knowing the 
fate of my own surrendered 
son gave birth to dark and 
dismal fears. Was he alive? 
Was he safe? Was he in the 
presence of a loving family? 
Finding him laid much of 
that to rest, even though his 
home was not the perfect 
one painted by the adoption 
agency. I could hear the 
echoes of my father’s words 
about giving my child a real 
home, a mother and father, 

with stability and respectability.
 Discovering a fractured family 

was a great disappointment, but 
now after five years of jail work 
I agonize over life’s realities for 
children coping with such disastrous 
circumstances, and see the divorced 
setting of my own birth son as bearable.

 Far too often, adoptive parents 
of these jailed kids are not model 

Aftermath of Adoption:  Kids in Jail
By Jane Guttman

Continured on page 9
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growth, and I believe this will reduce my feelings of 
abandonment.  Returning to Maysilo, I am reminded 
of the extreme privilege I enjoy with my American 
citizenship – privilege of culture, privilege of wealth, 
and privilege of opportunity.

Given my life situation, I would say that I have trust 
issues.  I do not trust people very much or very easily.  
My six year search process was the most diffi  cult thing 
I have done in my life, and was, at times, very lonely.  
As an adoptee living in the United States, it has been a 
journey of discovering how things work, understanding 
what various processes are, and forging uncharted, 
untypical territory that it is hard to fi nd a context for.  
At certain points in the search process, I had to decide 
if I should trust the Sisters at Heart of Mary Villa, the 
nursery where I spent the fi rst few months of my life.  
I decided to trust them, and now they are some of my 
favorite people in the entire world.  Th e work they do 
is amazing, and they are such compassionate, grounded, 
selfl ess, admirable women.  I think that the heart of 
Mary consists of a Pacifi c ocean full of tears, and yet the 
Sisters are the most joyful people I know.

I enjoy a blessed life.  I am extremely grateful to all the 
Sisters of Heart of Mary Villa who have cared for me all 
of my life.  I believe that adoption is a good thing, and 
advocate for honesty and openness in adoption – why 
perpetuate one of the root causes of pain?

Adoption is a transformation of relationships, and that 
is its hope and potential – to transform suff ering into 
love.

Mark Kunkel can be reached at genki008@hotmail.com.

Reunion and 
Transformation
By Mark Francis Kunkel
Heart of Mary Villa, Barangay Maysilo, Malabon, 
Metro Manila, Philippines

January 20, 2007

Adoption involves suff ering and gifts, heartbreak and Adoption involves suff ering and gifts, heartbreak and Acompassion, fear manifested, understanding, and Acompassion, fear manifested, understanding, and Agrace.Agrace.A
My birthmother relinquished me in 1975, and we had 
our reunion seven days ago.

One of the hardest parts of adoption for me has 
been “not-knowing.”  I seek to understand myself, as 
Siddhartha and Socrates recognized the importance of.  
Th e Filipino national hero, Dr. Jose Rizal, stated it well, 
“Ang hindi marunong lumingon sa pinangalingan ay 
hindi makakarating sa paroroonan:  He who does not 
know how to look back at where he came from will 
never get to his destination.”

Not-knowing and disjunction from biological roots are 
some of the parts of adoption that involve suff ering.  
Th ere is also much joy, and many gifts.  My reunion is, 
of course, an extremely happy event in my life.  Now 
that I have met my birthmother again, I am able to 
distinguish traits that came from my adoptive family, 
traits that came from my birthmother, and traits that are 
uniquely my own as an individual.  I am also reassured 
in a much more concrete and tangible way that I was 
relinquished out of love.  Th is is very helpful to my 
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Sister Lorenza and Mark Kunkel 
at the Heart of Mary Villa, Phillipines

Mark enjoys some relaxation at the end of a long journey.
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My Boston Coat
By Judy Norris
“Do you live in Boston?” A woman 
stopped me, as I walked along Newbury Street, to ask 
for directions.  In my new coat I thought I looked like 
someone who belonged here. It was a serious winter 
coat and very much at home on a Boston street.  I 
admitted to being a visitor but quickly added that I had 
been born here and was ‘just back visiting family.’ 

