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Sharing the
Pieces
The great thing about puzzles is that
when they are completed, you want
to show them off. You want others
to see and share with you your
wonderful accomplishment.

It is the same with our lives as
adoptees. When we find a piece
that fits, we want to share it, and we
want others to experience who we
are and the excitement we felt
when we figured it out!

That is what this section is about –
how adoptees share the pieces of
who they are. In here you will find
inspirational messages and 
messages of hope. You will find
poems and stories of adoptees who
seek understanding from others.
And you will find burdens and
struggles, because sometimes the
world out there is not too friendly to
the “me” inside each of us.

But we still share, and that is what
these people do. Find out what they
share, how they share it,
be inspired, and feel 
connected. Recognize that
sharing is not always met
with open arms, but that
our desire for others to see
us as we are never fades
away.
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Voices of Children in Limbo
I just want to fit in
Just want to be like a normal family
I wish I could pick out my own clothes
I want to invite friends over and go to friends’ houses
I would like to attend after school activities
I want to feel love when I walk in the door
I need someone to take on the adult responsibilities
I just want to be like a normal kid
I hope to be a good parent some day

I never want to leave my kids
Will someone listen to me?
Let me decide
I want some closure
I’ m tired of taking care of my siblings
Who will come to my band concert?
This is just between us
I can’t remember what my dad looks like
Why didn’t my parents come to see me?
Is my dad still in jail?
Can I see my brother?
Is my mom still taking drugs?
When will we go to court?
What did the judge say?
Where will I live?
What if I don’t like it there?
Can my sisters come?
Do they really want me?
Will they send me back?
Don’t tell anyone about this.
Why did my parents leave me?
Are they coming back?
Will I ever see them again?
Did I do something wrong?

The author is an advocate
for abused and neglected
children in the foster care
system.  Her submission
represents the voices of
children experiencing the
pain of being separated
from their families.

sharing.chapter4:Getting Started  9/22/09  10:43 AM  Page 112



Pieces of Me 113

I might not be exactly who you think I am.
Living not knowing who my real parents are
feels like a leech, keeping the very thought of
comfort away, latching onto every vulnerability
in my mind, and popping up in the worst pos-
sible moments. This is the life I live. It feels like
I’m in the middle of nowhere searching for
people that I don’t even know, much less what
their names are. I feel concealed and unknown
behind a blurred tapestry, unable to share my
thoughts with others. When I open myself up
to people, I get the feeling that if I tell them
something, they might tell others what I said in
a less accurate way and make my thoughts
appear negative. This makes me fearful of what
I say to others, even my friends. 

There are many things in life that I can’t
change, such as the way I look. I was born in
the Philippines, which is a cluster of islands off
the coast of China but still is considered a
country, and I was adopted. I may look differ-
ent from others and often feel that is the way
they judge me. Some people look deep inside
me and make friends with the real me. But oth-
ers mistake my appearance and tease me in
every possible way. Sometimes people try to
get to know me and when they know me too
much, they try to get inside me, exposing
weaknesses I have, and the worst possible
insult that ever was given to me was about me
not fitting into my family. 

One thing that differentiates me from other
people is my unique talents; I’m a singer with
massive amounts of expression. I’m fairly agile
and strong which, in my case, categorizes me
as a gymnast. I have a talent that I don’t usual-
ly let the world recognize: an ear for music.  If
you tell me the name of a song you know from
a famous movie like Star Wars, give me a day
or two and I can play most of the piano music
for it, without the sheet music. I possess my
own distinctive talents that help me project to

the world. But some people don’t accept me
for who I am.

Even though I don’t know my real parents, I
know one thing, I am really lucky to have a
family such as the one I have now. They are
the most caring family I could ever ask for in a
million and six years. My mom cares for me
when I’m sick, takes me to gym and school
every day, helps me when I need assistance
and is trustworthy and lovable. My dad is awe-
some. He lets me play video games, go to
movies with him, and is a great guy. My sister
is another unique person that is of great impor-
tance in my life. She has a disease called
Tuberous Sclerosis and it affects her learning,
growth and emotions. She had 21 tubers in dif-
ferent parts in her brain.  She had seizures
every night and even some during the day.
Recently, she had brain surgery and they
removed 2 tubers from her brain which were
causing the seizures. Thankfully it went well
and she is doing great. I was praying for her all
the way.

I am glad because I have friends and family
that care for me and help me when times are
rough and things go wrong. I put my faith and
trust into each and every one of them and
thank God for giving me a great life and I will
enjoy it while it lasts.

Jonathan Riley is a 14-year
adoptee from the Philippines who
currently resides in the state of
Colorado.  His work entitled,
“Who Am I?” expresses what it
means to feel different and need-
ing to make unnecessary changes
in order to fit in.  An avid reader
and a lover of music, he does his
best to be himself, and eventually
hopes to become a famous 
musician.

who am i ?
By Jonathan Riley
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I s  i t  m e  o r  m y  m a s k ?  
by Angel Coldiron, LPC

I don’t really know.  For such a long time, they were one
and the same—or at least I thought so.  This mask was
made of steel and impenetrable.  This mask would stop
any outside hurt from coming in and any emotions of
mine from coming out.  This mask was smiling ALL of the
time, but the mouth behind it could barely form a grin
most of the time.  Tears would fall from my eyes, but they
would fall behind the mask and land in the crevices of my
heart.  This mask attracted the popular crowd because it
made me seem like I had the perfect life—because
remember, I was smiling all of the time.  This mask actual-
ly made me think I had the perfect life because when I
looked in the mirror, the mask wouldn’t let me see the
real me.  This mask is what kept any thoughts or emotions
about my birth family tucked deep inside of me.  This
mask silenced questions that I had about my adoption.
Because I have worn the mask most of my life, I thought it
was a true part of me.  

While I have learned that yes, it is a part of me, it no
longer defines me.  I am now learning who I truly am
without the mask.  It’s been difficult because it’s hard to
take something off that has been cemented on for over 20
years.  It was painful to pull off, and many times, the
harder I worked to pull it off and see what was behind it,
the harder it resisted.  I realized I was pulling too hard.  If
I just took one piece of the mask off at a time, I wasn’t as
fearful to see what was actually behind it.  

