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      INTRODUCTION

      CHOOSING ADOPTION

      Or did it choose you?

      So you’re thinking about adopting? Wow! Congratulations, that’s fabulous! Let me tell you, with very few exceptions, the adoptive
         parents I’ve had the privilege of meeting (and I’ve met many) are—in my opinion—enlightened, or at the very least, more evolved
         than the average parent. I know, because I’ve been there and faced the tough questions about how, when and why I was going
         to become a parent. I spent tens of thousands of dollars on assisted reproductive technologies, I endured multiple miscarriages,
         and it was only when I came face to face with the thought of losing my husband on September 11 that I really looked at the
         reality of my life and the depth of my despair (not to mention impending financial ruin) and was able to open my eyes to the
         beauty of adoption. I guess you could say I was a tough case at first. But let me tell you, while adoption wasn’t my first
         choice in family building (infertility treatment came first), it was my best choice. And as you will read in a moment, adoption wasn’t exactly the easiest experience for me. But now, as an adoptive
         parent, I can tell you that I’ve never been happier in my life. And it’s what I went through to get here that makes me tell
         you this now—you’ll never ever regret the decision to adopt. You’ll only wonder why you didn’t do it sooner!
      

      I am proud of you for thinking outside the traditional family-building box, whatever may have brought you here (infertility,
         age, sexual orientation or some combination thereof). There are more babies and children in this country, let alone in the
         world, in need of a loving home than there are adoptive families. It is especially difficult to be considering adoption if
         you’re going through or have gone through infertility treatment (been there, done that!). Considering other options for creating
         the life you’ve always dreamed of while letting go of fantasies about how you’d get that life isn’t easy stuff. And you’re
         facing those issues head-on if you’re reading this book. You’re taking charge, making a plan, and becoming a good consumer
         (and let’s face it, you’re probably going to spend a lot of money during this process, so you need to be a savvy consumer)
         as you work toward your dream of being a parent to one of those babies or children who need a home. So you, dear reader, are
         enlightened!
      

      This book will tell you everything you’ll ever need to know about becoming an adoptive parent. From talking about the types
         of adoption, coping with your home study, and filling out paperwork for your agency and/or U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
         Services (USCIS)
         
            1
         
          to managing the what may feel like a way-too-long wait for your beautiful family to be created, this book will help you navigate
         your journey and provide support and reassurance while you wait. There is a lot to learn and a lot you need to know in order
         to speed your journey toward parenthood, and it’s hard to find the straight poop on adoption so that you can become an expert
         at cleaning poop off a beloved little tushie.
      

      This book will give you the facts without telling you how you should adopt. Have you encountered them yet?—those exceedingly nice people who seem to think the only way to adopt is to go through
         a domestic open adoption in which you see the birth family every weekend? Or the people who think you’re selling out if you
         don’t schlep halfway around the world to save a child? Well, if you haven’t met them yet, don’t worry—you will! When I was
         struggling to become a parent, there were so many people telling me what to do and how to do it. I felt inundated with well-intentioned
         but completely inappropriate advice—at least it was inappropriate for me and my husband. As a result of all the “should-upon
         do-gooders” you’ll encounter along the way, I made a decision that there will be no judgments made in these pages, no right
         or wrong way to adopt; just the information you need to become a parent and stay sane while you do so. Single parents, gay
         parents, infertile parents, not-exactly-thirtysomething-anymore parents: all are welcome in these pages. Take the information
         you read here, apply it to your situation, and adapt it to your life and needs.
      

      There is also no right way to read this book. Please feel free to read this book in consecutive page order or to skip around.
         I’ve laid it out as best I can—chronological order in the adoption process based on the type of adoption you’re pursuing—but
         if you’re still choosing between domestic and international adoption, you might want to read more carefully the chapters that
         demystify these types of adoption and assess the pros and cons of each.
      

      The first part of the book (chapters 1–3) focuses on issues that all adoptive parents must consider, from deciding where and
         how you’ll adopt to financing your adoption and surviving your home study. The second part of the book (chapters 4–7) focuses
         on domestic adoption and will cover the essential aspects of adopting from the good ol’ U.S. of A. We will discuss (among
         other things) the pros and cons of using an agency or an attorney, what you need to think about before you begin searching
         for a birth family, how best to market yourself, what to do and pack when you travel to get your baby, and how to cope when
         you get home. The third part of the book (chapters 8–10) focuses on international adoption. In Part 3 we’ll talk about how
         to choose a country, how to find the right adoption professional to assist you, how to complete your USCIS paperwork and dossier,
         what to pack and what not to pack when traveling halfway around the world to get your baby, how to survive in a hotel and
         on the airplane home with your new little one, and how to cope once you’re home.
      

      Once you pick the type of adoption that is right for your life situation, you’ll undoubtedly read every word I’ve written
         in the relevant section of the book and thus garner all the wisdom and cumulative experience I’ve gained from speaking with
         and supporting (through their adoption process) dozens upon dozens of adoptive families. We will make you an adoption pro
         before you even become an adoptive parent! Then, as your adoption process moves forward, you’ll reread each and every word
         at least three times because you can’t wait to make it happen!
      

      It may have been a long haul to get here, and there’s a lot still to accomplish before you actually hold your child in your
         arms. I want you to be excited as you read this book. Most of us—except for the unusually enlightened people who choose adoption
         without trying to conceive a biological child, known among adoption advocates as preferential adopters—come to adoption after
         an arduous journey through infertility. Once you decide to adopt, you’re “expecting” just like all those people who do it
         the old-fashioned way, and even if no one else knows what’s about to happen, you do, and you should be thrilled! There will
         be hard days, no doubt, but this is it: you’re about to become a parent!

