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In late October 2006, I was sitting on a bed in a Hilton Hotel room, high above Times Square. My husband, Randy, and I had
         decided to take a last-minute vacation to New York City to see Mamma Mia! with our friends, and it had been a great weekend filled with long meals, lazy naps, and one annoying show tune that I just
         could not get out of my head. That Sunday morning, Randy had gone out for a walk, and as I rested my book on my lap and watched
         the cream form volcano clouds in my coffee, I drank in the stillness of the room. With two eight-year-old children at home,
         quiet, undisturbed moments like this were far too rare. But the tranquility I felt at that moment was about to be shattered
         as Randy rushed through the door, holding a copy of The New York Times.

      “Put that book down,” he said, “you’ve got to read this.” As I took the paper from him, I saw the photograph on the front
         page: a tiny African boy, standing in the shadows of what looked like a mud hut. He wore an adult-size T-shirt printed with
         an image of the Little Mermaid. The shirt swallowed him whole: The collar was so worn and stretched, it hung down near his navel, revealing the bones in his chest and scars on his skin. Its hem nearly touched the floor, making it appear
         as if he were wearing a dress. But it was the haunted look in his eyes that truly seized me.
      

      I took my time and read the article slowly. When I finished, I got up from the bed and walked to the window, which glowed
         orange and pink from the lights off Times Square. A soft rain was falling outside, and I watched the thousands of people milling
         about under dark umbrellas dozens of stories below me.
      

      Mark Kwadwo, the boy in the photograph, was a six-year-old slave. He lived in Ghana, West Africa, and his parents had sold
         him to a man who fished Lake Volta, the country’s largest lake. He was forced to work on the lake fourteen hours a day, seven
         days a week, beside hundreds of other boys like him. His typical day began around 5 AM, when the man he called Master woke him by hitting him with a branch torn from a nearby tree. Then, wrapped in a thin bedsheet
         to keep warm, he hiked barefoot in the darkness to the cold waters of the lake, climbed into a canoe, and helped paddle to
         the nets that had been laid the previous evening. The older slave children on his boat, stripped naked to make their work
         easier, dove in to pull up the catch while Mark used a sawed-off cooking container to scoop out the water that slowly pooled
         on the floor of the leaky canoe. He did it not only because it was his job, and he’d be beaten for failing or refusing, but
         also because he was afraid. He had never been taught to swim, and if the boat sank, he’d likely end up like other boys he’d
         seen—the ones who descended into the black waters, got trapped in the nets, and never resurfaced.
      

      Mark’s master had paid Mark’s parents the equivalent of about twenty dollars a year for this work, and he was one of five
         children they had sold into servitude. Two of his siblings worked in the same village: His eleven-year-old brother Kofi fished
         with him, and his nine-year-old sister Hagar was a domestic servant, helping to raise the master’s children and clean the fish for market. The last time Mark saw his mother
         was the day she told him a man was coming to take him to visit his father. Instead he’d been brought to this village and showed
         what was to be his new home for the next several years: a dark six-foot-square hut with a single tiny window. He would share
         it with four other boys.
      

      I slipped the newspaper into my carry-on bag. Randy and I had to get ready to go. We had to gather our things to head downstairs
         to meet our friends for breakfast before checking out of the hotel, but I had trouble getting myself together. At breakfast,
         I could barely eat. Making circles in my yogurt, I could not stop thinking about Mark. He was not much younger than Van and
         Tatum, my two youngest children, and the idea of them having to endure such a life… it was unthinkable. I asked the others
         if they knew exactly where Ghana was, but nobody did.
      

      Later that evening, after Randy and I had arrived home and put Van and Tatum to bed, I read the article again. The photographer,
         João Silva, had captured something extraordinary. It wasn’t only the details of Mark’s surroundings, or his Little Mermaid
         T-shirt, or his bony frame; it was the question in his eyes. They seemed to ask: Now that you know about me, and what I’m made to do, what are you going to do? Just turn and walk away?

      I put the paper down and went downstairs to the little office I had set up around the toys and laundry, and I got on the Internet.
         I didn’t know Africa at all. As I looked at a map of the continent, I imagined the conversation of someone trying to describe
         to me where Ghana fell geographically.
      

      It’s west of Togo.