I wish that as a teenager I would have had the courage
to take my mask off so I could work toward being gen-
uinely happy much earlier in my life.  My mask protected
me from everything—or so I thought.  However, it wasn’t
protecting me from myself, and as the saying goes, some-
times you can be your own worst enemy.  True healing
comes when the mask is taken off slowly.  Healing leads
to forgiveness, happiness, and peace.  Sometimes, when
things get tough, I get out my mask and put it on, but I am
in control of the mask now rather than it being in control
of me. 

Angel Coldiron is 27 years
old and is from  Jefferson ,
NC . She is a former foster

child who was adopted
when she was 1 ½ years
old. She currently works

with foster families and is
a Licensed Professional
Counselor. Her writings

reflect her journey as an
adoptee as well as the

struggles of other foster
children and adoptees she

has met along the way.
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Tell Me the Truth

A Use for Your Senses
By Sheila Black

Your eyes are for seeing,
Seeing the longing in my heart.

Your mouth is for speaking,
To comfort me when things are dark.

Your nose is for smelling
The sweet love that I have.

Your hands are to hold me
Whenever things are bad.

Your ears are for listening.
Listen to my story.

I am an adopted child,
For love I do not worry.

Just a Thought
Chris Abbott

Think it’ s important to
Support a stumbling arm
Even if only for a tiny stone
For it might be some one’ s lifetime past
Like a plane appearing from a blanket cloud
Could be running empty, hungry scared
From aborted landing years ago

Chris Abbott is fifty eight years old, an
adoptee from London. At the moment she
carries a stitched up bag. It holds loads of
bits, pieces, and jumbled messages. Many

have their roots from her teenage years.
Another poem by Chris 

can be found on page 44.

See Sheila’s other writing on pages 120 and 125.
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To tell or not to tell?: 
A “narrative burden”
By Bert Ballard

Most of us are probably familiar with Shakespeare’s line, “To be or not to be? That is the ques-
tion.” For adoptees though, the question is, “To tell or not to tell?” Many times throughout our
lives, someone has discovered we’re adopted and that person wants to know more about our
story. In that moment, we’re faced with a choice: To tell or not to tell our story about how and
why we were adopted. It goes something like, “Wow. You’re adopted. What’s that like?” Or “Tell
me your story.” Or, “Wow, you’re so lucky.” And there’s a silence afterwards. In that silence, the
other person wants you to spill your guts.

I’m here to tell you, you’re not alone. Even adult adoptees deal with this. An adult adoptee from
Australia told me that she doesn’t like to draw attention to her-
self so she doesn’t usually tell that she’s adopted. In fact, when
she tells others about being adopted the conversation becomes
about her and she’s not comfortable with that. Another adoptee
says the most difficult thing about being an adoptee is repeated-
ly telling/explaining that he’s adopted. The choice to tell or not
to tell is a difficult one we struggle with all of our lives.

I call this choice of “To tell or not to tell?” a narrative burden.
Let me explain. A narrative is another term for a story. Everyone
has a story about his or her life. When we talk about where we
were born or whether or not we like school or what we had for
dinner last night, we are telling a story about ourselves. Of course, as adoptees, we have a unique
story. Some of us don’t know when we were born or what our parents looked like or what time we
were born. And some of us might remember our orphanages, foster families, have some memories
of our birth parents, or recall meeting our adoptive parents for the first time. Regardless of the
exact details, as adoptees we have unique stories others like to hear. 

A burden is something that weighs you down. It is something we have to carry. As adoptees, our
stories are burdens. They are burdens because of the unique nature of our stories. Because our sto-
ries are different than the stories of people who know when they were born or know what their
parents look like or know exactly where they were born or know their birth parents, people want
to hear our stories. So, we become faced with the question of do we tell others our stories or do
we not? 

Narrative burden, therefore, means that as an adoptee, you carry around a weight, a burden, a
choice to tell your story or to not tell your story. It means that when people ask us to tell our story
we have a choice to make because of the nature of our story. Generally, biological children don’t
have this. Nobody asks them to tell their story. Only adoptees it seems face this constant question,
this burden. And especially if your skin color is different than others around you, people are more
likely to ask about your story.

So, how do you deal with this narrative burden? Is there anything that can be done about it?
There may be times when you wish you were not asked. Or there may be times when you don’t
want to have to decide . . . again. Or you may wish there was a way to tell the story without hav-
ing to say anything. 

As an adoptee, I’d like to say, yes, there’s a simple clear cut answer or easy way to deal with the
narrative burden. I’d like to give you a magic pill. But the fact of the matter is that there isn’t one.
The narrative burden is something that is a part of who we are. 

To tell or not
to tell....That is
the question...
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This Is My Life
Song by Bec, Jodie, Ally & Kerry-Ann,
adoptees who live in Australia

Got a story to tell
That I need you to know
There is no shame
Close your eyes and listen to what I

have to say

I’m a dandelion 
That’s been blown away
To start a new life
To start a new day

Chorus
This is my life
Not a fairy tale but it’s reality
This is my life
Though the seasons keep changing I will
still be me
And I’m holding on ‘cause
This is my life

Everything seemed to be closing in
around
Til you came and set me free
Love found me in a moment of truth
Now there’s no doubt 
I’m where I’m supposed to be

Chorus
This is my life
Not a fairy tale but it’s reality
This is my life
Though the seasons keep changing I will
still be me
And I’m holding on ‘cause
This is my life

While I can’t give you a magic pill, I can
offer you some advice, some thoughts that can
help you figure out how to deal with your nar-
rative burden, with the question of “To tell or
not to tell?” 

The first piece of advice I have is that your
narrative burden is an indicator of your
uniqueness. Sometimes it isn’t any fun to be
asked, but people ask because they are curious
or find something interesting about you. And,
you know what, that is a good thing! It means
you’re unique, you’re different, and you’re
unlike anybody else. I encourage you to be
proud of who you are and to be proud of your
unique story. See each opportunity of wonder-
ing to tell or not to tell as a chance to talk
about yourself and to share your story in a fun
way. Your narrative burden does not have to be
a burden, but can point toward how unique,
different, and interesting you are!

The second piece of advice I have is to see
your narrative burden as an opportunity to get
to know someone else. Some of us don’t like
talking about ourselves, so we can always
share just a bit and then ask them about their
story. As an adoptee, I was always intrigued by
others’ stories. “You mean you know what time
you were born? Your parents can tell you what
happened?” Sure, I was jealous, but I also got
to know the other person better and develop a
friendship with them. When we share and ask
others, we find we are both sharing and it
doesn’t feel as heavy a burden. This way, I’m
no longer in the spotlight, but I’m sharing my
story and hearing others’. I’ve chosen to tell,
but it doesn’t feel like quite a burden. Not only
am I redirecting the conversation, but now I’m
also developing a friendship with and learning
about someone else. 

