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Celebra�ng, Not Coercing, Motherhood

This week, the combina�on of Mother’s Day and the Supreme Court’s looming reversal of Roe v. Wade led me to reflect on
the very first trial I handled as a young lawyer in Los Angeles. I was pro bono counsel for a single teenage mother when the
County of Los Angeles pe��oned to terminate her parental rights on the grounds of abandonment. Her adorable two-year-
old son was in foster care. The foster parents wanted to adopt him and pushed the County to move to terminate the
mother’s rights to clear the way for an adop�on. The foster parents claimed she did not visit or stay in contact with the
child.

At trial, we proved that the mother made consistent good faith efforts to stay connected to the child but was hampered by
not having transporta�on to travel to the foster home, which was in Chino, far from her home. When she called by phone,
the foster parents would not give her access to the child. The Dependency Court judge refused to terminate the mother’s
parental rights but le� the child in the foster home pending a separate proceeding for the mother to regain custody.

Shortly a�er the trial, the foster father called the County social worker to ask that the County remove the child from their
home because his wife was distraught that they could not adopt him. Before the County acted, the foster parents literally
pulled up stakes and fled with the child.

When we reported this kidnapping to the police, they ini�ally treated it as a “family dispute” and refused to act. We finally
got help from Tom Bradley, then Police Chief and later Mayor, who helped get an arrest warrant issued for the foster
parents.

Two years later, the foster father was picked up in Maine on a rou�ne traffic viola�on, and the child was finally returned to
his mother in Los Angeles. The foster family had been fugi�ves for two years because of their a�achment to their foster
child.

This week’s piece is obviously quite different from what you normally read in my newsle�ers. Celebra�ng Mother’s Day
amid the storm over the imminent end of Roe v. Wade reminded me of this experience advoca�ng for a mother who chose
to fight to con�nue that role when she had a choice to relinquish her parental rights. I am now appalled that the United
States Supreme Court is on the verge of reversing Roe v. Wade and is likely to allow states to force young women to bear
children regardless of their physical or mental health, welfare, or circumstances, even in the event of rape or incest. What
do we need to do to reclaim control for women over their own bodies and their own des�nies? And what do we need to do
to care properly for the many children and families who are struggling? For me this year, the message is clear: motherhood
is something to be celebrated and encouraged but never coerced.
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