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TODAY’S WEATHER
High 50 | Low 33  

Sunny to partly 
cloudy and cooler

More on 11A

By Ashley McCallum

amccallum@gazettextra.com

JANESVILLE

Nicole Shipler had two secrets.

She was four months pregnant.

And she had been addicted to her-

oin for three years.

By the time the Janesville woman 

knew she was carrying a child, it was 

too late.

Her baby would be born addicted 

to opioids.

The medical term is neonatal absti-

nence syndrome, a condition caused 

by babies being exposed to opioids 

in the womb, said Elizabeth Locon-

to, a pediatrician at Mercyhealth East 

Clinic.

It is diagnosed after birth when 

babies exhibit symptoms of opioid 

withdrawal, Loconto said.

The symptoms are heartbreaking 

to watch. High-pitched screeching, 

tremors, tightened muscles and trou-

ble eating are only a few, Loconto said.

Wisconsin had 542 babies di-

agnosed with neonatal abstinence 

syndrome in 2017, according to the 

Wisconsin Department of Health 

Services.

For some mothers, becoming preg-

nant while addicted becomes motiva-

tion to get clean, officials say. Other 

mothers choose to let their children 

go into foster care as they struggle 

with addiction.

Nicole kept her addiction a secret 

from her boyfriend and family for 

JANESVILLE

Rita Beck’s love of writ-

ing began more than 30 

years ago. But she did not 

know until this year that 

writing is in her genes.

The Janesville author’s 

first book, “33 Annual 

Wild and Wacky Holi-

day-ish Occasions,” came 

out in June.

Two months later, she 

received a letter connect-

ing her to a birth family 

she never knew.

Among 

her newly 

discovered 

relatives 

are two 

writers.

“I al-

ways knew 

I had a 

passion for 

writing,” 

Beck said. 

“Now I 

know it’s 

in my 

blood.”

Beck was born in Ger-

many to a white Jewish 

woman who became preg-

nant after a relationship 

with an African-American 

man.

“She was forced to give 

me up,” 63-year-old Beck 

said, “… because I was one 

of what came to be known 

for thousands of babies 

like me as the ‘mischlings-

kinder’ or German brown 

babies.”

A poor but loving 

African-American family 

adopted Beck at 3 months 

old and whisked her off to 

the south side of Chicago, 

where she was raised.

“Most of the members 

of my immediate and 

extended American family 
had skin tones ranging 
from ‘chocolate’ to ‘dark 
chocolate,’” Beck said. “I 
was what was known in 
the black community as 
‘high yellow’ because I 
was ‘light, bright, darn 
near white.’”

In high school, she 
wanted to be blacker, so 
she wore an Afro wig and 
dark makeup.

“Every family member I 
had ever known was black, 
so that’s what I related to,” 
Beck said.

At 13, she found out she 
was adopted while snoop-
ing through her adopted 
mom’s private papers.

“It made me the 
happiest kid on the block 
because I imagined I had 
been born behind the 
Iron Curtain … and that 
someone saved me from a 
Nazi-run orphanage,” Beck 
said.

She never let on that 
she knew about her past 
until the day her mother 
sat her down when she 
was 18 and told her she 
was adopted.

The two hugged and 
cried because “we were so 
happy to have found each 
other,” Beck said.

Because she had an 
open adoption, Beck knew 
the name of her birth 
mother. She spent several 
years looking for her with-
out success.

In the 1980s, Beck got a 
phone number.

“But when I had a 
German-speaking friend 
call the number, the lady 
answering kept hanging 
up,” Beck recalled. “I took 

 Addicted babies begin life in withdrawal

Anthony Wahl/awahl@gazettextra.com
Nicole Shipler holds her 1-year-old daughter, Madison, as they look out the living room window of their Janesville home. 
Nicole discovered she was four months pregnant with Madison while addicted to heroin. Upon birth, Madison went 
through withdrawal symptoms from the drug.
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‘Starting from behind’

Author finds writers 
among the relatives 

she found in Germany
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