The third piece of advice is probably the most
important. Never forget that your story is
and always will be yours! Your story, your
narrative is yours – no one else’s! And you
don’t have to share it if you don’t want to. And
you can share as much as you want to! The
choice is yours, and your burden isn’t neces-
sarily a bad thing, but also a beautiful thing.

In 2006, the Post Adoption Resource Centre in Sydney, Australia
worked with eight teenage adoptees to make a film about being
adopted.  The group, who were all girls, met regularly over about
six months to work on the film, and became good friends as they
shared their stories about being adopted.   The girls wrote and
recorded to two songs to use in the film – “Just Like You” (see page
129) and “This is my Life”.  The film was launched late in 2006,
and is called “The Girl in the Mirror”.   
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Your story is an amazing thing. And it is 
something to be valued. It is something you can choose to share or not to share . . . or to share
some parts and not others. Your story is a unique thing, and it is a privilege to have. But that does
not mean it always has to be shared. The choice to tell or not to tell is yours because it is your
story and no one –not even your birth parents or your adoptive parents – can choose to tell it.
They have their stories and they can choose to tell them, but you have your own story that is all
yours. What an amazing gift!

Of course, if you choose not to share, don’t be rude. You can politely decline. You can say, “I
don’t want to talk about that right now, but what about you?” or “I’m not comfortable talking
about that right now.” You can value and treasure your story by keeping it sacred and special
without telling it to anyone. Or you can value and treasure it by telling your story in all its drama.
Or, you can tell a little bit sometimes and more at other times. The choice is yours, and that
is a good thing!

Here’s a final piece of advice. More of a secret actually. The narrative burden never goes away.
For example, just a week ago I met with a group of friends who knew I was from Vietnam, but
didn’t know I was adopted. They asked when I came out of Vietnam or if I knew my parents. 
I responded, “Three weeks and no.” Well, obviously it was clear that I was adopted and 
immediately came the silent pause, the unspoken, “Tell us more about it! We want to know.” And
then I had a choice, To tell or not to tell?

I would like to say that the narrative burden goes away, but it doesn’t. But, if you learn now how
to deal with it, it gets a little bit easier. You also learn to accept that burden and see it not as a 
difficult choice, but as a celebration of who you are as a unique person. You learn to tell more to
some and not to others. You learn to enjoy the attention at times and at other times see it as a
chance to get to know others and share.

The choice never goes away, but you learn to accept it and yourself. For me? Well, in this case, I
told a little bit and then asked about everyone else. I wasn’t ready at that time to tell my whole
story. Maybe next time I will be. But you know what? That’s okay. Because in the end, it’s my
story, and I’m proud of it, even if I don’t always share it all the time.

Remember that the narrative is yours, all yours. And the burden – well, that just goes along with
being adopted. It’s part of what it means to be uniquely us. We don’t always like it. But maybe
when we’re faced with the question of to tell or not to tell we can remember that it’s because we
are unique and different and interesting. And hopefully if we remember that, it won’t be as much
of a burden as it is a celebration.

Bert Ballard is a Vietnamese adoptee and editor of this book. You can read more about him in the
introduction. In addition to all of that stuff in there, he really likes Asian food, is married (look for
Sarah Ballard in this book), has two girls and is awaiting a referral for a son from Vietnam. In his
spare time he is a professor of communication at the University of Waterloo in Ontario, Canada.
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This song is for my parents and for adoptive parents everywhere.

Somewhere in the Middle 
By Jared Rehberg (find him on Facebook)

If you could only see the world through my eyes. D Bm G A
Carry all the weight of one race, in my disguise. D Bm G A
There’s nothing to say to heal the pain. Em A
I’m reminded that I’m different, every time I say my name. A G A

chorus:
I’m somewhere in the middle, somewhere in between. D A G A
and I hope I made you proud for just being me. D G G A
I can’t change my past or who I’m supposed to be. Bm Bm G A
I’m adopted by destiny and loved by you. D A G D

Tell me about your life and the struggles you went through. D Bm G A
Maybe we’ll find common ground, let’s talk about you. D Bm G A
You gave me the tools, to follow all my dreams Em A
and I know it wasn’t easy, somehow we made it through. A G A

chorus:
I’m somewhere in the middle, somewhere in between. D A G A
And I hope I made you proud for just being me. D G G A
I can’t change my past or who I’m supposed to be. Bm Bm G A
I’m adopted by destiny and loved by you. D A G D

There will be people who stop and stare. D Bm G A
They won’t understand us and the bond we share. D Bm G A
You might have to speak up to help them understand Em A
And I will love you the best that I can. A G A

chorus:
I’m somewhere in the middle, somewhere in between. D A G A
and I hope I made you proud for just being me. D G G A
I can’t change my past or who I’m supposed to be. Bm Bm G A
I’m adopted by destiny and loved by you. D A G D

Jared Rehberg is a 34-year old Vietnamese adoptee from Northboro, MA. “Somewhere in the Middle”
is a dedication to his amazing parents, Rick and Rita Rehberg. Jared currently lives in Queens, NY 
with his wife, Ying. For more information visit www.jaredrehberg.com
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Grounding
by Kathy Mason

When things fall apart 
and moorings come loose

Think of yourself as a safety caboose

Riding behind a life long train

That travels the earth and sky domain

Plant your feet deep in the earth

And know this as your place of birth

Reach your arms up to the sky

Never forget that you can fly.

Remember please who you truly are

A bright and shiny, lovely star.

Kathy Mason is a social worker
who lives in North Carolina

with her husband and two
German Shepards.  She has

two grown sons.  

Three Wishes
By Sheila Black

If I could have three wishes
What would they be?
The first of the three
Would definitely be:
Even though we’re different,
at peace we would be.

I’ve only got two left,
What would they be?
Ban drugs and alcohol so 
everyone is free.

Also, give every foster child 
a great adoptive home
Just like me.