      Really? Where’s that?

      Next to Benin.

      Where’s that?

      South of Burkina Faso.

      There’s a country called Burkina Faso?

      Here’s how the location of Ghana should be described: It’s on the western stump of Africa, sort of where the armpit would
         be if you pictured the continent as the torso of a one-armed man with no legs and no head. Which, at nearly midnight that
         night, was sort of how it looked to me.
      

      The country is no bigger than Oregon, and compared with many West African nations it is relatively well off. Lake Volta, which
         covers nearly three thousand square miles, is one of the largest human-made lakes in the world; it was created in 1965 in
         order to generate hydroelectric power for the nation. I studied the layout of the country, looking for Aboadzi, the town where
         Mark’s parents lived, and tried to measure how far it was from Lake Volta. And then I started to read about child trafficking
         in Ghana.
      

      According to the United Nations, of the nearly 1.2 million children worldwide sold into servitude each year, Africa’s children
         make up nearly one-sixth. It’s estimated that one of every four children in Ghana has been sold into slavery, a majority of
         whom work in the fishing industry. Like Mark, the children sold to a fisherman are made to work long hours under severe and
         hazardous conditions, and are deprived of an education. Many of the fishermen were once child slaves themselves and have endured
         what they now bestow: backbreaking work, severe beatings, and a life of fear. Parents who sell their children reportedly believe
         that doing so is the best chance their child has at a better life, and while they are sorry for what their children are made
         to suffer, they cannot survive without the money the fishermen pay; the fishermen, in turn, cannot survive without the children’s
         help. Though young kids like Mark are not the ideal sort of worker—too small to do the bigger jobs, unable to swim, always afraid—they are cheaper than older boys and therefore often chosen first.
      

      Just a year earlier, in December 2005, the Ghanaian government had passed the Human Trafficking Act, making these activities
         illegal. But without adequate resources to enforce the law, it was considered completely ineffective. In fact, in the year
         since the law had been passed, not one arrest had been made.
      

      Back in bed, I couldn’t get the image of Mark out of my head. Thousands of people had to have read that article, I thought,
         and surely somebody would step in and try to help him. Now, there was certainly a time in my life when I would have easily
         decided that that someone could not be me. No, courageous acts were reserved only for certain people: the rich, the educated, the type who knew where Ghana was without
         having to consult a map. After all, I was just a forty-four-year-old mother of four, a homemaker, a former hairdresser in
         Neosho, Missouri, who’d never been to college. Help a child like Mark Kwadwo, a stranger who lived in what seemed like one
         of the most remote places on earth? No way.
      

      Nine weeks later, I was on a plane to Ghana.
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      It was, however, a journey that took seven years, and the loss of everything I once had, that gave me the courage to go.
      

   
      
      Chapter One
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When I was younger, I never would have believed anyone who told me that I’d one day be rescuing child slaves in West Africa—or
         for that matter, take into my care more than two hundred former street children in Vietnam, or travel to a remote jungle area
         to find a legless baby whose parents had tried to kill her in a family suicide pact, or visit a brothel for teenage prostitutes
         in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. For most of my adult life, my idea of “travel” typically entailed the drive to Target or to visit
         my parents, who lived a good five minutes away, in the house where I grew up in Neosho.
      

      When I arrived in Ghana, I loved it immediately. I had no idea what to expect, but I found a beautiful country and people
         whose idea of hospitality would put Martha Stewart to shame, and who fiercely revered the idea of hard work. The thing I was
         most surprised to find, however, was something I never expected: a greater understanding of myself. There’s one Ghanaian tradition
         that I particularly love. Whenever any two people meet for the first time, they share two things: This is where I’ve been, and this is my mission moving forward. While I do not believe that this story is about me as much as it is about the people—the children especially—I’ve met, and
         who helped lead me out of a depression as dark as death, in keeping with the Ghanaian tradition I suppose there are a few
         things you should know about me before we get to them.
      

      My parents met in Bangor, Maine, where my mom grew up and my dad was stationed with the US Air Force. They got married a few
         months after my mom graduated from high school, and the first time my father brought my mother home to Missouri to meet her
         future in-laws, Grandma VanDorn was in the chicken coop, beheading that evening’s dinner.
      

