'BFROM THE FIELD

by Devon O’Neil

The Reunion

A mother’s 44-year search for her son comes to an end.

Bill Smith walks through the front door of his mother’s house
at 3 in the afternoon, tall, olive-skinned and handsome, his hair
combed back—a mirror image of his late father. Upstairs, his
mother hears him enter and races down to greet him.

“My son!” she shouts, bounding down the stairs. “My son!”

Bill hands her a bouquet of flowers, “These are for you, Mom.
Happy Mother’s Day.” He kisses her-cheek, and she lets out a grin
that makes her face glow.

It's a 75-degree spring day in Stratford, and 2ll four of Jane
Eberle’s children are coming over for a barbecue. They don't often
get together like this, Bill, the oldest at 46, lives in Pennsylvania,
two hours from the rest of the clan, and all four siblings—two
boys, two girls—have families of their own. But when they do get

together, the scene can be one to behold, stretching deep into the
everning.

As the rest of Janes kids arrive, everyone greets everyone else -

with a hug and a kiss: siblings, grandkids, cousins, even Jane’s
6-foot-5 husband, Gerhard—no one gets away without a smooch.
Kenny, Bill's younger brother and ah ex-bodybuilder, shows up.
markedly thinner than the last time Bill saw him, “What hap-
pened to your Jabba the Hutt?” Bill chides. The two have a bet
riding on who can lose the most weight before a family trip to
Cancun, a dollar a pound to the winner. Both have dropped near-
ly 40 pounds, sparking side bets among the rest of the family.

Before long, the four grown siblings are sitting on the back
deck hamming it up over margaritas, mojitos and cold beers,
their proud mother observing from the sidelines as a2 maelstrom
of grandchildren swirls in the yard behind her, If you did’t know
better, you'd assume Jane's kids had all grown up together, bound
like a litter since childhood.

Jane Eberle’s letter to a man who she desperately hoped was her oldest son, and on the beach in
Cancun with her children, left fo right, Kim, Ken, Bil! and Kristy.
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But youd.be wrong. Until two years ago,

. Bilt had no clue he was part of this family.

He couldn't have picked his mother out of a
lineup. In fact, as far as he knew, his mom
died when he was 16. Not until August 2008
did he learn the truth: that his birth mother
had given him away when he was three days
old to a couple shed never met, then spent
the next 44 years searching for him, secretly
and alone, cornering any stranger who re-
sembled his father or brother and asking the
only question she knew to ask: “Pardon me,
is your name Smith?” '

The story began in Stratford in the spring
of 1963-—a frisky time for Jane and her boy-
friend, Ray. He was a tall, good-looking
high school junior, she an irreverent eighth-.
grader. Their teenage hormones worked like
a clock: Every day after school, they went
home and had sex. When she missed her pe-
riod in June, however, she knew she was in
setious trouble,

Her mother, a nurse, had just been diag-
nosed with pancreatic cancer—a death sen-
tence that cruelly coincided with the birth

of jane’s youngest sister. Given Jane’s strict .

Catholic upbringing, her misdeed shocked
her family. “You little whore” her aunt
sneered,

Her parents immediately made plans to
conceal the pregnancy. There was no ques-

tion: She would have the baby. “Abortion
was against our beliefs,” she says. “It wasn’t
even something we considered.” But her bel-
ly would not grow under their roof. Instead,
her parents sent her to live with a divorcée in. let
Milford—a 15-year-old outcast.

She dropped out of ninth grade the day
she began to show, and went into labor on a
bitter February night. Ray, who later would
become her husband of 20 years and the fa-
ther of her three future children, rushed to
the hospital after school,

In advance of the birth, Jane and. her
parents had agreed to give the baby away
through Catholic Charities, a trusted adop-’
tion agency. There was no way Jane could
keep the child with her mom so ill, no matter
how much she longed to. Her only request
was that Ray be allowed to see his son, But
after Jane gave birth, she was allowed to hold
her child for only a moment; then the nurse
took him away before Ray could touch him.