The author, Shelia Black, is 12 years
old.  She is waiting for her adoption
to be finalized.  Find Sheila’s other
poems on page
115 and 125

If you had one wish, but
could only use it to change

the world in some way, what
would you wish for?
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Advice from a teen

adoptee
By Katya Dato Chancellor

Realize adoption is a positive

thing because you are chosen.

When I found out that I was adopted and every time
someone has left my life, it was always really hard on
me and I felt unwanted.  For the longest time I didn’t
think being adopted was a good thing. But I’ve come to
realize I was chosen to be a part of a family and that is a
really good thing.

Be proud to be adopted I always find it
funny when people say “Oh you look just like your
mother.” It’s great to tell them that we are not blood
related and that I am adopted.  And of course they
always say from where? And when I tell them Russia
they are really surprised and they always want to know
my story, so it is great to be able to have a unique family
story.  Every other person I know who is adopted has
their own story.  Be proud, tell it.  

Accept that you’re your own

person and not be forced to fit

into a mold. My family and I are completely
different. While they wouldn’t socialize much with
neighbors, I would. My mother calls me a social butterfly
and I couldn’t be contained. I was that little girl who
knew my neighbors and knew who had pets and their
names. I would hang out with my neighbors instead of
my friends my own age. Almost anywhere I go I would
make a new friend. 

Be open to different views and

ideas, don’t put them down.

Accept yourself but still work on improving and chang-
ing yourself to become a better person.  And sometimes
that means considering ideas that you originally thought
were stupid.

Embrace your similarities, but

acknowledge your differences.

Even though I am very different from my family, and we
don’t always agree with one another, being different is

Owing
Kim Eun Mi Young

I owe you nothing
I give to you

Love
Fidelity

Trust

You owe me nothing
You give to me

Family
Belonging

Connectedness

Owing brings forth
resentment

debt
and when it’s paid

it’s final

Giving offers
warmth

love
joy

it is always held close
to the heart

Find other poetry by 
Eun Mi on pages 43, 53,

60, 73, and 148.
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good because you get exposed to things that you
might not have ever thought you would like.  It is
good to find out things you don’t like that you stay
away from. You also realize that people who are dif-
ferent can still be good people and can also help you
with the things you don’t do well.

Find the trust in your fami�

ly. The more I spend time with my family, I get
closer and trust them more each day, even thought I
don’t agree with everything they want and say. I was
lied to in the beginning of my relationship with my
family, and it was rocky at first.  After I found out my
family was not responsible for the lie, it makes me
trust them more. Ever since, I have been working on
trust. But nobody is perfect and people make mis-
takes.  Forgiveness is important.  

Spend quality one�on�one time

with each person in your fam�

ily. It really helps to get to know everyone in
your family on a personal level, with doing some-
thing new or something that you both enjoy. My dad
would take me on business trips once a year to
places that had something that I would really like.
One year he took me to Denver, Colorado with him.
We stayed on a ranch that had horses, goats, and
dogs that we saw every morning in front of our win-
dow. I got to ride the biggest horse even though I
was the smallest guest there.   It doesn’t have to be
anything big and fancy. 

No time limit to bond If you put
any limits on anything you might be disappointed.
Some things just take more time but it is important to
work at bonding and not give up. There are so many
different ways to bond.

Finding a common bond It took me
until freshmen year of high school to really bond
with my mother. She would always tell me that she
was on my side, but I never really understand what
she meant. I finally figured out how much she does
for me and sacrifices for me. She cares more about
my happiness and making my life a success. When I

battle cry/undone
by juli jeong martin

white feminine standards
of beauty and place
declare deviance 
like it was going out of style
putting value on face, and
value on space
empty callow bodies shallow
i was that girl on the exam table
desiccated body devastated soul.

indoctrinated at thirteen
i’ve been running ever since
but it’s every channel, every screen
every glossy magazine
blares “this is what woman looks like”
that i should lengthen my legs 
with vertical stripes
and always dress for my 
body type.

well, i’ve got news for you, world
i like my breasts bound
i’ll wear my hair buzzed despite
my face being round
and my legs are just fine
in low slung men’s jeans
defying your norms
of what my body means.

defying your norms
with my figure my form
one more in the swarm
of gender offenders
i aggravate, deviate
stand up and agitate
and as much as you denigrate
this thing i become
you cannot silence
i won’t be undone.

you cannot silence
we won’t be undone.

Find more of Juli’s thoughts on pages 28, 47, 72, and 142.
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was younger and we would fight I would bring out the “You’re not my real mother” card. I knew
it would hurt her, but didn’t care at the time. I was just wanted to win the argument. But now it
doesn’t come across that she’s not my “real mother” but then again what counts as a real moth-
er? It’s someone that is there for you, cares for you, and loves you unconditionally, and you feel
the same way. 

Find adoptee �support groups (I know it sounds cheesy) I’m not one to
really go to support groups but I went to one and got things off my chest. I know that you can’t
express your feelings, frustrations, and thoughts out to anyone but other adoptees and because
they really understand what you’re going through. They have gone through it, too.

Learn from everyone – Sibling, friends, and others (family members) all have
something to teach. Look for the good in everybody in your family, even your siblings. My broth-
er and I are very close in age (nine months and eight days apart) with him being older. We get
along, but fight just like siblings do. That’s never going to change. We have the same sense of
humor and that’s what we really bond over; something small can make us close. A lot of older
brothers that I know are very protective of their little sisters, but my brother doesn’t really show
it. He cares, he just has a funny way of showing it. 

Don’t resent your birth parents It’s a lot easier to say you hate your
birth parents and hate that they left you, but that’s not going to make anything better. It’s not
going to make you feel good to hate someone you hardly know or someone who’s not in your
life any more. You shouldn’t worry always about other people. Be a little selfish and worry about
you.

Even though my family and I don’t have a lot of similarities, the similarities that we do have
make us closer and make us a family.  Like every family there are fights, arguments, and words
that are said out of anger but I would not change it for anything.

Katya Dato Chancellor is  20 years old and she lives in Pittsburgh,
PA.  She is originally from Russia.  Her two passions are art and
animals, and she has found a way to combine both into one
(www.katyaspet.blogspot.com). This is one of the first pieces of art
she did of a favorite foster, Eddie Bonz.  He was found cold, ema-
ciated, and homeless.   Without volunteers, staff, and his will to
live he would not be with a loving family
today.   
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Kahleah is an 18 year old adoptee from
Guatemala. She has enjoyed a close relationship
with her beloved foster family in Guatemala.
Kahleah also experienced a reunion with her
brother’s Colombian birth family. Kahleah has
shared her thoughts on adoption with numerous
adoption publications including PACT, Adoption
Today and Adoptive Families Magazine. Kahleah
lives with her family in Halifax, Nova Scotia and
will be starting university in the fall.