      For some of us it takes a little longer and you need to do more exploration before you hit the bliss zone. Maybe you’ve been
         exploring the various ways to adopt, but nothing feels right. Birth families and relinquishment laws scare you, or the often-feared
         (and often baseless) lengthy wait for a domestic newborn turns you off, or traveling to Russia multiple times doesn’t work
         for your work schedule. Don’t worry if this is you; if adoption is right for you, one day you’ll stumble across a seminar
         about adopting from Vietnam, and everything will click. Suddenly, everything in your life makes sense; it’s like you’ve just
         put on a pair of glasses that bring everything into focus. Sometimes it takes even longer, and the fear and anxiety left over
         from years of infertility or trying to decide whether parenthood is right for you stay with you even as you pursue an adoption
         plan. That’s okay too. For some people it takes a couple of days, weeks or even months before they realize that this is what
         is right for them, and then they experience the rush of rightness repeatedly (like every time your baby wakes up). I was a
         tough case at first, and I have to admit that more than once in the middle of the night I’ve started sobbing uncontrollably,
         holding my little boy and thanking the All-That-Is for helping me find him. It’s in this moment that I realize I didn’t choose
         adoption; it chose me.
      

      Whichever of these paths finds you, when you decide to adopt, you experience a paradigm shift—the way you look at the world
         changes, and suddenly you feel more at home than you ever have before. You realize that this is what the Universe (God, Allah,
         the powers that be) always intended for you. There will come a day when you realize that while adoption may have been your
         second choice for family building, it is not—by any means—the second-best choice. It is in fact the right choice.
      

      Although I now realize that adoption is my path and I’ve never been happier in my life, I first had to endure seven years
         of trying to conceive, six cycles of in vitro fertilization, seven miscarriages, and the donation of over $100,000 of our
         hard-earned money (and that of my insurance carrier) to the bank accounts of our infertility clinic. And I will admit that
         when we first started the process of adopting our son, I was also still trying to get pregnant (there’s a confession if ever
         there was one!).
      

      Our son, David, is now three and half years old, and the way he came to us has served to become a symbol to me of the destiny
         inherent in adoption. There were endless twists and turns in our adoption process, and because of the obstacles we faced in
         his adoption and the fact that he ultimately came home almost six months after his birth, there is no doubt in my mind or
         heart that David was always meant to be my son. He reminds me every day that our children pick us from someplace in the universe
         and that even if—or because—we can’t or won’t have biological children, they find a way to come home to us. It doesn’t matter
         if we look the same, have the same religion, or speak the same language; our children find their way home to us. It is destiny.
         I know one day you will look in your child’s eyes, and this knowledge will engulf and overwhelm you with a warmth and serenity
         that words cannot do justice.
      

      I have learned so much from our process in adopting David and through my other adoption experiences since, and while working
         as an adoption advocate. I am motivated to write this book because I so wish that I had had an adoption-savvy friend guiding
         me through my adoption process, holding my hand, and helping me sort through emotionally and financially challenging issues
         without losing my sense of humor. I wish someone had told me before I started planning David’s adoption everything that I
         know now.
      

      In fact, it was as a result of my work as an adoption advocate for RESOLVE and as president of the Gladney Center for Adoption’s
         New York Tri-State Family Association (the GFA), which provides support to several hundred pre- and post-adoptive families
         in the region, that I became dedicated to shedding light on the process of becoming an adoptive parent—demystifying and exposing
         the nitty-gritty truths as they are discussed by and among adoptive parents. All the “if I had only known” and the “what does
         this mean” conversations I’ve had with other adoptive parents are shared with you in this book. All the beautiful moments
         and experiences that I have been privileged to share with people as they become parents are shared with you in this book.
      

      I was so moved by my experiences working with and supporting adoptive parents that not only did I seek out the opportunity
         to write this book (a labor of love if ever there was one) but I transitioned my career from one devoted to meaningless (to
         me) commercial litigation to practicing reproductive and adoption law. My understanding of adoption laws and the myriad legal
         issues that can be faced in domestic and international adoption gives me a unique perspective. I am not only able to help
         you understand the nuts and bolts of planning your adoption but I can also help you figure out when and how a particular law
         pertaining to consent or relinquishment of parental rights might be relevant for you, and help you understand what that law
         means in practical terms.
      

      But most of all, I wrote this book because I want you to know in your heart and soul that your baby was always meant to be
         yours. I want you to be educated enough to know how to find the right birth mother. I want you to be aware of what is legal and possible in international adoptions and to choose a program that
         works for your family, not to select the popular program or agency that everyone else is using (or the only one that you think will accept
         you when there might have been others available) and wind up dissatisfied, frustrated and still waiting for your baby.
      

      I want everyone to have the practical tips I have learned for traveling to get and bring home a baby or toddler (whether it’s
         a two-hour or two-week journey home). I hope everyone at least thinks about the possibility of breast-feeding (and I know
         most of you still don’t believe it’s possible despite my assurances to the contrary), having a baby shower, planning a nursery,
         or hiring a doula (even if only for your hotel stay). And I want everyone to be prepared for the all-too-common depression
         that often follows adoption. No one talked openly to me (and I am an educated consumer and parent) about these things, and
         they’re so important! I hope this book will help to educate and empower you, to help you find the resources you need when
         you need them so that you too will one day sit, rocking your child in your arms, and feel the power and love of adoption and
         know in your soul that this was meant to be.
      

