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In August, almost exactly 21 years after meeting my birth mom for the first time – at the age of 

21, back in 1995 – I published ‘Umbilicus’. It’s an autobiographical novel, a coming-of-age story 

based on my personal journey as an adoptee beneath a suffocating shroud of secrecy during 

the closed adoption era. Besides being an intimate account of many of the issues and 

challenges I faced growing up knowing virtually nothing about my biological roots, it also 

contains many revealing insights from my birth parents, my adoptive parents, and a social 

worker involved in our case. 

Whilst putting together all the pieces of the puzzle to write this book, I was quite amazed by the 

string of coincidences and bizarre twists of fate that had occurred over the years in the lead-up 

to the reunion with my birth mom. I am going to read to you several passages from the book, to 

paint a picture of how some of the events unfolded at various periods in our concurrent 

journeys – as birth parents, adoptive parents, and adoptee. 

 

http://www.adoptioncoalitionsa.org/
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You were born shortly before sunrise, at around 5:30am, on the eighth floor of the hospital. 

They took you away immediately after you were born. I wasn’t allowed to see or hold you. I 

went to have a shower afterwards, and when I came back I remember lying in my bed and 

watching the sun climb slowly over the horizon. Amy [her sister-in-law, who was a nurse, and 

on duty that night] knew the staff in the maternity ward, and they allowed her to give you your 

first bath. 

Later, when I wanted to see you in the nursery, the staff were not in favour of it. I begged and 

pleaded with them. Eventually they conceded. Very guardedly they took me to you. You were 

so tiny and beautifully perfect. My whole being cried out to hold you in my arms. They wouldn’t 

let me. My heart was breaking. My soul was being torn apart. Numb with grief and pain, tears 

falling down my face, I was gently led away. 

 

Three days after having you, I left the hospital, leaving you behind. I lost part of myself when I 

walked away from you that day. Guilt-ridden and sad, consumed with an aching void of sorrow 

and regret, I had never felt so alone. But the grief is for myself, because I know for my baby it 

was right. 

 

--- 



 

 

Before we got you, things weren’t easy. Most of my friends were falling pregnant and every 

kitchen tea or baby shower there were the questions, I think mainly from the older generation: 

‘When are you having children?’ And: ‘Don’t wait too long!’ 

 

Lynne is my oldest friend — since we were three years old, she’s been like a sister to me. 

When she fell pregnant, I was very happy for her. When she went into labour, Gran and 

Granddad were staying with us. We got the call from Lynne’s husband, with the doubly exciting 

news she had just given birth to twins, which was a total surprise to everyone! I really wanted to 

see her and meet the babies, so Gran and Granddad agreed to take Tess, Lynne’s sister-in-

law, and me to Kokstad that Friday.  

 

Tess and I visited Lynne each day, and walked around Kokstad when she needed a rest. It was 

a time of such mixed emotions. I was so enormously happy for my greatest friend, but so full of 

anger and rage at fate, which had to be kept locked inside me while I smiled and chatted and 

joked. Tess and I were wondering around the little town and I was feeling so down. Lynne and I 

were supposed to be having our children together and bringing them up at the same time. 

 

God moves in mysterious ways . . . It was Sunday 18th August, the day that you were born! 



Three weeks later … the phone rang and our lives changed forever. It was a call from Child 

Welfare to tell us we had a daughter! 

 

You developed the most awful colic. From 7am till 5pm you never slept, just cried and cried and 

cried. I felt like such a failure as a new mother. I was sure this wouldn’t have happened if you 

had remained with your birth mother, that somehow you sensed I was a fraudulent substitute … 

When you were three months old, [you had] a Barium swallow X-ray, and they discovered your 

digestive system was immature, hence the colic — not because I was an incompetent mother! 