Of course I didn’t tell her that I was coming back for 
the fi rst time to fi nd people who were strangers to 
me; in fact, an almost mythical clan whose existence 
had been kept secret.  Th at and my identity had been 
guarded like the Hope diamond.

In the dozen years that would follow with several moves 
and a divorce, my Boston coat moved with me.  Even 
after I saw a tiny moth hole in one sleeve, and the little 
belt in the back hung loosely by a single button, I kept 
that coat. But it was now time to let it go.  I put it in 
the trunk of my car, where it lay in an undignifi ed heap 
for several months, and then reluctantly  dropped it off  
at the Good Will and didn’t look back.  After all, it was 
only a coat, but I had worn it when I met Charlotte.  
It’s an odd thing to have to introduce yourself to your 
own mother.  She had signed the papers that sent me, 
as a two year old, to a new mother in California who 
fi lled a baby book with make-believe stories about 
how she got me.   

Th e book was covered in real silk taff eta, but the 
contents were entirely fi ctional.  It was the unraveling 
process that brought me back to this eastern city of 
brick buildings and boulevards where people walked 
quickly under dull gray skies that seemed to release 
snow fl urries at whim. Th ey scurried along with their 
heads bent down against the cold winds off  Boston 
harbor. 

I had needed a coat then, a real one. A California coat 
wouldn’t do.  It would have been light and thin, a mere 
pretense of a coat, the kind that wrinkles in the seat 
after you get up.  Th ose coats were as synthetic as my 
life had seemed.  Th at fi rst trip seemed to off end any 
number of people and challenged what society had 

taught them.  Th eir questions came with warnings that 
I saw refl ected in their eyes.   

How can you do this to the ………motherwhoraisedyou?  
Why would you want to find someone………
whodidnotwantyou?  Someone who gave you away like 
a pound of butter? I pictured a woman sitting outside 
a market with a box of kittens, and a sign that said 
“free to good home.”  Th ey told me what can happen 
if you open up Pandora’s Box.  It brought back the 
superstitions from my childhood.

 “Step on a crack, break your mother’s back.” I stepped 
over and around cracks in the sidewalk.  Always.  I 
never opened up an umbrella inside the house and 
worried about breaking even the smallest mirror, as 
that was bad luck, or ate fresh cherries and drank milk 
at the same time.  Th ey said that could make you sick.  
A family favorite, “Don’t blow your nose so hard, you’ll 
go deaf like Aunt Inga.”

Th e one about lying, that was the best.  

“If you tell one lie, you have to tell ten more to 
get out of it,” my California mother had said with 
tightly pursed lips. Her other staple, “if anyone tells 
me a secret, it’s safe with me.” But lies do begat lies, 
eventually trapping the teller, she was right about that.  
So I bought my fi rst real coat and came back to Boston 
in an apologetic search for truth.  

“You take the Mass Pike to 495 to Route 16…..” 
Charlotte gave me the directions over the telephone. 
Her house was next to the Congregational Church in 
East Douglas. Th ere were a series of ‘routes’ to take, 
but it’d be easy to fi nd, she said. 

I listened to her voice, crackly and high, this woman 
who said that yes, she was my mother but added, ‘I 
was never a mother to you.’  I didn’t know anything 
about her or how her life had gone or whether she 
put giblets in her gravy at Christmas.  Or whether she 
voted Republican or collected Majolica or sewed quilts 
or laughed a lot.  Or whether she would take one look 
at me and decide to shut the door in my face. I’d meet 
her today. Why was I doing this? 

I drove my rental car skittishly out of the city with my 

(continued  on page 6)
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coat folded up on the seat next to me. My stomach 
felt empty despite the room service toast and coff ee 
that I forced down that morning. I got my period the 
night before, it happened rarely these days.  Charlotte’s 
menopausal child was coming home.