   
      PART ONE
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      THE ADOPTION DILEMMAS
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      DOMESTIC VERSUS INTERNATIONAL ADOPTION

      The Pros, the Cons and All the Beautiful Screaming Babies on Airplanes

      There are a ton of misconceptions about domestic and international adoption, and I hope to dispel most of them in this chapter
         and help you figure out which of these two types of adoption is the right way for you to bring home your baby or child. Becoming
         a parent is hard enough an experience. (I’m sorry, my friend, but everyone has been right—you’ve got no idea until you’re
         doing it just how tough it is to be a parent!) You owe it to yourself to make sure that you’re comfortable with the type of
         adoption you’re pursuing and that it’s the right fit for your family and/or lifestyle. You will minimize the difficulties
         inherent in the adoption process and make the transition to parenthood smoother when you choose the right type of adoption
         for your family’s needs. Not everyone can or should try to parent a child of a different ethnicity, or for that matter take
         care of a newborn. Making smart choices now can make life easier down the road.
      

      Before you make up your mind between domestic and international adoption, you first might want to think about all the variables
         that go into building a beautiful family. Take the time now to think about skin color, racial features, age, finances, ignorant
         and enlightened family members, and political preferences (e.g., making a statement that you’re making the world a better
         place by adopting an orphan), and then decide how and when you want to pursue adoption. One of the great things about being
         an adoptive parent is that you get to choose so much about how your family is going to look and be. Parents of biological
         children take what the universe gives them. We have the unique opportunity to say we want to parent a little girl from China,
         a little boy from Guatemala, a sibling set from Russia, or even a blond-haired, blue-eyed baby girl from Oklahoma. Ours is
         a unique situation, and for those of us who’ve lost all control over our reproductive lives, having the opportunity to exercise
         degrees of choice not common among the general population is pretty interesting and refreshing.
      

      Let’s take a moment to focus your thoughts. Take a look at the following questions, and then go through your answers with
         the detailed discussions that follow each topic. (There are no right or wrong answers here, so relax and have some fun fantasizing
         about your future family.) This exercise will help determine whether domestic or international adoption is right for you.
      


	Question # 1—The Baby Age Issue: Do you want to adopt a newborn, or are you open to adopting an older infant or child? You are going to have sleepless nights
         either way, but it is way, way more intense with a newborn than a two-year-old.

	Question # 2—Birth Family Contact, Identity Issues and Relinquishment Laws: Do you want to have a relationship with your child’s birth family, or do you not want to deal with this at all? What will
         it be like for your family when you’re helping your teen through the emotionally complex waters surrounding identity issues
         and adoption when you know little or nothing about his or her birth family, or when you can pick up the phone and call his or
         her birth mother? How are you going to handle the prospect that a birth mother might have days or even weeks before her relinquishment
         of parental rights is irrevocable and binding? Would it be easier for you to know that the baby someone is handing you has
         legally been declared an orphan and there isn’t a birth family in the picture?

	Question # 3—Estimated Time to Parenthood: Houston, We Have a Problem: Do you need this to happen yesterday? It isn’t going to. This is a long, arduous process, whether you go domestic or international. What you need to look at is
         whether you have the emotional and physical energy to devote to searching for a domestic newborn in need of a loving home
         or to traveling, perhaps multiple times, around the world to get your baby. Do you need someone who can handle everything
         for you? Do you need to know what is going to happen every step of the way and have a definite time line for when you will
         complete various steps in the adoption process, or can you go with the flow? International adoption follows a specific time
         line, with specific steps to follow every step of the way. Domestic adoption doesn’t offer any definites about anything. You
         could have a baby in a few months or a few years (a lot depends on what you want and need in an adoptive situation, as we
         will discuss in chapter 5).

	Question # 4—Ethnicity Issues: Do you care whether your baby looks like you or are you open to adopting a baby or child that (quite frankly) everyone will
         know is adopted (and will want to know all the details about his or her “real” family)? Is your immediate and/or extended
         family going to be receptive to a child of a different race or with different physical characteristics? How is Great-Aunt
         Agatha going to react to your beautiful Asian toddler, and do you care?

	Question # 5—Finances: Do you have limited resources to spend on an adoption, or is the sky the limit? Does your employer offer adoption assistance?
         Do you have friends or family members who can loan you money if you’re broke after years of expensive infertility treatment?

	Question # 6—Medical Background and Health Information: How much information would you like or do you need about your child’s medical history? Do you want/need a detailed family
         history of cancer and heart disease risk, prenatal exposure to toxins and medical care, or are you okay with a physician reviewing
         a brief medical file and/or a video of your child to help assess physical and developmental issues (if any) that you may be
         facing?

	Question # 7—Parents with “Special Needs”: Are you one of the many same-sex and/or not-thirtysomething-anymore parents trying to adopt? Are you physically challenged
         or recovering from a long-term or potentially life-threatening illness? You may have to adopt internationally or go through
         a public agency or the foster-care system. Are you okay with that? If not, are you prepared to be aggressive and proactive
         during each stage of the process?


      Question # 1 The Baby Age Issue

      When we started the adoption process, I knew that I wanted the experience of holding a tiny screaming newborn and being up
         all night, every night (what was I thinking?). Being in my midthirties at the time, sleep deprivation didn’t scare me. Now, being an experienced and profoundly
         sleep-deprived parent, I know that adopting an older baby or child with established sleep patterns (even if temporarily disrupted
         by the strangeness and excitement of a new home) may be a good thing!
      

      One of the most common reasons people choose to adopt domestically is because they want to parent from the first days of a
         baby’s life. If you have your heart set on being in the delivery room (not always possible, but sometimes it does happen)
         and cutting the cord or taking a baby home shortly after birth, you’re going to have to stick to the continental United States.
         I chose domestic adoption because I didn’t want to miss any part of my child’s life — I wanted to share his life history from
         day one. I also wanted to breast-feed, which is easier with a newborn adoption than an older infant adoption. Thus, Charlie
         and I chose a newborn, domestic adoption.
      

      The youngest baby you can adopt internationally is usually about four months old. Indeed, if the age of the baby isn’t important to you and you think that adopting a baby who’s six
         or nine months old is just fine, then you have far more options. You can adopt an older infant internationally (Guatemala,
         however, is one country that regularly places younger infants) through a private domestic adoption, through an agency or through
         foster care. And if you’re open to adopting a toddler, preschooler or child, then you can go just about anywhere in the world,
         including your hometown!
      