 

Two weeks later, we bought our house in Durban North from friends, and their maid asked if 

she could stay with us. My goodness, how life changed — you outgrew your colic, I had help in 

the house, and a washing machine! We could see the sea from where we lived, and I loved 

your 6am feed — just the two of us, the sun coming up over the horizon, the beginning of a 

brand new day. I used to tell you stories, or read my books to you. You would lie with your 

hands clasped on your little chest, watching me, drinking your bottle with absolute dedication. I 

would tell you how we got you, how your birth mother loved you so much but couldn’t look after 

you, so you had come to live with us and be our daughter. I would tell you how much we loved 

you, our plans for your future, my hopes and dreams for you. I would often call you ‘my darling 

adopted daughter’ so it was a word we were both comfortable with, and hopefully ‘being 

adopted’ would never come as a shock to you, that it would be something you were used to. 

 

--- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

About two months after you were born, I was living at the YWCA, which was then on the 

Esplanade, overlooking the yacht mole. I found a receptionist job at a doctor’s rooms in Smith 

Street, which was within walking distance to the hostel. I had been incredibly down and 

depressed since giving you away, and started stockpiling pills, with the view to ending my life. I 

just felt like such a failure. A twenty-one-year-old divorcée who couldn’t even look after her own 

child! 

 

One morning, overcome with grief and despair, I waited for my roommate to go to work, took an 

overdose, climbed into bed, and waited to die. The cleaning staff found me. They couldn’t open 

the door because I had locked it from the inside and left the key in the lock. And when they got 

no response from whomever was in the room, it raised alarm bells. Somehow they got in and I 

was rushed to hospital where they pumped my stomach. Instead of trying to find me the help I 

so desperately needed, the YWCA kicked me out. Apparently I was a liability to the ‘Christian’ 

reputation of their establishment. 

 

My brother and sister-in-law took me in after I was evicted and were of wonderful support to me 

then. They helped me through the darkest days of my life. With their love they restored a spirit 

of courage in me. Slowly I regained my self-esteem. On New Year’s Eve, while everyone was 



out celebrating, I moved into Addington’s nurses’ quarters, to start my student nursing training 

on New Year’s Day. With my sorrow and loss buried deep within, I took it one day at a time.  

 

--- 

 

 

 

On New Year’s Eve, when you were four months old, I had a long relaxing bath with a glass of 

champagne — such a special treat, then Dad and I had a celebratory dinner that I had cooked. 

Afterwards we went and stood on our little verandah and watched the fireworks out at sea, and 

toasted each other. We were so full of hopes and plans and happiness — in our new home with 

our new daughter. 

 

--- 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Three days after your seventeenth birthday, I made contact with Child Welfare and requested 

another progress report. Again, I was told everything was fine. 

 

A short while later, I was speaking to Amy about just how low I was feeling. She listened for a 

very long time while I went over and over the deaths of my brother, my mother, my father, and 

Judson, as well as my loss of you when you were born. My grief was just unbearable. 

 

She was quiet for a while, and then, as if injecting me with a powerful drug of hope, she told me 

she was almost certain she knew who your parents were. Then she told me your name. I 

couldn’t believe what I was hearing. For the next few weeks I took time to let it all sink in. 

 

Then I met with a lovely social worker at Child Welfare who, although helpful in trying to get me 

the counselling and therapy I needed, firmly advised me against trying to initiate contact with 

you directly. 

 

I attended a few support group sessions on her recommendation, and found them very useful. 

But when I explained to her how anxious I was feeling following several family deaths, and that 



I really wanted to meet you, she told me it simply wasn’t possible. Eventually, after agonising 

over the possible repercussions of my next move, I wrote and posted this letter to your dad. 

 

 

Dear Dr V 

 

After a tremendous amount of thought and consideration, I am taking a step in faith and pray 

you will receive this letter in the spirit in which it is intended. My intentions are sincere and pure. 

 

For some time now, through strange coincidences, I have come to believe I am the birth mother 

of your daughter, Charlotte. 

 

If she is the baby born on 18th August 1974 at Addington Hospital, and registered as Beth 

Farrier, then I am her birth mother. 

 

I want to assure you, with a solemn honesty, that I do not wish to pose any threat or cause you 

any pain. You alone can choose to verify the truth of my belief and lay to rest my ever lifelong 

question. 