      By the time my mom was twenty-five years old, she had five kids under the age of five: Cheryl, Ralph, Kim, and my twin sister
         Tam and me (yes, we were really twins named Pam and Tam). After I became a parent, I was amazed at how easy my mother had
         always made everything seem. Every day, while my dad was at work at his job as an aircraft mechanic, she would fix us breakfast,
         load us into the brown Plymouth, and cart us to the grocery store, or the town pool, or the hairdresser, where we flipped
         through our picture books and tried to catch the more juicy snippets of conversation from the next room, where the woman cut
         our mother’s thick black hair into the latest style. As we got older, our house became the place where the neighborhood kids
         gathered, and my mom always made them feel welcome. Maybe she was trying to create for us what she had always wanted herself
         as a child. Her dad, Grandpa Durant, had a serious love affair with alcohol of all kinds and worked the night shift on the
         railroad, which meant he slept during the day. My mom and her four siblings were never allowed to bring their friends home.
         They had to spend their afternoons tiptoeing around so as not to wake him—and possibly send him into a rage that could quickly
         erupt into violence, sometimes against his own wife. Grammy Durant made up for Grandpa with her love and kindness.
      

      My house growing up was nothing like that. It was one of the safest places I’d ever know. My siblings and I were instilled
         with my father’s Midwestern sense of family and hard work, and my mother’s Northeastern grit and humor. On most Sundays, we’d
         go out to my grandparents’ farm on several acres of rolling pastureland cut in two by a gentle creek. There, with my father’s
         eight siblings and their kids, we’d each be given a job, though it rarely felt like one: picking potatoes from the huge garden
         for our grandmother; brushing Topper, my grandfather’s horse; baling hay, which left itchy scratches on our hands and arms.
         My favorite time was Butcher Day, when my dad and uncles would slaughter the pigs they spent all year plumping up. They’d
         divide up the meat for each family, wrapping it in thick white paper. When they were done, my cousins and I would scramble
         up the tractor and lie down on the packages, spreading our arms and legs to keep them from falling off.
      

      When I was a sophomore in high school, just sixteen years old, I met my first—and last—boyfriend. Randy Cope was a year older
         than me. He was the guy the other boys wanted on their team, and the girls wanted to date. The first time I met him, he was
         dating my best friend Rhonda Crumbliss. For some reason, I found myself accompanying them on a date to the movies one evening.
         Sitting behind them—thinking that would give them some privacy, I suppose—I could barely see the screen, obstructed as it
         was by the two of them kissing. In the beginning, I didn’t see what all the fuss was about, but eventually, after they broke
         up, I started to pay more attention to Randy. I’d notice him driving to school in his orange jeep, or see him down at the
         creek on Saturday nights, where my friends and I gathered to drink Boone’s Farm wine and smoke cigarettes. He had such an easy, natural way with people, which I admired, and it didn’t hurt that he wore the coolest silk
         shirts (this was, after all, the era of Saturday Night Fever). Eventually I decided that my friends were right: He was better looking than John Travolta. During my sophomore year, we had classes near each other, and I began to carefully position
         myself in the hallway just when I saw him coming. I’d walk a few steps ahead of him, hoping he was lusting after me from behind.
         It worked. A few weeks later, he asked me on a date.
      

      The first time Randy invited me to his house for dinner, and to meet his parents, I was absolutely panic-stricken. The Copes
         were a prominent local family—his dad owned the local newspaper—and while I adored my own family and always felt pride in
         them, I wasn’t sure I could measure up here. I was just some young punk girl with a smart mouth who played sports like a boy
         and, I’m sure they thought, was the party responsible for the empty bottle of wine discovered under the front seat of his
         mom’s car the previous weekend. That evening, driving up the winding driveway toward their big house with the sprawling, manicured
         lawn, I had to steel myself. Over dinner, I tried to make small talk and pretended I knew exactly how to eat the fondue his
         mother served, despite the fact that I had never seen anything like it before. (Seriously, meat and cheese on sticks?) Randy and I passed awkward glances to each other all evening. When the meal was over and his parents ushered me toward
         the door, all I felt was an enormous sense of relief for not blowing it.
      