      Now is the time to really think this through. Having the energy to be a good parent is hard, so maybe not facing the every-two-hour feeding thing is better for you. Can you really manage being kept up all night and stumbling through
         a fog and into office furniture during the day? Don’t get me wrong, this is going to happen to you as a parent at some point,
         regardless of the age of your child. (One good stomach bug and no one gets any sleep for a couple of days.) But newborns basically
         give you about four hours of interrupted sleep in any given twenty-four-hour period. If you’ve got a partner who can help
         take a few hours at night for you, that’s a big plus, but eventually even with night support, about six weeks after the baby
         comes home, you’re going to be standing in your kitchen, crying from exhaustion at 7:15 A.M. because you have to face another day with a screaming, colicky newborn (one look at your baby, however, and the exhaustion is totally worth it). I have spoken
         with so many “older” adoptive parents who chose international adoption at least in part because they would bring home a baby
         who wouldn’t interrupt as many nights’ sleep (theoretically, at least). My friend Jenna adopted a little girl from Ethiopia
         because she had “been there and done that” with the sleep-deprivation thing with her three biological children. Being in their
         forties and deciding to add a sibling through adoption, Jenna and her husband were very clear about what would push them over
         the edge; for Jenna it was the sleep issue. While she recognized that there would be some initial sleep issues due to adjustment
         and bonding, Jenna knew that once life settled down, her new daughter would know how to sleep for eleven hours. You cannot
         say that for a newborn, that’s for sure!
      

      The other side of the equation, however, is that when adopting an older toddler or child, you may (not always, but certainly
         sometimes) have to contend with a history of abuse, child neglect, language differences, developmental delays, or illness
         due to a prolonged stay in an orphanage. For many caring and devoted families these are not obstacles but are instead hurdles
         to overcome. Early intervention, psychological care and good medical care go a very long way toward overcoming deficits and
         challenges presented from less than ideal living conditions early in life. And Jenna is the first to tell you that the language
         thing — while challenging at first — is overcome amazingly fast. Little people have a surprising (only to adults) ability
         to learn languages at astonishing speed.
      

      One final note about adopting domestically or internationally — the flight home is going to be terrifying and basically one
         of the most trying parts of your adoption experience. (Are you surprised?) The advantage with a domestically adopted newborn
         — putting aside your terror that the newborn is going to be contaminated by recirculated airplane air — is that the baby will
         usually sleep through the flight, which is probably not more than twelve hours, inclusive of layovers. But you could also
         have to endure hours of high-pitched newborn squawking and the evil looks from fellow domestic travelers. International adoptive
         parents, on the other hand, are potentially looking at days of travel with a baby or child they barely know, can’t communicate
         with, and who will likely scream the entire flight back to the States.
      

      Question #2 Birth Family Contact, Identity Issues and Relinquishment Laws

      A major difference between domestic and international adoption is access to information about, and contact with, your child’s
         birth family. Knowing specific details about your child’s birth family may help your child through potential identity issues
         as she grows older. Some parents are unconcerned and undaunted by the thought that they will never be able to explain to their
         offspring anything about her birth family or why she was placed for adoption.
      

      In contrast, some adoptive parents feel very strongly that maintaining an ongoing relationship (even if it’s through sending
         cards and letters through an intermediary) with their child’s birth family is important so that the adoptee maintains a connection
         with his or her biological family and can ask questions when and if necessary. Others don’t find this to be important, but
         having met or spoken with a birth family or even just receiving a letter describing the circumstances surrounding the child’s
         conception and placement for adoption provides much more insight and closure than that presented by sketchy details from an
         orphanage halfway around the world. (Many adoption support groups have programs to help offset these “disadvantages.” See
         the Resources section for more information.) Several international countries now provide, or are attempting to provide, information
         about birth families. Typically, however, you get little or no information about your child’s birth family when you adopt
         internationally.
      

      The ability to have contact with the birth family is another of the major reasons people choose to do a domestic adoption.
         Whether it’s limited to prebirth contact or an ongoing postadoption relationship, you have far more options to design an adoption
         that enables you to have knowledge of your child’s background and help your child understand where he or she comes from, biologically
         speaking. This is something you can “negotiate” before the baby is born, and you can define the degree of anonymity or contact
         you wish to maintain with the birth family.
      



A WORD TO THE WISE

 An Unforeseen and Unexpected Perspective

    My good friend Julia, who is one of the most educated and aware adoptive parents I’ve ever met, confided something to me the
            other day. Julia and her partner adopted a little girl from China a few years ago. They had gone to China on their honeymoon
            and had fallen in love with the culture and the people. When they discovered they were infertile, they didn’t even think twice:
            they would adopt from China! And they loved the idea that they would be helping to make the world a better place for a child.

      Julia, however, never considered the fact that she would never be able to explain to Hannah (their daughter) why her birth
            mother abandoned her (Julia and her partner know that Hannah was left at an orphanage when she was about a week old) or anything
            about her birth family. Julia never realized this might be important information to Hannah, or indeed that it was important
            to know for Julia’s own peace of mind.

      It actually was Julia’s reaction to not having contact with the birth family that was more startling to both of us. Indeed, Julia carries a heavy
            weight around with her every day, trying to resolve her feelings of sorrow and worry about Hannah’s birth mother. Julia wishes
            there was some way she could reassure Hannah’s birth mother that Hannah is well, thriving, and is the light of her adoptive
            parents’ lives. My educated, adoption-advocate friend Julia didn’t realize the grief she and Hannah would face from not knowing
            any details about Hannah’s background, her birth family and their decision to leave Hannah one night on an orphanage doorstep.