 

I also feel that if, at any time in the future there is any need or wish for Charlotte to know about 

her birth parents, I am ready and would gladly share with her or yourselves the circumstances 

and events leading to the decision of her adoption. 

 

For your probable questions, I so much want to let you know she comes from a background of 

integrity. She was conceived in love and within a marriage. Just sad and unexpected 

circumstances prevented us from fulfilling a future we dearly wanted for her, but could not 

provide. I am assured within my heart she has had all the love, care and nurturing a child 

deserves. I thank you for that. 

 

I also feel it is essential for you to know I have created contentment and love within my life, with 

a family of my own. After the traumatic and disturbing experience of giving birth to a child and 



making the decision to sacrifice my natural human and motherly instinct of love and protection 

to nurture my child, it has been a long road. But I have come to terms with my doubts and 

fears. What would ultimately be the freedom of my pain is the reassurance from yourselves. 

 

If you find it within your heart to reply to me, I assure you with all sincerity, I shall do nothing but 

wait. 

 

The next two weeks were endless and unbearable for me. Then the post arrived. It was 24th 

December, twenty years to the day after Dylan and I got married. (Dylan was her first husband, 

and my birth father.) 

 

 

--- 

 

 



 

 

Dear Mrs Jones 

 

Receiving your letter came as a terrible and deeply disturbing shock to me and my wife. 

Although you take great pains to reassure us you do not wish to pose a threat to the happiness 

and security of our family, we cannot see you in any other light. It is with much distress that I 

write this letter back to you. 

 

In answer to your question, our daughter Charlotte was born at Addington Hospital on 18th 

August 1974, and the name under which she came to us was Beth Farrier. It would appear that 

you are her biological mother. 

 

We have always made a point of telling our children they are adopted, and have always freely 

and openly discussed with them any questions they might have had about their biological 

parents. We have also previously discussed with Charlotte the issue of one day trying to trace 

her biological mother. She has always seemed wary of this subject, and her answer was that 

she perhaps one day would like to find out, but it was something she felt not at all ready for. 

 



In this regard, my wife Mary and I wish to make a very serious and urgent plea. Our attitude to 

Charlotte has been that if she one day did want to try and find her biological mother, we would 

not only not stand in her way, we would actively try to help her. We were planning on going to 

discuss the issue with them at Child Welfare, to ask them to act as intermediaries — but this 

would only happen once Charlotte herself felt ready to handle this. She herself feels, and so do 

we, that the time is not yet, and probably not for some years to come.  

 

As I said at the beginning, you cannot but pose a threat to the security and happiness of our 

family, and this is in more ways than one. May we please ask that you be as good as your 

word, and let the matter rest here, until she perhaps one day decides to make a move.  

 

--- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

My birth mom was as good as her word. Even though she now knew who I was, where I lived, 

and even what I looked like – thanks to a Matric Dance photo she managed to get hold of a few 

months later – she never tried to make contact with me directly. 

Unfortunately though, much of what my dad wrote in that letter was not true. At the age of 17, I 

was going through what can only be described as a crippling identity crisis, and was acting out 

in every inappropriate and self-destructive way imaginable. I was desperate to make contact 

with my birth mother, to ask her all the questions about the circumstances surrounding my birth, 

and the reasons why she had given me away, questions that I knew only she could answer.  

But asking my folks for their written permission to get my file from Child Welfare was not an 

option. Our relationship was in a very bad way at the time. I chose to wait it out and do it on my 

own. When I turned 21, I went to Child Welfare and got my file. I met my birth mother shortly 

thereafter, and my birth father a couple of years later. I have also met all my half-siblings which, 

growing up, I never even knew I had. 

There is so much more to this story, and after reading my whole book you will definitely come 

to appreciate why I am such a vocal proponent of open adoption, as well as professional 



counselling for all members of the triad, including adoptees, and especially during the teen 

years, as we forge our identities.  

If you’d like more information about me or my book, or the other talks that I offer, please check 

out my website, www.paulagruben.com. 

 

 

Thank you! 
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