      If fondue wasn’t daunting enough, imagine how I felt a few months later when Randy suggested that I come to church with his
         family. They were very serious members of a local Christian church. My family, on the other hand, did not go to church—something
         that in southwest Missouri often felt as outrageous as admitting we didn’t wear clothes in our home, or were planning on joining the circus. But now that Randy and I were becoming more serious, it was important to his parents that I become
         more church-like. I agreed. That first Sunday, wearing the nicest dress I could find in my sister’s closet, I walked through
         the big wooden doors and into their world. It was a large church—with a capacity of about five hundred—and about half full.
         Settling in next to Randy, I looked around with a forced smile on my face, nodding hello to people as if I had been doing
         this same exact thing every Sunday for my whole life. I wasn’t here because my boyfriend went to this church, my smile conveyed,
         I belonged here.
      

      Of course, I knew that wasn’t true, and as the minister preached and the people around me prayed with such conviction, I figured
         everyone else there knew it, too. I was not one of them: a holy, good, Lord-fearing person. No, I was just another sixteen-year-old
         girl who had come along merely because she was pathetically in love with her boyfriend.
      

      Either way, I succeeded at winning them all over, and the summer before his senior year in college, Randy and I got married
         in a ceremony in his parents’ front yard. I was twenty years old and had recently graduated from cosmetology school, having
         decided long ago that I was not college material. Even if I had considered myself “smart”—which I certainly didn’t—my parents
         never could have afforded the tuition, and I decided to make a living out of what had been a hobby in high school: cutting
         my friends’ hair into Farrah Fawcett wings and layers and, when Rave perms became popular, lovingly wrapping their burning
         scalps in plastic.
      

      Our wedding ceremony was very beautiful, though by today’s standards probably a little cheesy. We were broke at the time,
         and everyone I knew pitched in to help. Randy’s brother Mike, who had recently become a minister, married us, and my sister
         Cheryl’s new husband, Mark, played Henry Mancini on the trumpet. We’d borrowed chairs from the town recreation center, and as I walked down the driveway on my father’s arm, all
         I could see were the words NEOSHO REC DEPT written over and over in sloppy black marker. Afterward, we had punch and cake by the pool. My friends from cosmetology school
         were the servers. I had chosen little white aprons with black trim for them, thinking they would look like classy waitresses.
         What they looked like were pole dancers.
      

      But I loved everything about that day. We soon settled into a small house in Neosho and, with Randy still in college, lived
         largely on love. Two years after we were married, our son Jantsen was born. I enjoyed being pregnant, if for no other reason
         than the excuse it offered to eat whatever I wanted, and as much of it as I could. The delivery, however, was an excruciating
         experience that nearly killed both of us. As soon as the doctor pulled him from me, after a last-minute emergency C-section,
         it was evident that something was very wrong. Jantsen’s skin was blue, and he was having trouble breathing. As the doctor
         and nurses worked to keep him alive, Randy heard one of them whisper, “This baby looks like he’s been overdosed.” Maybe it’s
         better that I didn’t hear this myself, as I’m sure the last thing anyone needed at the moment was me screaming like a madwoman.
         Instead, I was focused on the searing pain I felt running down my arm, before the room went black. When I finally woke up
         (the doctors didn’t know what exactly had happened to me, but my blood pressure had plummeted), Randy was standing beside
         me with a look of horror in his eyes. Jantsen was in intensive care, still unable to breathe on his own. The nurse wheeled
         me into the ICU, and when I saw him there, tied up in tubes in a hospital’s white bassinet, I thought my heart was going to
         break. Later that night, after having to leave him there alone, Randy and I pushed around food we could barely eat and talked
         about it: No matter what, even if he was brain-damaged or had any sort of medical problems, we were going to make sure he got home, where we’d take care of him and love him to the bone.
      

      Everything turned out fine, at least this time. Eleven days later, he made a full recovery, and other than suffering from
         asthma he was a healthy, spunky, and easy child. Being his mom brought me great joy. Two of my sisters had children around
         the same time, my nephew Darius and my niece Gregan, both of them C-sections like mine. As soon as my mom got one of us home
         and on our feet, she was back at the hospital, doing it again. Every day, we’d get together to swim or go to the park and
         then grill dinner in one of our backyards. Jantsen, Darius, and Gregan spent so much time together, they seemed more like
         siblings than cousins.
      