Th e directions said to take a route this to a route that, 
but I was getting tired of  these little roads called 
routes that curved through small towns they called 
villages with clusters of non-descript, sad little houses, 
which leaned up against package liquor stores with 
an occasional Store 24 or Dunkin’ Donuts for variety.  
Why did they have to call them routes and forget to put 
up road signs?  And I was supposed to fi nd this town 
called East Douglas, which presumed that there was a 
real Douglas, and then look for a white Congregational 
church.  Aren’t they all starkly white, standing in the 
middle of each small village, with their spires poking 
up into the sky next to a park called a Common?  

Th at’s what they called them, Commons, and the 
quaint, slightly pretentious sound of it was intriguing 
to me, a city child who grew up in Los Angeles where 
parks are called parks and wrapped in a constant yellow 
haze.  

Today I was on a strange road that seemed to go 
nowhere looking for a place that wasn’t on the map, 
and no one in Boston had even heard of this town. 

When I fi nally saw a small sign to East Douglas, I’d 
begun to doubt whether it really existed. Th ere was 
a white church, and next to it, a two story wood 
frame house. A woman waited in the open doorway.  
Charlotte had white hair upswept in an old-fashioned 
bun, and her face was etched in wrinkles. We didn’t 
look much alike, I decided, except for our blue eyes. 
She welcomed me easily, while I stood numb to the 
bone in her front hallway, incapable of much beyond 
‘hello and nice to meet you.’

At lunch that day I noticed her fi ngers, long and slender 
– “piano fi ngers,” she called them. Th ey looked like 

mine. Charlotte referred to Peter, her son, as “your 
brother.” I liked the sound of those words, “your 
brother.” But they were just words.  Finding out about 
“me” would be too much for him, it seemed.  Her 
husband’s health wouldn’t permit it, either.

I saw the irony of two mothers on two separate coasts 
whose needs had kept me a secret, although in diff erent 
ways: one told tales about how she got me and denied 
my truth, while the other denied my existence.  Would 
it be impolite of me to reach for my own needs, even if 
I didn’t know, and wouldn’t know for some time, what 
they were, or what the price would be? 

Th e next day I left the hotel and walked around the 
city under the thin warmth of a winter sun, but the air 
was fresh, as fresh as I had ever known. Maybe I should 
have been more disappointed in how the reunion 
ended, but instead I felt a new energy and purpose.  I 
rode on the creaky old “T,” the very fi rst subway built 
in this country, from Boston to Cambridge and back.  
Everywhere I looked I saw people, a number of them, 
with blue eyes. Th e train seemed full of them, full of 
people with blue eyes. And I wanted to turn to the 
person seated next to me, or in front or back of me, 
and tell him or her that I had found my mother.  I’d 
found a real live in-the-fl esh mother.  

On subsequent trips to Boston I did get to know this 
family, including Peter. My roots were deeply planted 
in New England. A lucky break for me, Charlotte was a 
non-stop talker with the Irish “gift for gab” and before 
long, it seemed that at least half of Massachusetts knew 
I was her daughter. She told me stories about that 
long-ago love aff air with my birth father and about 
her mother, my grandmother, and the generations 
of people before her - the people I come from - my 
people.  But I never felt quite as free or alive, as I did 
on that fi rst trip, outfi tted in a sale coat but a proud 
coat, nonetheless, as I searched for a woman who lived 
in a town called East Douglas.

Judy Norris can be reached at charlottesfi rst@aol.com 

My Boston Coat
(continued  from page 5)



Getting Rid Of ‘‘Gotcha’’
By Karen Moline

Icould hear the whine coming closer and closer, until 
I could stand it no longer.

 “Gotcha!” I said in triumph.  Another mosquito 
swatted to oblivion.

Gotcha is my typical response when I’ve squashed a bug, 
caught a ball about to roll under the sofa, or managed to 
reach a roll of toilet paper on the top shelf at the store.  
It’s a silly, slangy word.

As such, it’s the last word I’d think to use if someone 
asked me to describe my feelings on the day, in a tiny 
orphanage off  a dirt road outside of Da Nang, when I 
saw my child for the fi rst time.