      As Julia and her partner consider building their family again, they are going back to China to adopt. Julia says she will
            be much more proactive in trying to get information about the circumstances surrounding their next offspring’s birth history.
            They also plan to take trips to China and to the orphanage where Hannah spent her early months so that Hannah may feel some
            connection to, and understanding of, her birth history.



      Domestic adoptive parents who establish relationships with the birth family prior to birth also may have the option to begin
         to bond with the baby prior to birth. This can be very risky and traumatic if the birth mother or father chooses to parent
         before placement of the baby with the adoptive parents, but when it works out, it is a wonderful experience. I have known
         adoptive parents who attended OB visits, sonograms and the baby’s delivery with their birth mother. One of my good friends
         not only coached her daughter’s birth mother through delivery, she cut the cord and then started breastfeeding her daughter
         within minutes of her birth.
      

      Some people, however, just cannot handle the concept of having contact with a birth family, whether prebirth or postadoption.
         If it is overwhelming to you to consider having to talk to birth parents or deal with the possibility of a failed match or
         placement, you might want to seriously consider international adoption. You get your baby or child with a clean slate and
         no immediate emotional baggage regarding sending cards and letters to someone forever connected to your child (which, even
         to those of us who happily do it, can feel very threatening). If, however, you might want the option to have contact or even
         an ongoing relationship with your child’s birth family, international adoption may not be the best choice for you.
      

      I spoke recently with one adoptive mother who chose to go international because she couldn’t deal with the fact that she felt
         prospective birth mothers would be “interviewing” her or that she would have prebirth contact with a birth mother who ultimately
         would choose to parent. I speak from experience; it can be very difficult to talk to a birth mother — sometimes on multiple
         occasions and for long periods of time — who chooses to work with another adoptive family or who chooses to parent the baby
         herself. There are ways to manage this risk, but there’s no getting around the major downside of domestic adoption: birth parents maintain their right to parent and may choose to parent at any time up until relinquishment papers have been
            signed, and even for a period of time thereafter in some states. (See the Appendix for a breakdown and analysis of state adoption laws.) It is very risky to put yourself out there and not
         have a baby come home.
      

      Question # 3 Estimated Time to Parenthood: Houston, We Have a Problem

      “Liz, tell me honestly, how long is this going to take?” I hear this question all the time from prospective adoptive parents.
         I overhear prospective adoptive parents discussing that domestic adoption is too expensive and takes too long and that international
         adoption is much faster and much less expensive. They are all wrong! There are no rules, and I cannot tell you exactly how
         long your adoption will take. I can tell you that there will be numerous setbacks and hurdles, many sleepless nights worrying
         about one thing or another, and a moment of pure and utter joy when you look into your child’s eyes and know that every moment
         of the wait was worth it.
      

      For some domestic adoptive parents the wait can be very long and very hard. Just a few years ago the wait for a domestic adoption
         of a Caucasian newborn averaged three years. But recent changes in how domestic adoption takes place (for example, birth families
         now choose adoptive parents, and many adoptive parents post their adoptive-parent profiles on the Internet to reach a greater
         pool of birth parents) generally have served to speed the average wait time for a domestic adoption.
      

      These days most reputable attorneys and agencies will tell you the average wait for a healthy newborn adopted domestically
         is twelve to eighteen months, and the cost will be around $15,000. Indeed, if you’re savvy and do your research, it doesn’t
         have to be super-expensive or present a long wait. In comparison, most international adoptions take between nine and eighteen
         months and cost around $20,000.
      

      Some domestic adoptive parents will receive placement of a newborn very quickly (one couple I know waited only four months
         for their son from the time their home study was completed), and 95 percent of all domestic adoptive parents receive placement
         within approximately two years. Sure, there are people who wait more than two years to adopt a baby, and I have news for them
         (and some of them are my good friends) — there are things they could’ve done to speed up the process. Many of them didn’t
         want to take a proactive and savvy approach to finding a birth family and were prepared for the wait; others were resigned
         to the fact that they knew they needed a particular situation, and finding the right match with a birth family was going to
         slow the process down.
      

      The twelve to eighteen months is merely a national average and doesn’t consider how open and flexible you are to different
         birth-family situations, which can have a significant impact on how long you’ll wait to bring a baby home. However, whether
         you wait three months or two years, it is the plain truth that with domestic adoption, you’re going have to let go and let
         the process unfold before you, even when you take an aggressive approach to finding a birth family. You can be proactive and
         aggressive about finding your baby or sit back and let an agency do everything for you, but either way, you will have to let
         go of all your expectations about adoption and how long it will take you to become a parent. This is truly one of the defining
         characteristics of domestic adoption: you don’t know when it will happen. You could get a phone call tomorrow that there’s a baby waiting for you in Texas. Or you could wait and wait and wait and
         wait.
      

      Domestic adoption is a very unpredictable and challenging adoption path. It is up to you to decide whether you can handle
         the potential feelings of helplessness (and if you’re infertile, this is a tough thing to do, as you’ve already lost control
         over your reproductive abilities; losing control to some random woman in Kansas who is deciding between you and three other
         adoptive families may not be so much fun) in exchange for possibly being able to be present when your baby is born, cut the
         cord and all that good (but bloody) stuff. Indeed, one of the hardest things for adoptive parents to handle about the process
         of domestic adoption is the powerlessness they often feel while waiting to be picked by a birth family or advised of the availability
         of a baby for adoption. Once you start the process of domestic adoption, there is a lot of waiting involved with little or
         no power over time frames, and it can be really tough.
      

      But the flip side of the fear and powerlessness you may feel during a domestic adoption is the control that you can exercise
         in a domestic adoption. Certainly, you will be there from the early days of life and can help minimize adjustment, attachment
         and bonding issues that many international adoptive parents struggle with. You may also wind up with a beautiful healthy baby
         who — despite the fact that you didn’t care what race or ethnicity your baby is, you just wanted a newborn — strangely looks
         exactly like Great-Aunt Agatha!
      

