


Four years ago, my OB/GYN called late at night. “I had a patient come in for her 

annual exam,” she said, “but it turns out she’s six months pregnant. She’s making a 

plan for adoption, and you were the first people I thought of.

Do you want a baby?”

IN HER
OWN WORDS

by Eleanor Brown

     This is the sort of phone call people get in 

the movies, not in real life. But three months 

later, there we were, standing in the delivery 

room, hugging our son’s birth father as we 

watched our child being born. His birth 

mother was a little busy right then, but we 

hugged her plenty later.

     Yes, we were in the delivery room. We were 

at prenatal appointments, too. Now we hang 

out and have pizza for dinner and play in the 

yard. We celebrate holidays together. I share 

pictures and videos with extended family 

who live far away, and every month we make 

a craft project to mail to them. Last year we 

traveled to spend Thanksgiving with our son’s 

birth mother’s family, and this year we’ll travel 

to see his birth father’s family, including two 

great-grandmas. Open adoptions like ours are 

not always possible or advisable, but when 

they are, they can benefit everyone, especially 

the adopted child.

     When most people have a baby, their 

family grows by one. Ours grew exponentially. 

It has not always been easy. Our decisions are 
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not necessarily the decisions our son’s birth 

family would make. Like all families, our family 

is complicated.

     In talking about our family after the 

adoption, I came to realize how little most 

people understand about open adoption. “I 

could never do that,” they say. Or “Isn’t that 

confusing?” they ask. I understand this—for 

a long time, closed adoptions, sometimes to 

the point where children weren’t even told 

they had been adopted, were the norm. Still, 

the responses I had—of course you could do 

it if it would benefit your child, and no, it’s not 

really confusing—were both too simple and 

too complex.

     So I did the only thing I know how to do 

when I have a lot of questions and not enough 

answers: I started to write a book. I gave 

my questions and my feelings to fictional 

characters and let them try to work them 

out. I created an adoptive family even more 

complicated than my own and watched as 

they navigated their feelings, the baggage 

they brought from their past into the present, 

and the way their relationships with one 

another, their children, and their children’s 

birth family shifted and scraped and evolved.

     I can’t say writing Any Other Family gave 

me all the answers. If anything, it left me with 

more questions. But that, I think, is the best 

part of the book. The questions it asks—What 

makes a family? What makes a good parent? 

A good mother? Who gets to decide?—are 

impossible to answer, even when we are sure 

we know what the answers are.

     During our pre-adoption classes, the 

facilitator asked all the prospective adoptive 

parents to stand in two groups—those who 

wanted a closed adoption, with no contact 

with the biological family, and those who 

wanted an open adoption. “I just want it to

be clean,” one of the hopeful fathers in the 

closed group said, making a cutting motion 

with his hand.

     I think about that man a lot. I wonder if 

he ever did adopt a child, and what kind of 

relationship they have with the biological 

family. I wonder whether he has learned 

that adoption is never “clean,” that you 

cannot simply cut off a part of a child’s life 

and pretend it never happened. I wonder 

whether he understands, as we have grown to 

understand, that adoptive families are just like 

any other family—wonderful and complicated.

So I did the only thing I know how to do when I have a lot of questions

and not enough answers: I started to write a book.



READING GROUP GUIDE
1.

Any Other Family asks the question: 
What makes a family? After reading 
this novel, what do you think are the 
elements that tie a family together? 

What does the term “family”
mean to you? 

2.
Tabitha, Ginger, and Elizabeth are three 

very different women. Discuss the
ways in which each responds to the 
tenuous sisterhood formed between 

them. Did you relate to any of the 
mothers in particular? How so?  

3.
At the start of the novel, Tabitha has 
very specific expectations for how 

the family vacation will go. Why does 
Tabitha cling to these ideas? What goes 

wrong and makes her lose control? 

4.
Discuss the relationship between the 

children: Phoebe, Tate, Taylor, and
baby Violet. What do you think about 
their relationships with one another?

Are there any particular moments
during which the sibling relationships 

stand out to you?  

5.
Elizabeth insists that she does not want 
to adopt the new baby. Why does she 

feel this way? Do you agree or disagree 
with her decision? 

6.
Talk about the ways in which Ginger 

tries to set boundaries for herself in the 
novel. Do her rules help or hinder her 

involvement in the family? 

7.
Any Other Family includes excerpts

from hopeful adoptive parent 
applications. How did the inclusion 

of those pieces impact your reading 
experience? Were there any specific 

entries that resonated with you? 

8.
This novel explores the many

different ways in which people come 
to be parents. Were any of the paths 

surprising to you? Did the novel 
challenge or confirm any perceptions

or assumptions you had about adoption 
or adoptive parenting?  

9.
What do you believe makes a good 

parent? How do each of the characters 
reckon with this question? 

10.
What do you think is next for the 
Basnight-Kowalski-Evans family?
Who do you think was chosen to

adopt the baby?