I fi nd the use of “gotcha” to describe adoption both 
astonishing and off ensive.  Aside from being wholly 
parent-centered (“C’mere, little orphan, I gotcha for 
good now!”), it smacks of acquiring a possession, not 
welcoming a new person into your life.

Yet many adoptive parents have elevated this casual word 
into shorthand for “Th e Day I Got You.” Th is past year, 
one parent went further: Margaret Schwartz declared 
Sepetember 15, 2005, the fi rst annual international 
Gotcha Day, a day to celebrate adoption.

Th is was bound to happen, as “gotcha” has become 
thoroughly entrenched in adoption-speak.  Th ere are 
“Journey to Gotcha” blogs and “Happy Gotcha Day” 
cards, banners, and key chains -- even crowns available 
for sale on the Internet.  On Google there were 2,480,004 
hits for “Gotcha Day.”  Curiously, I clicked on “Noah’s 
Gotcha Day.”

Noah is a cat.

It didn’t surprise me to fi nd that adoptees have a slightly 
diff erent feeling about all these gushing gotchas.  Eight 
year old Becca Lampman, who was adopted from China, 
said, “It sounds weird to say that – call it Adoption Day 
instead.”  Her 17 year old sister, Elena, adopted from 
Romania, agreed: “I wouldn’t like hearing ‘Gotcha Day’ 
used in my family.  To me it sounds like someone snatched 
you away from your birth family, or almost like you are a 
prize that was won…it has a gloating ‘ha-ha’ tone to it.

“We celebrate my Adoption Day and I like that,” 
she added.  “Being adopted is worth celebrating and 
‘Adoption Day’ is respectful sounding.”

Korean-born adult adoptee Hanna Sofi a Jung Johansson 
pointedly asked, “What is being celebrated (on Gotcha  

Day)? Parenthood and new family, I guess.  But do the 
adoptive parents acknowledge their child’s losses at the 
same time?  Gotcha for parents means ‘lost-cha’ for children 
who have been separated from familiar faces, smells, and 
surroundings. “  

Another Korean-borrn adult adoptee, Eun Mi Young, 
is equally blunt.  “While endearing to adoptive parents, 
‘Gotcha’ is downright disrespectful to adoptees,” she 
says.  “What does this term imply?  We use it when we 
grab someone who is running from us, or when we save 
someone from something, or when we’re playing a game.  
We shouldn’t use it for an event that recalls the loss of 
culture, country, and birthparents.

“So, use Gotcha at your own risk.  At the least, your adult 
adoptee will look at the term with pained resignation.  At 
the worst -- with fury and loathing.” 

I ran this concept past Margaret Schwartz, founder of 
International Gotcha Day, and she conceded that perhaps 
“Gotcha” wasn’t the best word.  “I wanted to raise awareness 
with the general public about the joys of adoption,” she told 
me, “and I’m open to changing the name of the event.”

Why not simple call it “Adoption Day” or “Family Day,” 
or, if there are already kids at home, “Siblings Day?”  Why 
commodify and demean adoptees and ourselves by using a 
silly, slangy term to describe the day we became complete 
families? 

Save “gotcha” for mosquitoes.

Reprinted with the kind permission of Adoptive Families 
Magazine, February, 2006. 
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      for all triad members
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1425 Leimert Blvd. Suite 302
Oakland CA 94602
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PACER News
By Jerilynn Wagner

Jane Calbreath a P.A.C.E.R. past President, Newsletter 
Editor, and veteran support group facilitator for 

many years, gifted us with an all-day training for 14 of 
Pacer’s current facilitators.  During the day we worked at 
refi ning our support and communication skills. We also 
shared the joys and challenges of “holding space” and 
maintaining safety for Pacer Support Groups.
Th ose of us who have known Jane were happy to see 
her return with her very capable and insightful skills, 
and those who met her for the fi rst time benefi ted from 
this wonderful leader who has given so much to Pacer. 
I am so thankful she said “yes” when I asked her to lead 
us again!

