When | began research for this book, | was primpanilerested in
how secrecy affects the formation of the adoptéfdIssaw it as
emotional abuse (of which adoptive parents are an@wbecause it
distorts the child’s psychic reality. In the couddenterviewing
adoptees, however, | realized that it is not jestacy that affects
their sense of self but rather a series of traufais. “cumulative
adoption trauma” begins when they are separated fine mother at
birth; builds when they learn that they were natbio the people
they call mother and father; and is further compmimehwhen they
are denied knowledge of the mother and father torwthey were
born.

| have come to believe in the course of my resetnahit is
unnatural for members of the human species to gipgeparated
from and without knowledge of their natural clamttsuch a lack
has a negative influence on a child’s psychic tgalnd relationship
with the adoptive parents. By enveloping their msgwith secrecy,
the closed adoption system asks children to disaeaity, to live
as if they were born to the parents who raise thdray grow up
feeling like anonymous people cut off from the genand social
heritage that gives everyone else roots.

It is the internal secret that | am concerned \wiéhe, the secret that
Is kept from the adopted child. We also find thesret operating in
stepparent families when children are not toldideatity of a
deceased or divorced parent (usually, but not aywdne father) who
disappeared from their lives when they were toangoto remember.
We find it in survivor families when children aretrtold that the
mother or father raising them is not really thergnt; that the real
parent died in the Holocaust.

They paint pictures of babies falling through spaieling
umbilical cords still attached to shadowy fematpifes. “We were
on a descent downwards,” is the way one man exgildin “We
may have been lucky to be saved by being adoptedkwé still
experienced falling.” This sense of a terrifyingdrfall through the
universe is a consequence of adoptees’ not fesdiotgd in their
own factual being and history.

In his bookThe Secret Life of the Unborn Child, the psychiatrist
Thomas Verny, one of the pioneers in prenatal wiedls us that the
unborn child is a feeling, remembering, aware beamgl that what
happens to it in the nine months between concepiahbirth molds



and shapes its personality, drives, and ambitiomsportant ways.
By the sixth or seventh month, it is capable of mgKairly subtle
discriminations in its mother’s attitudes and fieg$, and, more
important, it starts acting on them. He describesf¢tus’s comfort
as it listens to the reassuring rhythm of the masheeartbeat,
which is one of the major constellations of itsuamge. Its steady
thump-thump comes to symbolize tranquility, seguand love. In
its presence, the unborn baby usually flourishes.

The child is really asking for the beginning of personal life
narrative, a birthright that everyone takes fomggd. The narrative
starts anytime after conception, and even befateefls how
Mommy and Daddy met. It grows as we grow, changese
change. It usually includes how we kicked in thankothe ease or
difficulty of our birth, and what kind of baby weanre.

For most children, like my friend’s daughter, thearrative is as
much a part of them as their shadow; it developls thiem over the
years and cannot be torn away. Unless, of coureg,dre adopted.
Narratives can be broken by historical or persenahts, such as
war, divorce, death, or desertion. Or by infestifind adoption.

“The particular human chain we're part of is cehtoaour
individual identity,” according to Elizabeth Storveho writes on
how family stories shape us. Not to know our fudirg is to live
with some of the disorientation and anxiety of @&inenesiac. She
refers to the persistent need of many adoptedremltb know more
about where they “really” come from. Something mgible and
crucial is missing. To know themselves, they seemeted more of
the collective family experience that predatesrtheth.

Harriet Lerner once told me while we were discugsire harm
secrets can do to a child. “When you cut off adtkibirth parents,
you cut off that child’s birth.” You also cut offtvat Daniel Stern
calls the “narrative point of origin.”

If your personal narrative doesn’t grow and develagh you, with
concrete facts and information, you run the dawg&ecoming
emotionally frozen. You cannot make the necessampections
between the past and the future that everyone rieggsw into a
cohesive self. You become stuck in the life cybkached like a
whale on the shores of your own deficient narrative



Separation is associated with the visceral feadinigss from the
time of that first separation from the birth mother

The rights of the adopted child, along with théntggof all children,
have been addressed in the 1989 United Nationsébion on the
Rights of the Child, which states that the child haight from birth
to a name, to acquire a nationality, and, as faroasible, to know
and be cared for by his or her parents. A sepacdtigd has the right
to maintain contact with both parents.

If we believe, as Amery did, that exile is a lo$®iological and
psychological identity, then adoptees have be&xile since their
separation from the mother. The original birth ifieete— that
universal passport that connects everyone to Heoorigins— is
lost to them.

The pre-birth knowledge was “as if locked into alshin a
protected nucleus capable of evolution at a Iatfer time”
Reunion (or restitution, as they call it) permedteslprotective
cloak of the shell, so that the child felt an irmaénse of familiarity
with the mother’s surviving family members.

As we have seen, American psychologists workingrenatal
studies have come to similar conclusions. Theydpéethat the
fetus has stored away cellular knowledge of itshegtwhich can be
retrieved.

The journey is the adoptee’s heroic attempt togotagether the
split parts of the self. It is an authentic waybefng born again. It is
an act of will; a new dimension of experienceslthe quest for the
intrinsic nature one was born with before it goisted out of shape
by secrecy and disavowal. It is a way of modifyihg past, of living
out the script that might have been. It is a wata&ing control of
one’s own destiny, of seizing power. It is a wayinfling oneself.