“I'm sorry;, the nurse said. “You have no
right to see this baby” _

“It's my baby,” Jane replied, at once terri-
fied and appalled. '

“No. This baby has already been promised
to another family, It’s already been paid for”

When she heard those words, Jane erupt-
ed. She screamed at the nurses, cursing and |
flailing as if on fire, then vehemently rejected
her prior deal with Catholic Charities.
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From the Field

Not long afterward, a woman approached
cautiously from across the roorn. She couldn’t
help but overhear what had happened, she
told Jane, and given the circumstances, she
wondered if Jane would ever consider a pri-
vate (read illegal) adoption. Her neighbors,
an older couple who'd been unable to con-
ceive, were having poor luck trying to adopt.
Their name was Smith and they lived in Mil-
ford, she said.

Jane told her mother, who vetted the
Smiths that afterncon in their living room.
Three days later, Jane left the hospital with
‘her baby, handed him to her mother and
gently kissed him goodbye.

“The pain, when you see the baby and you
know this is your child, was devastating,” she
recalls today. Her eyes well up, and she turns
away, .

Jane and her parents never spoke of the
child again, Ray was much luckier: His fam-
ily never found out. Jane moved back home
and went on with her life as if nothing had
happened.. With her mother taking mor-
phine each night, then melting off to sleep
on the living-room couch, Jane took on the
maternal role in the household. Her mother
died within a year, at age 47,

Jane and Ray married when she was 17
and had three children by the time she was
21. He worked as a mechanic for Mack
Trucks while she attended night school to
finish ninth grade, the prerequisite for hair-
dressing school,

Theirs became an average life: two young
parents scrambling to provide for their chil-
dren. Yet while Ray put their firstborn out of
his mind, Jane never could—no matter how
hard she tried.

“The constant not knowing whether he
was okay, she says, “it was a hole in my
heart-—something missing, something gone.
The pain was just always there, always.”

Jane considered looking up every Smith in
the phone book and knocking on every door
until she found her son. She thought about
staking out elementary schools and dreamed
of watching him walk to class. But she knew
it would be wrong!

When she had turned 21, a lawyer had
shown up at her door with a stack of papers—
apparently the Smiths had decided to legalize

. the adoption, Jane had signed the papers al-

most without looking at them, remembering
just the name “Francis” from the pile before
she ripped them up, horrified that her chil-

_dren might find out, (Later, when they were

teenagers, she came clean.)

From then on, whenever the subject of
adoption came up, Jane made a point of dis-
couraging women from making the same
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choice shed made. “Do whatever you can to
keep your child;” shéd plead. “The pain hurts
o0 much”

Meanwhile, Bill Smith grew up in a loving
if unconventional home. When he was 5, his
parents drove him to Vermont and handed
him a baby. “This is your sister;’ they said.
Even at his age, the event seemed strange.
He filed it away for decades, always wonder-
ing whether his sister had been adopted, but
never once suspecting he might have been,

He didn't have many attachments as a kid.
His dad was an engineer whose jobs took the
family from Connecticut to Cameroon to
Florida to Iran, all before Bill was 15. Even-
tually they settled, -ironically, in Stratford,
where Bill enrolled in high school. He grew
his hair down to his shoulders, wore a leather
jacket, and spent more time working on his
Monte Carlo than attending class.

His mother’s death when Bill was 16 sent
him into a spiral. He had little in commeon
with his father or sister, which always puz-
zled him. Every girl he dated seemed to have
a large, happy family, something hed always
wanted. Needing an escape, he dropped out
his senior year of high school and joined the
Navy at 18, spending the next four years in
places like Germany, Egypt and the Mediter-
ranean.

Jane always figured her firstborn son
would search for her once he turned 21, But
he never did. She had no idea where he lived
or what his first name was, only that his last
name was Smith. She rarely mentioned him,
and when she did it was only to her sister,
Janice. But she never stopped searching.