      The great advantage of international adoption is its predictability. The reliability of the international adoption process
         goes something along these lines: Fill out forms A to Z, have a home study, get fingerprinted, send forms A to Z along with
         dossier (which may also contain forms A to Z) to agency and government(s) for approval, wait for referral, receive referral,
         wait x number of weeks to travel to get baby. Domestic adoption has no milestones or markers to help you tick off the time. If you
         choose domestic adoption, while you may wait the same period of time for a baby as someone adopting from China, you may sit
         on your thumbs for much of the time, while the parents adopting from China have milestones that tick off the wait to receive
         the referral of their baby. With international adoption there is no guesswork or worry about whether the baby is really coming
         home. There is no worrying about a birth mother who chooses to parent. The baby you receive a referral for is already classified
         as an orphan; the birth parents are out of the picture. Once you get your international adoption referral, that baby is coming
         home!
      



      A WORD TO THE WISE

      This Is All Part of the Parenting Experience

      Hpassles and setbacks of all kinds happen with adoptions. From complications with processing fingerprints, foreign red tape,
            and birth parents who choose to parent, it can be overwhelming at times. Remember, however, that biological parents experience
            difficult pregnancies too. At least we don’t have to go on bed rest for three months while we’re waiting to become a parent!

      Find a good support group and seek comfort from those who know what you’re experiencing. And remember one very important and
            often overlooked fact: the worry and stress you feel now is all part of the experience of being a parent. You are just going to be trading one batch of worries (over your fingerprints or home study) for another (over earaches,
            teething pain or how early or late your little person is walking).

      This too is part of being a parent; consider it your version of pregnancy angst and misery. Frankly, I am beginning to really
            appreciate the whole notion that we get to be pregnant with impending parenthood without the belly and weight gain that come
            with pregnancy.

      Becoming a parent is tough no matter how you do it. There are just different stories to tell, but it is all part of becoming
            a parent. Consider the time you spend planning your adoption your parenting boot camp!

      But that isn’t to say that things always go smoothly with international adoptions. There are instances — rare instances —
         when things go awry. I know one woman who got her referral to adopt a baby girl from Guatemala and then, due to unforeseen
         and incomprehensible paperwork, waited four months longer than the average to travel to get her baby. Also, international
         adoption laws can change with no warning. Recently (in 2005), the Ukraine closed itself to adoptions by United States families.
         The U.S. government is working hard to reopen adoptions from the Ukraine (as of the date of this writing, it was reported
         that families who were waiting to travel to the Ukraine would be able to do so imminently). However, the likelihood that this
         will happen to you is small compared to the number of domestic adoptions that don’t result in a placement.
      

      Depending on whether you go the independent route or work with an agency, the success or placement rate of domestic adoption
         varies dramatically. Most reliable statistics indicate that as many as 60 percent of independent adoptions result in a placement
         (meaning 60 percent of adoptive parents receive placement of a baby with the first birth family with whom they match or choose
         to work with exclusively), whereas some agencies report statistics as high as 75 percent for successful placements (meaning
         75 percent of the parents adopting receive a placement with their first birth family).
      

      Whatever type of adoption you choose, you must remember that adoption is guaranteed as long as you follow through and keep working toward an adoption. As long as you don’t give up, your baby will find his or her way to you. If you ever speak with parents whose first adoption didn’t work out, they will undoubtedly tell
         you that the baby who didn’t come home wasn’t their baby, and it wasn’t meant to be.
      



      Question #4 Ethnicity Issues

      I was really honest with myself when the process began. And while it isn’t flattering to admit, I knew I had so much on my
         plate being a first-time parent that I wasn’t going to be able to be a good parent to a baby that didn’t look like me. That’s
         the ugly and honest truth. Now that I’ve been a mom for a while and am confident in my parenting skills, I am not in the least
         bit intimidated about having a child with different skin color and having to respond to the intrusive, stupid and sometimes
         nasty questions from strangers in the supermarket (or even worse, insensitive comments from ignorant family members). But
         I wasn’t ready for that experience as a first-time adoptive parent. One of the features of domestic adoption is that you can
         specify that you want to adopt a child who looks like you (or somewhat like you). You even can tell your adoption professional
         that you want to adopt a blond-haired, blue-eyed baby boy. You may have to wait longer when you’re this specific (for example,
         most birth mothers don’t know the gender of the child they’re carrying, at least not until they receive some form of health
         care), but if you want a baby who looks exactly like your husband and you want a little boy, you can delineate these requirements
         as part of your domestic adoption.
      

      I’ve known adoptive parents who feel very, very strongly that there are too many children in need of good homes to choose
         to adopt from this country, where the competition for a newborn is high. These parents were committed not only to building
         their families but to helping make things better in our world community. They knew they could handle all the insensitive comments
         from relatives, whereas I knew I couldn’t.
      

      One of my best friends in the whole entire world has two beautiful little boys who were born in Korea. She was educated and
         prepared, but even she will admit that she was dumbfounded, horrified and infuriated the first and the one hundredth time
         someone asked a question such as “Are they really brothers?”; “Where are their real mothers from?”; or her personal favorite
         “They’re so lucky you saved them!” It took her a while to learn to just walk away or to come up with a smart-ass response.
         Parents who adopt babies with similar racial features will get these comments too when people learn that they’ve adopted,
         but they happen all too frequently to parents who’ve adopted children who don’t resemble them. By all means, fire away with
         a nasty comeback. But better yet, correct the misconception, change the negative language and help educate that person in
         the supermarket aisle. Adoptive parents everywhere will salute you!
      