      It wasn’t long before we were ready for another child. Our doctor had advised us that because of the problems we’d experienced
         with Jantsen’s birth, it was too risky to try another delivery, and Randy and I began to discuss adopting. The idea was equal
         parts scary and exciting. Randy’s parents had adopted his younger sister Brenda, and while everyone loved her to pieces, she
         had been severely abused until she was two, before the Copes brought her home, and had suffered a lot because of it. Randy
         knew far too well the difficulties a whole family can face in a situation like that.
      

      I was plagued by questions of my own. Can you love someone else’s child as much as one you gave birth to? Would I prefer Jantsen
         to this child, screwing her up completely? It made me extremely nervous to think there was a social worker somewhere who was
         going to choose a baby for us, quite randomly: Okay, this one is yours. Good luck!

      We talked about it for a long time, and in the end we realized what we had known all along: A family is about much more than
         biology and genetics. In 1987, when Jantsen was three, we filed our papers with an adoption agency in St. Louis.
      

      Anyone who has ever tried to adopt a child knows how challenging it can be. The paperwork seems endless. The interviews force
         you to consider who you are not only as a parent, but as a person. Were we open to an interracial child? What about one with
         medical problems? I knew, most of all, that I wanted a newborn girl, and that was what we applied for, but I felt guilty about
         it at the time, like I was special-ordering a child from a catalog.
      

      I’d like the jersey sheets, the white dinner plates, and a newborn girl. Something exotic looking if you have it.

      Afterward, the only thing left to do was wait. And wait. Finally, a little more than a year later, we heard from the adoption
         agency. It was ten o’clock on a Thursday night, and the caseworker called to tell us our little girl, who was eight weeks
         old, was waiting for us; we needed to be in St. Louis, which was a five-hour drive away, the next morning. I spent hours on
         the phone with our family and friends while throwing our clothes and Jantsen’s toys into a large duffel bag. In the morning,
         after Randy got home from passing out cigars to everyone we knew, we went to get our daughter.
      

      Her birth mother was in the military and had gotten pregnant at twenty-one by a man she had known only a few months. They
         had split up, and she doubted her ability to raise a child on her military salary. Having grown up herself a child of divorce,
         she wanted her daughter to be raised by two parents, in a stable, loving home. We were sitting in the waiting room with Jantsen,
         who worked on a coloring book at our feet, when the caseworker brought her in. She was the tiniest little thing, with a full
         head of jet-black hair sticking straight up in every direction. She was wearing a one-piece velour pink jumper and looking
         around quietly, so cute and divine…
      

      Until they handed her to me.

      As soon as I took her, Crista Marie Cope made clear what would be the dynamic of our relationship through the years: Of the two of us, she’d be the one calling the shots. She started screaming bloody murder and I could not believe the lungs on this child. I walked
         her around the room. I tried rocking her. I sang softly in her ear. She would not stop screaming.
      

      I looked at Randy. “Do you think they gave us the wrong one?” I whispered.

      Taking her out of that building was such a bizarre experience. I couldn’t believe that they were going to allow us to bring
         this baby home with us and be in charge, like, forever. That night in the hotel room, Jantsen stayed near Crista’s side until he fell asleep. He stared at her, and kept rubbing
         her head, saying to us: “Her hair is kinda wumpy lumpy.”
      

      As Randy and I sat on the bed watching the two of them try to figure each other out, I felt awed by this gift we had been
         given and knew that they were feeling exactly what we were: This baby was meant for our family. She was perfect.
      

      [image: image]

      If we had been friends during those years when my children were young, I probably would have had you convinced that I was one
         of those people who had it all. You know the type—the woman with the nice house and the right clothes, the well-behaved children
         and the loving husband. I worked hard to put forth that image, maybe because I had been taught that being a wife and a mother
         was the most important, meaningful thing I could do. When I was a young girl, I didn’t dream about being a doctor or a teacher
         or an astronaut. I dreamed of being a wife and mother. And that’s not to say that I wasn’t happy in these respects. While
         I did, of course, have my fair share of annoying, way-too-frazzled moments, I loved being a mom. Randy’s job as the publisher
         of the Neosho Daily News allowed me to stay home with Jantsen and Crista when they were little, and I found them to be amazing, funny, well-adjusted kids. After they started school, my sister Tam and I opened a small hair salon
         in town—A Cut Above!—which we decorated in deep mauves and floral wallpaper. I worked there a few days a week for extra spending
         money. And my marriage just got better each year. Even after eleven years together, whenever we weren’t busy hating each other,
         Randy and I really were in love.
      