Jerilynn Wagner may be reached at pwagner@sonic.net
PACER’S MISSION...PACER’S MISSION...

public education and advocacy for positive change in public education and advocacy for positive change in 
adoption policy and practice.adoption policy and practice.
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Newsletter Submissions Invited
Are you a writer? A poet?  A reader or fi lmgoer who 
would enjoy reviewing books and movies? Perhaps you 
have suggestions for adoption-related pieces that would 
interest our audience.  Or an unusual or compelling 
adoption, search or reunion story, but just need some 
help writing it. 

We welcome your ideas and submissions. 

For more information, contact Judy Norris at 925/952-
4853 or charlottesfi rst@aol.com.

Legislative Report for 2007
Th e American Adoption Congress supports state-by-state 
legislative eff orts to obtain access for adult adoptees to their 
original birth certifi cates. AAC prefers unrestricted access 
to the document for all adult adoptees but will accept 
compromise legislation if, in the opinion of AAC and local 
supporters, such a compromise is necessary to obtain the 
greatest access for the greatest number of adopted persons.  
AAC also reported that a New Jersey poll, conducted by 
Monmouth University Polling Institute, found that of 
803 New Jersey families contacted with adopted family 
members – 98 % favored access to identifying documents 
such as original birth certifi cates.

Th e Birth Parent Study 
Research by the Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute, 
“Safeguarding the Rights and Well-being of Birthparents,” 
was released during National Adoption Awareness 
Month.  It represented the most thorough, intensive and 
sophisticated eff ort to date to understand contemporary 
infant adoption, particularly as it related to birthparents. 
The study found that infants relinquished by their 
mothers and fathers do not have their rights and needs 
suffi  ciently addressed in U.S. law and practice – largely due 
to misconceptions about their birthparents. Invariably, 
these fi rst mothers (and fathers) fare better when they 
have ongoing information about and/or contact with the 
children they place into new families.



families. Adoptions do go sour, 
parents do move far outside the 
spectrum of what we want and hope 
for our relin- quished children. Add to 
that the enormous and enduring scar of 
a primal wound (Verrier) and children 
go so far off track that for many, 
jail becomes their recurrent home.

 What does that home look 
like? Barbed wire, two-minute 
showers, isolation, fi ghts, and punitive 
correctional offi cers. I have met several 
outstanding offi cers who navigate their 
shift based on humanity, but that is not 
the norm. I have heard the screams of 
children who cannot deal with being 
caged, seen the fear, heard stories that 
bring shudders to even a tough ear. I 
have seen subtle but deliberate cruelty 
in the management of these children.

 I have long since halted my 
practice of looking for the adopted 
kid. It is irrelevant now. It was a 
fact that brought me to the prison 
door, and once inside I was caught 
by the anguish of all children. In 
any given class about eight kids are 
adopted. So the curriculum changes, 
including poetry and literature written 
by adopted persons, parents or 
birthparents. Showing fi lms, opening 
the door to questions and concerns, 
providing books and creating an 
atmosphere of discovery brings 
vital information to these children 
that really are disenfranchised in 
their outer and their inner worlds.

 I am happy to report that the 
administration at our site allowed me 
to put searches into motion. In fi ve 
years there have been fi ve reunions. 
That’s a start, paving the way for 
children to acknowledge their heritage.

 Some years ago, when I was still 
primarily involved in holistic healing 
work, I had the privilege of offering 
care to an adoptive mother who 
happened to be a retired educator. Her 
visit awakened great understanding 
and riveted my inner and outer world. 

Although she came to me for help with 
a health issue, it was I that took that 
great leap of wellness that comes from 
clearing out old thought patterns and 
archaic pain. She shared about her two 
adopted children, and I asked about 
the loss of not having had a biological 
child. Her answer has lived with me 
ever since, explaining that there was 
no loss, none at all, that as it happened 
all the world’s children were hers.