      Please also remember that parenting a child who is adopted, regardless of ethnicity, will require a greater degree of awareness
         and sensitivity as your child ages. School projects for which you have to create a family tree can pose difficult issues for
         adopted kids. It doesn’t matter if your child looks like you or not — being a child who was adopted presents unique issues.
         But those issues definitely come up faster and are often more powerful when you and your child don’t share skin color or eye
         shape. Are you going to be able to help her (and yourself) deal with this?
      

      Question #5 Finances

      Believe it or not, as I noted above, domestic and international adoptions can sometimes cost about the same, but international
         adoptions tend to be more expensive. This is largely due to the costs incurred in traveling to get your baby. There’s nothing
         like having to live in another country for three or more weeks to drive up the cost of your adoption! Some international programs
         cost less than the more expensive domestic adoptions, but a recent survey conducted by Adoptive Families Magazine revealed that the vast majority of domestic adoptive parents spent between $10,000 and $15,000 (inclusive of travel expenses)
         for their adoption.
         
            1
         
          That certainly isn’t pennies, but it’s far from the $28,500 I spent on my first adoption (we chose to work with a full-service
         agency, which tends to be more expensive than an independent adoption).
      

      What is harder to gauge ahead of time is how much a domestic adoption will cost. International adoptions have more clearly
         defined costs than domestic adoptions and tend to be more expensive. According to the survey in Adoptive Families Magazine, most international adoptive parents spent over $20,000 on their adoptions.
      

      Informal 2002 and 2005 polls in Adoptive Families Magazine (see the Resources section for more information on these polls) showed that between 25 and 35 percent of domestic adoptive
         parents responding to both polls paid between $10,000 and $15,000. Of those domestic adoptive parents responding to the 2002
         poll, 70 percent waited less than one year (data on wait times was not included in the 2005 poll). Of the international adoptive
         parents who responded to the 2002 poll, 31 percent paid between $15,000 and $20,000 and 28 percent spent between $20,000 and
         $25,000; 66 percent waited less than one year, and 31 percent waited one to two years. The 2005 poll, however, shows increasing
         costs for international adoptive families. By 2005, of those responding to the poll, the vast majority (61 percent) of international
         adoptive parents paid more than $20,000. According to these polls, domestic adoption appears to be faster and less expensive
         than international adoption.
      

      If you need to know for sure how much it’s going to cost every step of the way, you need to use a full-service agency. Agencies
         have set fees and guidelines for you to anticipate cost. And if you’re doing a domestic adoption, using an agency can help
         absorb some of the risk of a domestic adoption gone wrong. (For one set agency fee, you usually can have several adoptions
         fall through. If, however, your first match with a birth family results in a permanent placement, you may have spent more
         than if you had chosen to work with an attorney.) An independent adoption — one that takes place using an attorney or facilitator
         or some combination thereof — will have more hidden and unanticipated costs. You could luck out and have an adoption that
         costs less than $10,000, or you could wind up shelling out larger sums of money if you have an adoption fall through and have
         to start from scratch.
      

      If you want to control costs and go for a lower-cost adoption, domestic adoption may be the way to go, especially if you are
         open to adopting a special-needs baby or a child from the foster-care system or can undertake a lot of the legwork to locate
         a birth family yourself. There are also ways to make adoption more affordable, but if you need to know ahead of time exactly
         how much you will be spending, you need to consider working with an adoption agency (domestic or international) that presents
         a predetermined fee schedule.
      

      Question # 6 Medical Background and Health Information

      A major reason people choose domestic adoption is that they get more information about a child’s birth family’s medical history.
         You usually also receive information about prenatal care (if your baby’s birth mother received any) and anything that occurred
         during delivery that might impact your child’s development or help you assess developmental issues later on (for example,
         low birth weight, poor Apgar scores or even oxygen deprivation). Indeed, more reputable domestic adoption agencies and attorneys
         make it their practice to take detailed medical and lifestyle histories from birth families, and you can thus learn everything
         from “Great-Uncle Bernie’s” heart disease or diabetes (both of which may be genetic conditions) to whether your birth mother
         likes the color blue. International adoptions rarely offer the same amount of medical information that is available in a domestic
         adoption and hardly ever offer information about the child’s birth family (although some countries, such as China and Korea,
         are making efforts to change this; in some cases you now can receive information from and maintain relationships with the
         foster family that cared for your baby).
      

      Indeed, in the domestic arena you can hold out until you find a birth family that has a genetic, medical or psychological
         history that meets your requirements, and also a situation in which there is a degree of prenatal care and/or exposure to
         medications, drugs, or cigarette smoke with which you are comfortable. I have known adoptive parents who have chosen not to
         adopt when they didn’t feel comfortable with a birth mother. In fact, one of my friends was so troubled by her introductory
         conversation with a birth mother that she alerted the agency with whom she was working that she was concerned this birth mother
         had psychiatric problems. The agency did some more investigation and learned that the birth mother did in fact have an extensive
         history of mental illness, which allowed them to place the baby with an adoptive family that was receptive to the birth mother’s
         personal issues and the possibility that the child had inherited one of her psychiatric conditions.
      

      International adoptive parents don’t have those luxuries. They receive a referral of a baby or child and often have very little
         medical information about the baby’s life thus far and no information about prenatal exposure to alcohol or drugs, prenatal
         care, or the birth family’s medical and genetic background. Fortunately, there now are a bunch of highly trained pediatricians
         that specialize in helping adoptive parents assess the medical information they receive on an international adoption referral
         and will review pictures and videotapes. These specialists are also experts at identifying mysterious illnesses and symptoms
         when your child comes home. But the reality remains that, absent a visible deformity like a cleft palate or clubfoot, most
         international adoptive parents are in the dark about their child’s medical condition until they bring their beloved new baby
         girl home and spend some time with her. International adoptive parents can choose to wait for another referral if they are
         uncomfortable with the medical background of the child for whom they receive a referral. However, most parents adopting internationally
         could care less about this stuff. While they may make an effort to preassess potential medical issues, they just want to bring
         their child home to a healthier, more loving environment with better medical care. They are prepared for the worst and hoping
         for the best — and the vast majority of the time, it is the best!
      