      In 1995, Randy took a job with a publishing company in Fayetteville, Arkansas, and I was excited about the idea of moving
         out of Neosho for the first time in my life. The new job was quite a step up for him, and we were able to buy a nice house
         and a new car. I spent weeks decorating our new home, searching for the perfect school for the kids, and getting us settled.
         We made friends quickly, and on weekends we’d go hiking or go to watch a football game. We also joined a new church, and every
         time we walked into a service, with Crista’s hair in a bow and Jantsen in a starched shirt and crisp jeans, I saw that everyone
         was looking at us the way that I hoped they would: the perfect Christian couple, such a nice family, such good people. In fact, whenever I got together with friends or family, I saw how much people approved of the life we had built for ourselves—how
         they even envied the things we had.
      

      I have to say, I put on a hell of a performance. For a long time, I even had myself convinced of how good and right everything
         was in my life. At times, I flaunted it a little, assuming the role of Super Mom. Nothing in my house ever out of place, my
         hair and makeup always perfect. More than that, though, I never said no to anyone. Entire villages could have been fueled
         by the energy I expended trying to please people. Even when all I wanted to do was stay home and read a book, if someone wanted
         me to cut their hair, or needed help decorating their kitchen, or wanted to go out to lunch, I was there. I mean, risk someone
         not liking me? No way.
      

      Even my kids became props in this game. They always had to look and act as perfect as I did. They had to excel at sports,
         and at school, and it was very important to me that they were popular. Holidays were the worst. I’d kill myself making sure
         ours was the best-decorated house on the block at Christmas, and I would never have thought of buying a costume at the store
         for Halloween. I was Super Mom, and Super Moms don’t do that. Instead I stayed up all night making costumes so intricate,
         there was no way they weren’t going to win Best Costume at school again that year. One year I dressed Crista in a sunflower
         costume I had borrowed from a friend for Jantsen’s Halloween party at school. Crista could not have cared less about her costume;
         she just wanted to get to the party before the good candy was gone. But at the last minute, as I dabbed her cheeks with blush,
         I decided that I could have done better. Before I knew it, I was in the garage cutting wire to thread through her hair and
         turn her into Pippi Longstocking, a decidedly cuter choice. She stood there looking miserable as I peeled the yellow sweater
         off her, pulled on a red-checkered pinafore dress that didn’t fit her, and made her step into the funky striped tights I’d
         bought on clearance, just in case.
      

      But when Crista and I finally walked into the classroom at South School and everyone commented on how adorable she looked,
         I didn’t feel proud like I was supposed to. All I felt was exhausted. It was the same way I felt when I was cutting friends’
         hair or decorating their kitchens. Yeah, I did it, but it didn’t make me happy. Instead, I’d spend my whole time there wishing
         I was somewhere else, and then resent the person for putting me in that position.
      

      For years, this sense of weariness stayed mostly in the background. There were times when an annoying little voice popped
         up, reminding me that despite everything I projected on the outside, something important was missing from my life. Well, it wasn’t that something was missing, because I certainly had a lot of stuff. It was more like I was missing. While I may have seemed secure and happy, I was nothing like the person I presented to the world. In fact, I
         didn’t feel any differently than I had when I was sixteen years old and sitting in Randy’s church, pretending I belonged.
         But now it wasn’t being a member of a church that I was faking; it was my entire life.
      

      I ignored the voice and chose instead to believe that my real self—my content self—was just on the other side of a few important if onlys. I’ll feel a lot more at peace with who I am if only I can finally lose ten pounds. Or if only I get better highlights in
         my hair. If only we get the Chrysler Town and Country minivan I had seen advertised on television. But even if I did make
         the changes I wanted, there was always another list of musts that kept me from feeling whole.
      