 I listened and, as she spoke, 
I felt a gripping awareness rise out 
of the nether regions of my own 
heart. I knew she was speaking her 
truth, and I knew her words were 
paving the way for what eventually 
followed in my own life. Day after 
day, as the jail doors slam shut behind 
me, I recognize that all the children 
contained within these walls really 
are mine as well. The fury in their 
shouts, the grief in their sobs, the woe 
of their silence are somehow part of 
my own journey of adoption, not as 
penance but as a gift I have given 
myself, a way to live with the memory 
of relinquishment and move forward, 
blazing a trail for those who are so 
intricately bound to my heart through 
the severing of that primal human bond.

 In some strange way that I 
really do not fully understand, my 
jail tenure honors my own son. 
This month will mark the eighth 
anniversary of finding him. His 
abiding refusal to reunite catalyzed my 
professional choice and subsequent 
change. Another one of those gifts that 
emerges in response to a life tragedy.

 The aftermath of adoption has 
many faces, among them detached, 
lost, distraught children, and children 
with a long history of crime. Those 
living a life of incarceration face 
traumas around the clock. As the 
young offenders walk from one part 
of the facility to another, ordered to 
silence, I am struck by the piercing 
sound of their shackles and the 
angst of their lowered heads. It is a 
scene that is sobering and shocking.

 As a birthmother, I wince at 

the initial separation that set into 
motion a scar of this magnitude. 
As a mother, I anguish for the 
screeching pain within these walls. 
As a teacher, I seek diligently to 
direct children to our behavioral 
health services, though those services 
are staffed with therapists untrained 
in attachment disorders and related 
adoption concerns. It raises profound 
questions. Did that original separation 
bring a child to this life of cages and 
shouting, of pepper spray and chaos? 
After witnessing young offenders 
parenting children once, twice, or 
more and sometimes having parental 
rights severed by the courts, I bear 
witness to the initiating events that 
ultimately result in that child arriving 
in our facility years later after bearing 
the wounds of an early beginning 
characterized by such loss and lack.

 What could help? Awareness on 
the part of teachers and counselors 
could begin to dent the enormous 
angst. Mandating that correctional 
officers, Probation officers and 
others working with incarcerated 
kids recognize the syndromes and 
consequences related to youngsters 
who have been relinquished by 
their original mothers I have never 
met one person in this facility that 
expresses an in-depth understanding 
of the plight of adopted kids.

 Over 25,000 children have come 
through our facility during my fi veyear 
tenure. Having the voice of the adoption 
reform movement heard within these 
walls of barbed wire and despair would 
take things forward. The shackles and 
the shouts of these children echo 
into a bleak and treacherous future.  

Currently, Jane Guttman is 
a librarian in the San Bernadino, 
California Juvenile Court School. She 
is the author of “The Gift Wrapped in 
Sorrow: A Mother’s Quest for Healing.”

Reprinted with the kind permission of 
PARR, the Pennsylvania Adoption Reunion 
Registry, from “Reunite,” Autumn 2006: 
www.paadoptionreunionregistry.com.

Kids in Jail
(Continured from page 3)
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BOOK REVIEWS
Th e Mistress’s Daughter
A. M. Homes
Viking, 2007

I remember how I felt making that fi rst call to my birth 
mother - the last minute urge to go potty  – like a third 
grader waiting in line for confession. I was the searcher. 
What would it feel like, I wondered, to be the one who 
was found?

Novelist A.M. Homes answers that question and more 
in her memoir, “Th e Mistress’s Daughter.” Told that 
her birth mother wanted contact, she responds, “After a 
lifetime spent in a virtual witness-protection program, 
I’ve been exposed.”  She connects with her needy birth 
mother in a series of phone conversations. Th rough an 
attorney, Homes locates Norman, her birth father.

Father and daughter meet frequently in second-rate res-
taurants and bars of his selection.  Norman comments, 
“You don’t know what it does to me to look at you,” 
on one occasion. Th ere is a sexual energy here that 
causes Homes discomfort. A possibility, Norman may 
have slipped into a bit of happy narcissism, his image 
refl ected back by his daughter, who does resemble him. 