Giving Back to 
My Homeland
by Kahleah Maria De Lourdes Guibault 

My name is Kahleah Maria De Lourdes Guibault, and I am seventeen years old. I was born in
Malacatan, Guatemala on February 28th, 1991. I was relinquished at birth for adoption by my
birthmother due to extreme poverty. My first mothers’ dreams were that I would “be adopted,
receive medical care, be fed, clothed and educated.”  I lived in my birth-country for just five
months in a foster family before being adopted by my loving family in Canada on August 2nd,
1991. 

Guatemala is one of the smallest countries in Central America and with a population of 12.7 mil-
lion, it is the most populated. Even more surprising is the fact that approximately sixty percent of
the country is currently living below the poverty line. This has caused Guatemala’s infant mortality
rate to be one of the highest in all of Central and South America: forty one percent. Along with a
high infant mortality rate and a low life expectancy, most Guatemalans face the problems of illiter-
acy, corruption, malnutrition, and severely unjust wages.

My numerous humanitarian trips back to my country of birth have shown me just how lucky I
am. Had I survived and not been adopted, I would most likely be living an impoverished life just
like the majority of my fellow Guatemalans. I most certainly would not have had the opportunity
to have an education. Education means so much to me. I have taken it upon myself to better the
lives of as many children in Guatemala as I possibly can. My future goals include starting my own
non-profit, charitable and humanitarian organization in Guatemala to help the children who need
and deserve aid. 

I have already started to change the lives of many in Guatemala by raising money over the last
eight years and plan to keep doing so as I pursue future projects. The passion I have for humani-
tarian work is immense. I feel this comes from my innate sense of where I came from. I also know
where I belong and where I am going.  I truly believe that one person can indeed change the
world…even if it is simply helping one child at a time.
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A wise figure told me once

That in this journey we call life,

No one is more important than another,

No less is each one’s strife.

Sometimes the brightest stars that shine

Are not the ones we’ve named,

It matters not the size of them

But who burns the brightest flame.

If you toss a stone into the water

Of a still and peaceful lake,

Watch close the outward ripples

As they spread their ceaseless quakes.

In life we are the stars, the stones, 

the hero, and the sinner,

But how we learn from each event

Defines the losers and the winners.

Leave behind a caring legacy

With each person that you meet.

And they will prove that with compassion 

Life can be complete.

Legacy
by Sheila Black

Find Sheila’s other poems on page 115 and 120.
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No More Running: Moving Beyond Foster Care
By Sarah Callihan

Hi! My name is Sarah and I wanted to tell you a little bit about my
experiences in the system. I was in the foster care system for 6 years
all at the same placement. I was placed there with my younger broth-
er when I was almost 12 and stayed until I was 18 and went off to
college. My childhood was not a childhood at all in my eyes. I was
abused every way you could think of–emotionally, mentally and
physically. My mom was sick and so I had to grow up really fast
because my sister was not willing to step up to the plate as the oldest.
All of this changed when I was taken away from my family and
placed in the middle of nowhere with strangers. Imagine being a 12
year old city girl and being plucked from everything you have ever
known and placed in the country where you only have one neighbor.
That would be me. Right off the bat, I was diagnosed with depression
and sent to counseling. That at least helped me through the trial that I
went through against my dad for the abuse I endured. 

Living in foster care was a culture shock for me because everybody
was so different from what I was used to. The biggest change was
that my foster mom is Jewish. I was brought up “Christian” but I did-
n’t know what I necessarily believed. I dealt with all my changes the
same way that I did as a child, I threw myself into schoolwork and
extras. When I was at home, I was in my room with my nose in a
book or outside playing basketball. 

I was doing well in that placement, after giving myself an attitude
adjustment, when I hit a snag. My mom, who had been battling mul-
tiple sclerosis for 9 years, by now had passed away. I never got to say
goodbye. I became deeply depressed and questioned God.  Nobody
noticed except for a good friend. I always had a ‘happy go lucky sar-
castic’ mask on. A year later, my senior year of high school, my
grandfather passed away from cancer that he didn’t tell anyone had
come back. I pushed myself harder and graduated from high school. I
was also admitted into college, the first person in my family to do so.
I was ecstatic. 

For so many years I had been told that I would never amount to anything and would end up like
my mom. My mom was a teenage mother who by the time she was 26 had three children, a mar-
riage that was starting to become unhappy and a high school education. I was told two extremes
growing up: I would end up barefoot and pregnant and drop out of high school or that
no man would ever want to be with me and I would still amount to nothing. I over-
came these both when I was admitted into college. 

When I started college, I was in the Independent Living program through my county and dealt with
another culture shock. I had never been around so many international people my age before and it
made me curious. I was an education major at that time and wanted nothing more than to finish
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school and become a high school history teacher in a small town. I soon discovered where my pas-
sions lie: helping people. I decided to stick it out with education and find somehow to do advocacy
or something on the side. However, after 4 years of struggling and not being happy, I changed my
major. I changed to criminal justice with a minor in political science. I also realized that what I want
to do the most was to work with battered women and abused and neglected children and teenagers.
If I could incorporate that into my major everything would be great. I also was put in touch with
Ohio’s Foster Care Alumni Association’s communications chair, Lisa. She helped me put my voice
out there. 

For years I had been journaling and blogging to help me deal with all the changes, ups and downs
in my life and never really shared them with anyone who understood. I had felt like I was alone my
entire life that nobody understood but me, which was how I viewed trust as well. I never really
100% trusted anyone, not even my family. However when I met Lisa and she told me about what
was going on with the public funds that support foster care, I thought “here is my chance to make a
difference in someone’s life.” So, I testified before the Ohio House of Representatives to argue for
why those funds should continue. The giving of these funds would not have mattered to me since I
was already 23 almost 24 and had been out of the independent living program for a couple of years.
I thought that maybe if just one person could get help to go to school and to make their life better
with my help that would make all the difference for my own life.