She got into the habit of studying men's
faces: on the street, in the grocery store, at
the mall, in her office hallways. She checked
for Smiths in her company directory and
arez phone books. Whenever she saw a man
in the right age range who looked like her
son, Kenny, or Ray, whom shedd divorced in
1985, shed walk up and ask if his last name
was Smith. It never was.

When the Internet became popular in the
mid-"90s, Jane entered her information into
adoption registries—to no avail. Then Ray
died of colon cancer in ¥ebruary 2003, at 56.
Knowing a man is more likely to contract that
disease if a direct relative has had it (more
than twice as likely, in fact), Jane frantically
renewed her search. As always, the futility
of her search felt like a knife to her heart, as
sharp as the day she gave her son away.

Twice she consulted private investigative
firms, only to be told she didr’t have enough

" money to pursue the matter. Eerie coinci-
dences kept her engaged. When she and
second husband Gerhard, a German watch-
maker, moved into. their home in Stratford,
they met their next-door neighbor, Francis
Smith, who had a son the same age as Jané’s

firstborn. child. Her heart nearly leaped out
of her rib cage. Alas, the son clearly resem-
bled his father. -

By 2005, exhausted from four fruit-
less decades, Jane finally was ready to stop
searching, “I can't stand the pain of this,” she
thought. “I just want it to be over” :

Then, during a business trip to Phila-
delphia, she found herself sitting next to a
woman who had adopted a child. Jane told |
her about the son shed given away and her
unsuccessful efforts to find him. The woman
buzst into tears. “Without people like you,
she sobbed, “I wouldn't have a child” '

Jane went home that night and changed
her mind, '

Early in the summer of 2008, Jane’s phone
rang. It was Kenny, and he told her some sort
of inner voice had spoken to him. “Mom,” he
said, “have you ever done anything to find
our brother?” ) '

Jane wasn't prepared for that question,
but she answered honestly. “I think I already
found him.”

More than a year before that call, Jane had

. used an updated people-search site fo narrow -

thousands of Smiths born on Feb, 10, 1564,
down to about 50. She-homed in on one in |
particular: William Francis Smith of Easton,
Pa—formerly of Hamden, Conn. “I donit
know how; I just knew it was him,” she says.

She ordered a comprehensive report,
which confirmed her suspicion—and turned
her gut inside out all over again. After so
many years and enough tears to fill a bathtub,
the regret that had hung.over her life since
the day she carried her-son out of the hospital
suddenly returned full force. She wondered
whether to intrude on his life—or if she'd for-
feited that privilege the day she gave him up.

From June 2007 to August 2008, Jane wres-
tled with herself over what to do, but shared
her dilemma with no one. At one point, final-
Iy at peace with her decision to make contact,
she called William Smith at home: But when
his voice came on the answering machine,
she freaked out and hung up.

. She decided to write a letter.

Dear William,

1 hiave been searching for a young man born
in Milford Connecticut with the last name
Smith. ... Ido not know quile where to begin,
and I do not wish to be intrusive. However, the
person I am searching for was adopted, and
I as his birth mother, have personal informa-
tion to share with him regarding his biological
siblings, as well as some health issues that he
should be made aware of. . ..

Bill Smith read the letter at his dinner ta-
ble. “My initial thoyght was that it was some
kind of scam,” he says now. He called Jane
and left a message. “I'd love to help you find
your son, but I'm not adopted,’ he said.

Nonetheless, Jane called him the next
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morning and they got to talking. Too many
details made too much sense, He agreed to
take a DNA test to help her find closure, then
got anxious and e-mailed Jane a photograph.

“I opened it up and it painted the screen,”
she recalls. “They heard me screaming down
the hall at my office—'Oh my God, this is my
son. That’s my son!”

She had Kenny’s wife send Bill a photo of
Kenny and Ray, which clinched it for Bill.
At 44, having lived most of his life without a
mother, he called Jane and said, “Hi, Mom.”