Interestingly, Homes agrees to his request for DNA 
testing, which affi  rms their shared biology, while she 
avoids her neurotic birth mother.  Both relationships 
deteriorate. Norman fails to deliver on a promise to 
bring her into his family – his wife is jealous, it seems. 
With the sudden death of her birth mother, Homes 
confronts “….the loss of a piece of myself that I never 
knew, a piece that I pushed away because it was too 
frightening.”  With humor and sharp dialogue Homes 
describes the impact of these dueling reunions on her 
personal life.

Previously published in the December, 2004 New 
Yorker magazine, those fi rst hundred pages are the 
heart of the story, while a newer section, entitled “Book 
Two,” bogs down with Homes’ obsession for genealogi-
cal research. Even so, I found an impressive degree of 
truth – her own truth, if you will, with A.M. Homes. 

A reviewer asked her if she regretted meeting her birth 
parents. She underscored her response with a double 
negative. “I couldn’t…. not know,” she said.  Neither 
could I.  

“Th e Mistress’s Daughter” is available in major book 
stores and through amazon.com. 

2

Making Room in Our Hearts, Keeping 
Family Ties through Open Adoption
Making Room in Our Hearts, Keeping 
Family Ties through Open Adoption
Making Room in Our Hearts, Keeping 

Micky Duxbury
Routledge, 2006

Adoptive parent and local therapist Micky Duxbury 
has produced a “must-read” for anyone considering 
open adoption. Over 150 adoptees, birth and adop-
tive parents, as well as grandparents, from the U.S. and 
Canada – participants in open adoption - off er their 
personal stories, along with family photographs, in this 
readable and well-researched book.  Th eir voices are 
a genuine testimony to adoption that focuses on the 
needs of children. 

Duxbury, a leader in Northern California Resolve 
adoption support groups, looks at the variety of fami-
lies formed through adoption, including trans-racial 
and multicultural, divorced or single parent, and gay 
or lesbian.  One pre-adoptive mother attended PACER 
support groups and learned about adoptees’ issues from 
members of that group. She was infl uenced by what 
she had heard in parenting her own adopted children. 

A “to-do” list appears at the end of the book, along 
with an important “do-not.” Do not, the author warns 
prospective parents, refer to agencies, attorneys, facilita-
tors or counselors who do not meet minimal standards 
of welfare for children; or whose interest lies solely with 
adoptive parents and the fees generated.  Among the 
resources is a listing of adoption myths and facts for 
that often forgotten individual, the birth father. “Mak-
ing Room in Our Hearts” is an appropriate title for a 
book that speaks with a loving spirit.

“Making Room in Our Hearts” is available at amazon.
com, tapestrybooks.com and routledgementalhealth.
com. 

Reviewed by Judy Norris.
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CAMERON PARK 
(SACRAMENTO AREA)
Second Tuesdays (6:30 p.m.)

Rachel, 530/558-5336
Beth, 530/677-5650

CameronParkTriad@pacer-adoption.org

CONTRA COSTA TRIAD
Fourth Wednesdays (7:30 p.m.)

Orinda
Judy, 925/952-4853

Or Shelley, 415/215-7469
CCTriad@pacer-adoption.org

EAST BAY ADOPTEES
Fourth Mondays (7:45 p.m.)

Oakland
Malcolm, 510/336-9284
Or Mark, 510/207-0142

EBayAdoptee@pacer-adoption.org

EAST BAY BIRTHMOTHERS
Third Tuesdays (7:30 p.m.)

Orinda
Kathy, 925/254-4044

EBayBirthmom@pacer-adoption.org

MARIN TRIAD
First Mondays (7 p.m.)

San Rafael
Julie, 415/902-0769

NovatoTriad@pacer-adoption.org

SACRAMENTO ADOPTEES
Second Tuesdays  (6:30 p.m.) 

Carmichael
Kat, 916/204-5489

SacAdoptee@pacer-adoption.org

SACRAMENTO TRIAD
Last Tuesdays  (6:30 p.m.)