I got through my childhood, adolescence and am now in my young adulthood. I don’t know how I
survived it all, just by sheer luck and the grace of God I suppose. I am still there for my family–all 4
of them. I have made friends with people from all over the world because I took a chance at going to
college instead of letting the people from my past have what they wanted: for me to fail. I am now
going into graduate school in the hopes of one day becoming a Criminal Justice professor. I am also
looking into maybe one day becoming a CASA (Court Appointed Special Advocate) worker and a
foster/adoptive parent once I have a stable income and place to live. I don’t really see myself as
a role model or anything important. I am just someone who had a horrendous child-
hood, an all right adolescence and am striving to have a good life as an adult. I am a
normal person; I just overcame many obstacles to get to where I am. 
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What do you wish others
knew about you? Why?

Sarah Callihan is a 24 year old
former foster child from
Dayton, OH. Her story, “No
More Running: Moving Beyond
Foster Care,” came out of want-
ing to help other children and
teens that might be going
through the same or similar life
issues.  She is dealing with
issues but hopes to become a
college professor and foster 
parent in the future.
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DNA SONG 
Lyrics by Alison Larkin

As an adopted kid I didn’t know about my kin.
When I looked into the mirror I was always wondering
If the face before me looked like anyone at all
I loved my folks, but I wanted to know, would I be   

short or tall?

And then I found the truth about my past.
When I found my birth parents at last.
The truth isn’t always easy, but it was mine to know,
And freed me up to be myself at last.

They say the truth will set you free
That certainly was true for me
Hear the words I have to say
In this wee song of mine today

To solve your inner mystery 
It helps to know your history
Every child born today
Deserves to know their DNA.

They say the genes count for a lot, 
and I’m not meaning Levi’s

From can you curl your tongue? 
To can you roll your eyes?

To will you be a diabetic? Will you have a stroke?
When medicine can save a life it stops being a joke.

Even President Obama had to go and find his father,
He knows what it’s like to need to know.
It’s hard to be a future star 

if you do not know who you are,
Every child should have the right to know.

They say the truth will set you free
That certainly was true for me
Hear the words I have to say
In this wee song of mine today

To solve your inner mystery
It helps to know your history
Every child born today
Deserves to know their DNA.

Copyright 2009 Alison Larkin

From Alison...
While every human being
should have the right to
know the facts about their
family history, sometimes,
for whatever reason, they
just can’t. I believe that we
are always connected to
our birth family, whether
or not we meet them. I
believe our personalities,
interests and deepest
instincts are passed on to
us, through the genes,
from our birth parents and
their parents before them,
going way, way back. 

Even if our adoptive family
is very different from us –
although I love my parents
dearly, mine are very 
different from me – I
believe that if we can get
still and trust what the
adopted heroine of “The
English American” calls
her ‘knower’ – well, that’s
our deepest self guiding
us. It’s our DNA talking. It
is, perhaps, the spirit of
our ancestors helping us
figure out who we really
are, so we can choose
what works for us, discard
what doesn’t and set about
creating a life that we truly 
love. 

Alison Larkin is a comedienne,
adopted person and bestselling
author of “The English American,
a novel.” 

To hear Alison singing this song
go to www.alisonlarkin.com
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Just Like You
by Adopted Teens

Chorus
I breathe just like you
I love just like you
I breathe just like you
I feel just like you

Verse One
Sometimes I think what I could be,
In another life, in another world.
Would I be safe?
Would I be free?
Would I be anything like me?

Chorus
I breathe just like you
I love just like you
I breathe just like you
I feel just like you

Verse Two
I have someone who cares for me
The others here are family
The living’s in the here and now
This family tree has another bough

There is a place that I will call my own
I won’t be left again
I’ll always have my home

Chorus x 2
I breathe just like you
I love just like you
I breathe just like you
I feel just like you

A young hungry toddler 
Looking for a family, 
wishing to be wanted

Adopted at last
On my first day of school 

cried for my new mom
To comfort me, 

wanted only her love

An innocent long ago
I find myself 

not such an innocent now
Almost grown up

I will never forget 
nor will I ever regret 

The loneliness of my early youth 

I go to reconnect in my homeland 
And meet kids in an orphanage 

Innocent
I learn about the strife 

of my heritage 
Now comes the time 

I can make a difference 

17-year old Xiu Xiu (Ai Xiu Angeleigh Pilialoha
Cooney) is from Nanjing, China and spent most of

her childhood in Kobe, Japan. Now she lives, laughs,
and loves in Honolulu and has become a “local girl”
on the islands. She dedicates her life to helping others

while she explores the beauty and wonders in this
world.  See Xiu Xiu’s other writing on page 152.

Teen adoptees from Australia who worked with the Post
Adoption Resource Centre in Sydney on the song above
and information for the film “The Girl in the Mirror.” See
another song on page 117. 

An Innocent Grows Up
by Xiu Xiu Coone
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Coming Out Again
by Patrick McMahon

Outside, morning air is cool and crisp, but the October sun is promising to create Indian summer. I
sit at my desk and begin the letter, the one put off so many times in the four months since I turned my
world upside down with that first phone call. Dear Barb? Dear Mom? Three newsy, rambling para-
graphs flow out on to the page. The weather. Working as a courier driver. Going to photography
exhibits.

Okay. Enough chitchat. I get up, go out on the deck, feel the warm sun on my face, affirm that I
want this new relationship with my birthmother to be based on honesty, take many deep breaths,
return to the desk, and take the plunge.

Among the many other things I want to tell you about me, one is that
I’m gay. It’s important to me that you know that because it’s something
I’ve had to come to terms with and now feel someone who knows me
must know. I don’t make my orientation the center of my life. It is sim-
ply a part of who I am. I’ll say no more now because I don’t know
your perceptions of, exposure to, or attitudes toward gay people.

I put down the pen and read this paragraph over a couple of times.
Yes, that’s fine. Short. To the point. I lean back and stare out the win-
dow, through the reddish gold maple leaves, trying to get a handle on
why my stomach has taken up gymnastics again. 

For crying out loud, I’m a gay man who has lived as such for a
dozen years. I’ve demonstrated in national marches on Washington. I’ve sued a property management
company for discrimination after an eviction attempt when my lover moved into my one-bedroom
apartment. I’ve come out to the mother who raised me. And we’re fine. Why do I feel so anxious?
The flip side begins playing. What’s also true is that I’ve not come out to many people individually.
Not to my father or brother or anyone else in my adoptive family. I just assume everyone who pays
attention has figured it out. I rarely see them anyway. 

