



southtownstar.com Member of Sun-Times Media

Adoption: Choices that change lives
(http://www.southtownstar.com/news/1895494,112209aaadoption_.article)
November 21, 2009

BY DONNA VICKROY
Sheri O'Connor and Pat and Julie Devaney know the meaning of anguish. 

O'Connor, of Oak Lawn, was just 16 when she learned she was pregnant. She worked through fear, denial, confusion and uncertainty before she made her decision to place her baby for adoption. Now 26, she looks back on the event and marvels at her ability to step outside of herself and make what she knows was a heartwrenching, yet ultimately selfless decision. 

Married later in life, the Devaneys, of Alsip, have tried everything to have a child, including expensive fertility treatments. They desperately want a baby and their last hope is that a woman like O'Connor will give them the chance to be parents. 

Both O'Connor and the Devaneys turned to St. Mary's Services, a non-profit maternity counseling and adoption agency in Arlington Heights. 

Because November is national adoption awareness month, we decided to share O'Connor's and the Devaneys' stories. 



Pregnancy "scared the living daylights" out of Sheri O'Connor. She was a junior at Oak Lawn High School when she learned she was expecting.

"I didn't tell anyone for three months," she said. "I didn't know what to do. You know, you think if you avoid it, it will go away."

It didn't.

Finally, she mustered up the courage to tell her parents, who were very upset at first but eventually became OK with it, she recalled.

O'Connor and her steady boyfriend weighed all of their options.

"We knew it was 100 percent our responsibility," she said. "We didn't want our problem to affect other people. We didn't want our moms to have to raise our baby."

She enrolled in the Courage program through St. Germaine Catholic parish in Oak Lawn. The program provides help to single parents as well as pregnancy counseling to unwed mothers.

She was leaning toward adoption when she happened to tell her counselor at Oak Lawn High School about her predicament. Turns out her counselor had adopted a baby through St. Mary's.

"She thought very highly of the agency," O'Connor said. "So we set up an appointment to meet with a counselor from St. Mary's."

Founded in 1887 by the Episcopal Sisters of St. Mary, the agency began with the formation of guilds, mothers' meetings and sewing classes to support low-income women and children on Chicago's South Side. By 1894, the Sisters moved to the city's West Side and began to shelter orphans and children of ill and unemployed working women.

By the mid-1940s, a foster home care program was started. Children of all ages were cared for. Many had tragic histories of parental illness, addiction, alcoholism, abuse or desertion.

Gradually, foster care was phased out and what was to become St. Mary's Services evolved, focusing primarily on services for birth parents in need and families looking to adopt.

As is custom for birth mothers, O'Connor was shown scrapbooks built by prospective adoptive couples. Each book served as an introduction to a couple in search of a child.

"We chose the second couple," O'Connor said. "It was just one of those things. We saw pictures of their house, we saw their dog. It just clicked."

O'Connor gave birth to a baby boy that June. She had stayed in school until the end of May and then returned to take final exams after the baby was born.

She named the baby Ryan. Two days later he was delivered to his new parents.

"It was the most bittersweet time of my life. I knew I was doing the right thing, that I was making the greatest decision, but it was sad, too."

Ryan's adoptive parents kept his name and they kept their promise to regularly send along photos, videos, e-mails and little special somethings, including stuffed toys and a Matchbox car that Ryan wanted Sheri to have.

"He knows that he came from my stomach," O'Connor said. "He's known all along and that's something I think is great. It's not this big secret that he has to wait until he's 18 to find out about."

O'Connor went on to graduate high school. She attended Moraine Valley Community College and then earned a degree in merchandise management from the Academy of Design Technology.

She is no longer dating Ryan's father, although the two keep in touch.

"Ryan has a good life. He's on every sport imaginable. I don't know if I would have been able to do that for him," she said.

Even though she occasionally wonders what her life would be like today had she kept Ryan, she harbors no doubts that she did what was best for him.

"You really have to step outside yourself and consider what's best for the baby," she said. "I'm really lucky that I get to know how he's doing. And that he's doing great."



As a young girl, Julie Devaney dreamed of the day she'd hold her own baby. Pat Devaney grew up with four brothers and a sister, and always assumed he'd have a house full of kids.

Julie was 36 and Pat was 44 when they met in 2004.

"We knew immediately it was right," Julie recalled.

They were married the next year and immediately got to work growing a family.

But life doesn't always go as planned. After three attempts at in vitro fertilization, the couple decided to pursue adoption.

Pat admits they were naive about the process.

"We always thought there were oodles of babies to pick from," he said.

According to the National Council for Adoption, less than 1 percent of women experiencing unplanned pregnancies consider adoption today.

Cindy Anselmo, clinical supervisor at St. Mary's, said there are fewer birth moms choosing adoption, in part because of abortion options and in part because of greater social acceptance of single parenting. At the same, she said, the number of couples looking to adopt has increased, mainly because of fertility problems.

Once a couple apply to St. Mary's, they begin the process called home study, an extensive process that includes being fingerprinted and passing FBI and state Department of Children and Family Services background checks. It also involves putting together a scrapbook of themselves.

That book is shown to women who are considering placing their unborn child with an adoptive couple.

Most couples tend to be placed with a child within a year.

But in the case of Pat and Julie, it could take longer.

"Birth parents tend to prefer younger families," Anselmo said, even though an older couple might be more financially stable and secure in their marriage.

"I don't think people know that there aren't the number of children to match the number of couples who want to adopt," Julie said.

The result is a very competitive arena, with prospective parents advertising in magazines, newspapers and online for a baby to adopt.

"It gets very expensive," said Julie, a speech pathologist at Advocate Christ Medical Center in Oak Lawn.

When Pat recently was laid off after working 18 years as a graphic artist with an international management consulting firm, he knew the odds against them had just increased.

On the plus side, Anselmo said, the Devaneys are willing to put themselves out there.

Even though they said it can be uncomfortable advertising your desire for a child, the Devaneys set up a Web site, julieandpatadopt.com and they have promised to consider all offers.

For the couple who love to walk in the woods, ride bikes and host family get-togethers in the back yard, a baby would make everything complete.

"Family enriches your life," Pat said.

"We have to stay hopeful," Julie added.