      Domestic adoptive parents can also back out of a planned adoption if a child is born with a medical condition they are not
         prepared to deal with, but 98 percent of the time the adoptive parents are aware of most medical and genetic details of the
         baby’s birth family and gestation and may even be aware of a cleft palate before birth. Serious medical issues in the neonate
         or newborn usually place the baby in a special-needs category. Adoptive parents interested in adopting a baby with special
         needs (commonly fetal alcohol syndrome or drug exposure) will have lower adoption costs, so if you’re open to the possibility
         of parenting a special-needs baby, this is a more affordable way to adopt domestically.
      

      Question #7 Parents with “Special Needs”

      There are a few more, albeit superficial, factors that shouldn’t be overlooked when considering domestic versus international
         adoption, including your age and/or sexual orientation and physical abilities. Let’s deal with the ultimate in superficiality
         — the beauty contest aspect of domestic adoption. It has been my experience (and my disgust) that a lot about domestic adoption
         comes down to marketing. Come on, let’s face it: many birth families choose younger, more attractive adoptive parents. This
         is life and why I will talk a great deal about how to market yourself competitively if you choose domestic adoption. Indeed,
         some private adoption agencies have age cutoffs and won’t even consider working with first-time domestic adoptive parents
         over the age of forty-two (which, between you and me, is ridiculous). If this is you, consider working independently with
         an attorney or a public agency (that may not discriminate against you because of your age) or going the international route.
      

      Another ugly truth about domestic adoption is that it can be harder to adopt domestically if you are single or gay. It is
         not impossible to adopt domestically as a single or gay parent; it’s just usually harder. You will have to choose your agency or attorney very carefully and may have to be very proactive in your search for a birth
         family. No one ever said anything about adoption was fair, and I will be absolutely blunt with you (it’s why you bought the
         book) — gay and/or single adoption, whether domestic or international, is a challenging path. That said, Rosie O’Donnell and
         Sharon Stone are just two examples (and exemplary ones at that) of gay or single parents who’ve adopted domestically. They
         did it, and so can you! If you are gay, single or some combination thereof, don’t immediately rule out domestic adoption.
         Read on in this book about working independently, marketing yourself and being aggressive about making adoption happen, and
         you too can be sitting watching the Home Shopping Network or reruns of Gilligan’s Island at 3 A.M. with a hungry infant. But basically speaking, if you’re on the older end of the parent spectrum, single and/or gay, international
         adoptions may be a more clearly defined path for you, because countries specify age requirements (usually much higher than
         for a domestic agency adoption) and whether they will accept single applicants. (Some countries specify that they won’t accept
         applicants from gay individuals or couples). China, for example, has annual quotas for adoptions by single parents (we’ll
         discuss age restrictions and other criteria for international adoptions in greater detail later in the book). And of course,
         foster-care and special-needs adoption is always an option for you (unless you live in a super-conservative state like Florida,
         which prohibits gay individuals from adopting, period).
      

      One last category of special-needs parents are those who are physically challenged or recovering from a major illness such
         as cancer. As with the categories of special-need parents I discussed above, there is no reason that you can’t try to adopt.
         You will have added pressure during your home study to demonstrate to your social worker that you’re capable of taking care
         of a child and that your illness is conquered (to the degree that medical science can determine that). For example, someone
         who is a breast cancer survivor, and has gone more than seven years without a recurrence, and has a letter from an oncologist
         stating that the cancer is (presumably and we pray) permanently in remission has a good chance of being approved. Apart from
         the home study you may have a harder time finding an agency or an attorney who will work with you. The same goes for you as
         for all other special-needs parents — do your homework, be proactive, and you will find an adoption professional willing to
         help you adopt.
      

      So let’s review for a moment (in no particular order): Why would you choose domestic or international adoption?

      
         
            	Features of the Adoption
            	Domestic
            	International
         

         
            	Access to and control over medical and genetic information
            	Yes
            	Usually not
         

         
            	Access to information concerning the birth family’s decision to make an adoption plan
            	Yes
            	Usually not
         

         
            	Possibility of being present at or before birth
            	Yes
            	No
         

         
            	Ability to parent from time of birth or shortly thereafter
            	Yes
            	No
         

         
            	Ability to choose or exclude racial or ethnic characteristics
            	Yes
            	Yes
         

         
            	Ability to have and control the type and extent of contact with the birth family after birth
            	Yes
            	No
         

         
            	Flexibility for designing an adoption that meets your financial needs
            	Yes
            	Yes
         

         
            	Flexibility in the system for older, single, gay or disabled adoptive parents
            	Sometimes; it depends on where and how you choose to adopt
            	Sometimes; it depends on where and how you choose to adopt
         

         
            	Making the difference in the life of an orphan
            	Yes
            	Yes
         

         
            	Ability to adopt an older child
            	Yes
            	Yes
         

         
            	Ability to adopt a child with special needs
            	Yes
            	Yes
         

         
            	Predictable system and process with milestones and established timeframes
            	No
            	Yes
         

         
            	High placement or success rate
            	Sometimes nothing is guaranteed
            	Yes
         

         
            	Not having to deal with birth-family contact at any point in time
            	No
            	Yes
         

         
            	Ability to predetermine costs of adoption
            	Not unless you use a full-service adoption agency
            	Yes
         

         
            	Cost of adoption may be less than $15,000
            	Yes
            	Probably not
         

      

   


End of sample
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