Maybe it’s like so much else that has been thrown up into the storm of ‘where does all this really
come from?’ Am I really a McMahon or a Shields? Am I a product of a white, middle-class Chicago
suburb, or a clan that seems to have been more transient and unsettled? Am I really gay? Is it in the
genes? I surely am not straight, but even when living in San Francisco, I never really meshed with the
gay community. It might be said that I’ve never really meshed with any community.

I flinch and stand. Time for a break. Time for a shower.
In the bathroom, I pause at the mirror. For just a moment, I see my face as if I were someone else

looking at it. Objective, not connected to self-image, self-love, or self-loathing. It’s outside, painted on
a plane of glass, not melded with the person who has lived in this body for thirty-three years. It takes
concentration to detach and see this face without preconception, without judgment. Who is this 
person? Who is he really?
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Among the
many other

things I want
to tell you
about me, 

one is that
I’m gay.
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With fresh clothes and the scent of Right Guard restoring order to my world, I sit back down,
answer questions from her previous letter and conclude with, “Be in touch soon, Patrick.” Yes, I like
the double meaning. One, I will be in touch soon. Two, I’ve just told you I’m gay so I’ll be in a
heightened state of anxiety and irrational fear until I hear from you.

In a loopy state of relief and moxie, I address and seal the envelope, drive it to the post office, feel it
slip from my fingers into the mailbox, and drive on to a Renaissance
Fair where I can regress several centuries, duck below performing birds
of prey, cheer on jousters, hurl axes into wooden targets, barbarically
munch on mutton, and revel in the adolescent antics of a jester team
called Puke & Snot.

On a cold Tuesday in early November, my mailbox holds a folded 8
1/2 by 11 manila envelope. The return address label proclaims it’s from
Her. Relief, joy, and anxiety accompany me up the stairs as I turn on
the heat, peel off jacket and sweater, settle into the sheet-covered living
room chair, and carefully slice open the envelope. It seems much
longer than three weeks ago that I sent off my letter. Winter has begun
since then.

Out slide the family trees I sent her, with handwritten additions. And
then a letter. A very long letter. Sixteen handwritten pages on notebook
paper. 

She begins with news, then addresses some of the other questions I asked, and soon I’m noticing
quite keenly that she’s not mentioning the one radioactive paragraph from my letter, the one that’s
had me on pins and needles for three weeks. My mind has been taunting and terrifying me with
What if she can’t handle it? We haven’t met yet, but things have been going well. What if she goes
away? Again!

Finally, on page eight, she gets to it. “I really haven’t been avoiding your statement about the fact
that you are gay. I have, I believe, saved the best for last. The fact that you had the courage to tell me
this early made me feel very privileged. I can tell you this much, my dear, that doesn’t affect my feel-
ings in the slightest because I have always tried to be fair in how I treat others and hoped they would
treat me the same way.”

As I drop the letter in my lap, a long exhale escapes. My whole body relaxes. My heart fills with
relief. The truth is I’ve been worried about this from the beginning of the search over a year ago. My
mother accepts me the way I am. She’s not going to bolt. I find myself audibly sighing as a tear trick-
les down. 

And then, I no longer care. I no longer care about all the worry, or what people might think if they
saw this grown man reacting this way. Right now, I want to get in my truck and drive the 1600 miles
to my first mother’s house. I want to sit face to face so I can throw my arms around her and sob on
her shoulder and tell her how much it means to me to hear these accepting words from my own flesh
and blood. I want her to hold me as the tears wash away all resistance and allow this kid, this
teenager, this young adult to be loved and accepted. I want her to love me, and I want to love her. In
this moment, if I were a puppy, I’d be wiggling around on my back, getting petted and stroked. My
eyes would glaze. My tongue would hang out. I’d be surrendering to the effects of a nirvana-inducing
belly rub.

The truth is
I’ve been 
worried

about this
from the

beginning of
the search
over a year

ago.

Patrick McMahon is an adoptee 18 years into reunion with his original family. He has written a memoir
about his reunion, entitled Becoming Patrick, which he will be publishing in 2010. He lives in San Diego
where he is also a photographer and musician. Find him at www.patrickmc.com.
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Waking Up American
By Jared Rehberg

I see you on my TV
Rushing home from work on crowded streets

You’ve got bills to pay and mouths to feed
I’m send you my prayer for another day

Without me, without you
I’m living in America with a brand new name

Without you, without me
I’m waking up American on a brand new day
And I’m still the same, I’m always the same

I think if you as I share good night
The answers to my questions wait by the light

So, what’s my name? I think heaven sent
A moment of peace for God’s creations

My country tis of thee, sweet land of liberty
For thee I sing, for thee I sing

I want to run with ghosts, across empty fields
I’ll fish on the delta with the past by my side
Sometimes I wonder, what might have been

Choking on my destiny I found tears

Without me, without you
I’m living in America with a brand new name

Without you, without me
I’m waking up American on a brand new day
And I’m still the same, I’m always the same

I see you on my TV, 
Rushing home from work on crowded streets

The Music of Jared Rehberg © 2008
Jared Rehberg is a 34-year old Vietnamese adoptee from Northboro, MA. 
His lyrics for “Waking Up American” is a dedication to his birthparents.
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Dear Lucy (or any other adopted teen),

I loved you for thirteen months before I met you.  But you didn’t love me, because you didn’t
know that I even existed.  That very first time I met you you looked into the eyes of a
stranger, but it was through the eyes of a mother that I loved you the moment our eyes met.

Now, all these years later, we are together, our lives intertwined…  I can’t imagine my life
without you in it, but I do reflect on that from time to time because you are adopted.  I realize
that you would have had a life without me.  Spanish would have been your native tongue, and
the sights, sounds, and tastes of life would have been very different, indeed, had you lived
your life in Guatemala.

Does that mean your life would have been worse?  Better?  It’s impossible to speculate, really,
but I am sure it is something you’ve thought about quite often.  In the darkness of the night
when it’s hard to get to sleep, do you think about what life would have been like in Guatemala
with your birthmother?  When you see images of extreme poverty, with children living on the
streets or digging in trash dumps, do you sometimes wonder if that could have been your fate?
Do you ever feel ‘survivor’s guilt’?  

I’ll don’t know, just as you’ll never know what life would have been like in your birth country.  