Sacramento
Linda, 916/359-6777

or Diane, 916/442-1812
SacTriad@pacer-adoption.org

SAN FRANCISCO TRIAD 
(Inactive) 

Doug, 415/285-8639
SFTriad@pacer-adoption.org

SAN MATEO TRIAD 
Third Thursdays (7 p.m.) 

Burlingame
Sally, 650/344-7789

Alison, 650/738-9178
SanMateoTriad@pacer-adoption.org

SONOMA COUNTY 
ADOPTEES

Third Mondays  (7 p.m.)
Santa Rosa

Vicki, 707/526-1275, 
SonomaAdoptee@pacer-adoption.org

SONOMA COUNTY TRIAD
First Wednesdays (7 p.m.)

Sebastopol
Jerilynn, 707/823-7840, 

SonomaTriad@pacer-adoption.org

BECOME A MEMBER OF PACER TODAY!
BENEFITS OF MEMBERSHIP INCLUDE…

▲SUBSCRIPTION TO THE NEWSLETTER   ▲ SUPPORT GROUP MEETINGS    ▲ DISCOUNT ON PACER EVENTS 
▲ THE SATISFACTION OF GIVING BACK TO THE ADOPTION REFORM COMMUNITY & SUPPORTING PACER’S WORK

If you aren’t already a member, or if you haven’t renewed your membership, please take the time to do so now. You may also use this form 
to send a donation of any amount. If you would like to volunteer your time to work on one of our upcoming events, please contact us at 
webmaster@pacer-adoption.org.

NAME 

STREET ADDRESS

CITY        STATE   ZIP

(            )
PHONE EMAIL ADDRESS

Are you currently attending a PACER support group?  If so, which one?

This is for a NEW MEMBER,   RENEWAL   DONATION:  $ ___________

I am  ADOPTEE,   BIRTH PARENT,    ADOPTIVE PARENT,   OTHER:

Type of membership:  REGULAR ($40),   PROFESSIONAL ($75),  AGENCY ($100),   SPONSOR ($125).  

TOTAL ENCLOSED: $

Single-focus groups are for the adult individuals specifi ed only (birthmothers, adoptees, etc.).
Triad groups are open to all adult members of the triad plus spouses or signifi cant partners.

Guests: It is important that you notify the facilitator prior to bringing a guest.
First-timers: Be sure to telephone prior to attending your fi rst meeting so that the facilitator 

may welcome you, provide location and directions, and answer any questions you may have.

S U P P O R T  G R O U P S
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KEEP YOUR PACER NEWSLETTERS COMING!
Your mailing label includes the renewal date for your PACER membership and newsletter 
subscription.  Please check this information and be sure to renew in plenty of time, so you won’t 
miss out on a single issue!

A N N O U N C E M E N T S
Angels in Adoption Award to Sheila Ganz 
Filmmaker Sheila Ganz received an Angels in Adoption 
Award 2006 in Washington, D.C. She was nominated 
by Congresswoman Nancy Pelosi for her documentary, 
“Unlocking the Heart of Adoption” and her adoption 
activism. Her new fi lm, “Moms Living Clean,” screens 

May 22nd in San Francisco as a work-in-progress. 
Email her at unlockingheart@hotmail.com for more 

information.

PACER Board News 
Sonoma resident and adoptive father Gene Sperring is 
the latest member to join the Board. Malcolm Pearson 

is the new Vice President, handing off  the Presidency to 
Jerilynn Wagner. Judy Norris leaves the Board having 

served a four year term and as Secretary since June, 2004.   

New Hampshire Issues 960 Original 
Birth Certifi cates

In 2005 Vital Records began issuing O.B.C’s after the 
passage of S.B. 335, giving adoptees access to their 

original documents. Offi  cials expect to reach 1000 by 
July.

C.U.B. Retreat at Hamburger University   
Th e 2007 event will take place on September 28th at the 
McDonald’s campus in Oak Brook, Illinois. Guests will 

be housed at the Hyatt Lodge.

2

Visit Denise Roessele’s stylish new blog, 
secondchancemother.blogspot.com, designed to give a 

realistic account of reunion and establish a web presence 
to promote her book.