Two weeks later they met at a hotel in
Newark. Jane was sobbing but clearly recalls
their embrace. “The very first thing Bill said
to me was, “Thank you so much for giving

“The first thing Bill said
to me was, ‘Thank you

so much for giving birth to me.

| You had other options, but you

gave me life. And I've had o

wonderful life.””

birth to me. You had other options, but you
gave me life. And I've had a wonderful life”
She was flocred. For most of her life shed

carried an indescribable guilt. In a moment,

| 'hed forgiven her. “There’s no explaining how

wonderful it feels to know I did the right
thing,” she says.

Bill, meanwhile, found himself in a pe-
culiar position. “I was not happy for me;” he
says, “I was happy for her—that shed found
her son, And I happened to be that person”

He pauses. “How can you find a Bill Smith?
I didn’t even know I was missing?”

As his feelings toward his new family de-
veloped, the most difficult part for Bill was
confronting his 80-year-old father, who still
maintained Bill was not adopted four months
after Bill met Jane. “What does she want;” his
dad asked, “money or something?” =

Bill looked his father in the eye. “We took

| 2 DNA test, Dad. She’s my mother. You got to

give it up. If it’s about Tove, I love you. You're
my father” :

His dad broke down and confessed: Hed
promised his wife before she died that hed
never tell Bill and his sister they were ad-
opted. “I was afraid of not being your dad
~anymore;” he said.

Bill’s dad had a harder time forgiving Jane
for exposing their secret. After a while, she
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sent him a letter explaining her motives and
the burden shed carried all these years.

When Bill talked to-his dad, his dad told
hirn, “J got the letter and I read it. I've read it
many times, and I've been crying”

“Why’s that, Dad?” he asked.

“Because it touched me. She seems like a
really nice Jady”

For Jane’s family, meeting Bill was like see-
ing Ray’s ghost. “He acts like him, he talks like
him, he's the sarme bit of cheap like him.” says
Jane’s sister, Janice, Likewise, there are times
people look at Bill and Kenny and see them
unwittingly perched in the same position,
arms up, rocking back and forth like twins,

But they're just happy to be brothers. They
go fishing together and talk on the phone
once a week. When asked about Bill, every-
one tells of the time he and Kenny walked

down to the local baseball, field and played- |-

their first game of catch. It only took a few
throws before the moment. overwhelmed
them and they both started to cry.

From the beginning, Bills siblings have
treated him like they've always treated
one another; with no mercy. They call his
3,000-square-foot house a “shed” and tease
him when Jane buys strawberries for the
sugar-free cheesecake he likes. “We never
got strawberries, Mom!” protests Kim, the
second-oldest.

“It's so strange,” says Kristy, the youngest,
“because it’s almost like he was always part of '
the family. It’s very comfortable.”

But there are still fragile moments. Jane
sometimes slips and says, “When I first met
Bill” before correcting herself to sdy, “I mean,
‘reconnected” It's still sad when Bill’s siblings
talk about their dad, whom he never got to
meet, But Bill has never blamed his mother
for giving him away.

*] understand that she had to do what she
had to do;” he says. “I'm not resentful at all.
The only thing that I miss is getting to grow
up with my siblings, and what that would've
been like, But I wouldn't trade this. experi-
ence for anything, man. I'm happy”

And 50 is Jane. In fact, she says, “I'm happier
than I've ever been in my life” She is also less
stressed, more relaxed and at peace. *I have all
my chickadees,’ she says. “There was a piece of
ime that was missing, and I'm whole now”

The night of the barbecue, Janes children | §

spent three hours laughing together in her
kitchen. Eventually Kenny broke out his gui-
tar and started jamming, singing song after
song alone, until Bill joined in around mid-
night and they spent 10 minutes belting out
“House of the Rising Sun” like teenagers in
their parents’ basement.

'Their sisters stood across the room, cheer- -|
ing and clapping. Their mother watched
from the doorway, marveling at a scene only
she had believed in. -
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