As you become more and more your own person, please realize one thing—you are you
because you are you.  The experiences that shape our lives make us who we are, and that is
constantly changing and evolving as we move through various life experiences.  Love brought
you into this world, and it brought you to me.  I am honored to be the person that you call
‘Mom.’  My love for you knows no bounds; it is limitless and unconditional.  

Make your life what you want to make of it.  You don’t owe the world anything except your
God-given talents and your desire to make the world a better place.  Celebrate who you are—
share your strengths and passions—and by doing so, you will bring joy to everyone with whom
you come into contact.  Being adopted is not who you are, but it is a part of you.  Don’t mag-
nify it and don’t minimize it, but respect it and honor it for what it is and what it has brought
to your life.

I am proud of you and the you who you’ve become.  I look forward to getting to know the you
who is evolving right before my eyes.

Love,
Mom

Amy Shore lives in Houston, TX with her husband
Dave and their daughters Miranda and Lucy.  She is
an adoption counselor, author, and teacher–but
‘Mom’ is her favorite title!
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id someone give you this book?  Are they watching you right now?  Are there about a million
things you’d rather be doing than reading another book about adoption?  Does the thought of

discussing this book make you want to run screaming from the room?  You are not alone.  As an
adoptee, I had these conversations more than I want to think about.  Even if being adopted isn’t a
big thing to you, it is to your folks. Your adoption was what they would call a major life experi-
ence. It’s just one of those things that you have to deal with.  There is a talk in your future and you
need some strategies to get through this as quickly and painlessly as possible.  It will be best for
both of you.

Step 1: Recognize the approach.
It’s going to come sometime when they have you alone without an easily accessible route of
escape.  In the car, over lunch in a public place, possibly in a room where the only exit that can
be effectively blocked by a faux casual leaning on the door frame.  They’ll have that look like they
want to talk about something: the subtle tightening of the upper lip, a deepening of the lines in the
forehead, you’ve come to recognize these things already.  If you haven’t committed any major
infractions in the last few hours, you can bet it will be the dreaded adoption talk.

Show no indication that you saw it coming.  Things will go much smoother if you let them feel
that they are in control.  Play along, give no hint of frustration.  You want this over.  Things could
be worse, it’s not the sex talk, after all.

Step 2: Let them get it out.
Remember this is important to them.  Everybody wants to feel like they are doing well, parenting is
no different.  They aren’t alright unless you are alright.  Alright?  Your life is going to roll easier if
they think they have this handled.  Your job is to instill a sense of confidence.

Let them say what they need to say.  Just let them roll, make eye contact, do not turn your back;
they will innately see this as a sign of aggression. Consider nodding when appropriate.  Make
mental notes of major points to address later in the Q and A session, which always follows.
If you can get through this stage, you are halfway home.

Step 3: Restate.
At this point your parent has played his or her hand, you know what they need.  Start addressing
their concerns one by one, slowly.  After each point allow them to respond.  Keep things on mes-
sage.  Do not introduce new points or address anything not directly related to the issue at hand.
Remember this is about them and instilling a feeling of confidence.  Don’t give them anymore to
worry about.  It’s not a great time to mention that clown theme birthday party that didn’t go so
well, they remember, trust me.

Step 4: The Q and A session.
After you have addressed the issues, the parent will still need more clarification.  At this point
things can go terribly astray if not handled delicately.

A Bored Game
by Melanie Recoy

D
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More than likely you will hit on a point that you cannot clarify your position on to their under-
standing.  First, try to repeat their position and move on to the next issue.  Keep in mind if you
don’t keep things moving you risk prolonging this talk and future episodes focusing on this issue
alone.  Neither of you want that.  You might consider conceding this point for the time being.  It
can always be revisited when you have come up with a clear strategy.  Wars are almost never won
on the strength of a single battle. The objective is to get through this talk alive.

Step 5: Summarize and Bail.
Repetition is good.  It’s the best way to end the dreaded Q and A session.  Start listing the things
that you have discussed.  Keep it short and sweet. Do not embellish.  Move over the stickier points
quickly.  End on a high note, something you were in complete agreement on.  You can lay it on a
little thick here, but don’t get carried away.  You don’t want to raise their suspicions and lose all
the ground that you have gained.  Just let them know that you have heard what they said. 

Now is the time to allow the parent to summarize.  If things are on track, they will repeat what
you just said.  Again, repetition is good.  Listen patiently.  If they try to slip back into the Q and A,
simply summarize again.  This gives them the signal that the talk is coming to an end. Whatever
you do, stay cool, it’s almost over.

Step 6: Seal the deal.
By this time your parent should be feeling pretty good about themselves.
Your goal has been achieved.  Now change the subject. Pick something
like dinner or the weather.  You might consider going as far as asking
them about a hobby or project they have been working on.  It’s up to you
to judge their state of mind and if that would be too much.  You can
change back to half listening mode now.  It’s boring, but it sure beats
adoption talk.

These strategies will hopefully help instill that confidence that every par-
ent needs.  They should also leave you with more time to do the things
that you really want to do.  I can’t say you’ll never have to have another
adoption talk, but at least they may go smoother.

Step 7: Now glance up to see if you are still being
observed.  If so, give them your best cheesy grin.

Melanie Recoy is an adult domestic adoptee living in the Midwest.
She is a writer, a weaver, and an adoptee rights activist.
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Tag Cloud T-Shirt 
by Jessica Emmett

I am a freelance Artist from the UK. I recently made this t-shirt as an example to
some teens in an adoption art workshop I ran in Hong Kong with Jennifer Jue-
Steuck. My t-shirt was very much influenced by Internet tag clouds.  Why don’t you
try making one?  Use permanent markers unless you want to change your words
with each wash of your shirt.

I have been lucky enough to talk to many adoptees & adoptive parents. It seems
that sometimes it’s easy to forget that adopted “children” grow up, move away from
home, get jobs, and have families of their own. I have always promoted that I am
not only an “adoptee,” but being adopted is only part of who I am. I am an artist
first and for most of the time in my life even though adoption is the main theme in
my art. Adoption, though, is not what defines me. I’ve always struggled with
“labels,” whether it be with ones others put on me or ones I choose for myself,
mainly because I have never fit neatly into on category or another. Now I’m proud I
am myself, with all my flaws.

For a great site to create electronic word clouds, visit www.wordle.net
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