      Realizing that this inner voice spoke the loudest to me in the moments I was silent and undistracted, I noisied things up
         a bit. I kept the radio on when I drove, the television on while I cooked. Any moments alone, I called a friend to talk, or
         ran out to the mall to see what was new there. For a time, I became obsessed with redecorating my house, telling myself that
         what I really needed was more knickknacks: colorful glass bottles and big, chunky candlestick holders. And then it was picture frames,
         or paint, a new color each month for another room. It became a joke in my family that ours was the only house in which you
         could fall asleep in a blue bedroom and wake up in a yellow one. Finally, it was pillows. I think I spent more time hunting
         for pillows than some people spend choosing a husband, and the whole thing was starting to drive Randy crazy. One evening,
         he could barely make room for himself on the sofa.
      

      “Pam,” he said, throwing my favorite pillows on the floor. “I think the pillows in our house are giving birth. Please stop
         buying them. Nobody needs this many pillows.”
      

      I knew that he was right, of course. But rather than pay attention to the voice that was telling me the pillows, and the candles,
         and the jeweled frames were a misguided attempt to fill the void I felt, and maybe I was chasing the wrong things, I convinced
         myself that this was part of my journey toward meaning. Really, I thought, you can’t have a truly meaningful life if you’re
         not cozy.

      And this is when I began to go where so many of us go in times of spiritual and emotional crisis: the Self-Help section of
         Barnes & Noble. Its aisles became my new church, and convinced I could find the answers somewhere among the pages of those
         aisles, I loaded myself down with every type of book I could find: Making Things Right When Things Go Wrong. On the Anvil. Getting the Life You Want! I’d go home and read every word. Then I’d put the book down, and although I was learning a hundred new ways of expressing
         the word empowered, I still felt nothing inside except a sense that I was on the wrong side of a wall I could not climb over.
      

      I was finally forced to truly confront my nagging sense of discontent during, of all places, a trip to Disney World in 1998.
         I had seen that commercial where Kathie Lee Gifford slipped down the slide of a Carnival cruise ship singing “Ain’t We Got
         Fun,” and I decided that was the answer—I needed to take a trip, and see the world, and be more like Kathie Lee. And so we
         went. First, Randy and I spent a few days on a Caribbean cruise—the ultimate couple’s vacation—and afterward, we met Randy’s
         brother Mike and his family, and Jantsen and Crista, in Orlando. We spent a week at Disney World—the ultimate family vacation—and
         didn’t scrimp on anything. We stayed in a beautiful room at the Polynesian Resort inside the Magic Kingdom, and we explored
         every inch of the park.
      

      While I was sure this would be one of the happiest times I’d ever spent, it wasn’t. There was always something a little off—it
         was too hot, the lines were too long, and all the money we were spending was stressing me out. But I was more disturbed by
         the idea that this vacation hadn’t filled me with the sense of contentment I’d expected. Was I just impossible to please?
      

      Weirdly, the best time I had during that vacation was on the way home, when, due to a storm in Florida, we were stuck at the
         airport for hours. As we sat at the gate, I noticed a woman traveling alone with her daughter, who had Down syndrome. The
         woman looked utterly exhausted, and I went over and introduced myself. She told me that she had the flu, and she looked as
         if she were at the end of her rope. I knew the feeling—you’re so sick that you count the hours until nap time, when you can
         lie down with the kids. I offered to watch her daughter, whose name was Logan, while she took a walk or went for a cup of
         coffee, and she appeared so grateful for the break I thought she was going to French-kiss me. Three seconds later, she was
         sound asleep on a chair.
      

      Logan was very active, and we had to move chairs into a circle to barricade her in. She climbed among our laps, hugging us
         and kissing us. Jantsen and Crista were laughing hysterically and thought she was the funniest kid they had ever met. Mike
         and his wife Diane had a daughter, Megan, who had been born with many challenges, physical and mental. She was wonderful,
         and having her in our lives was a real joy. Though her life was far too short—she died at the age of ten, a year before this
         trip to Disney World—she blessed my children with the ability to see past the labels others loaded her with—disabled, different, unlucky—and they loved her for exactly who she was: a beautiful, bubbly young girl. It did not, therefore, freak them out that Logan
         was different. She even reminded us of Megan with her blond curly hair and chunky little body. That day at the airport, Jantsen
         flew paper airplanes that Logan would go and retrieve. It kept her busy for hours. Jantsen and Crista would cheer for her every time, and she responded as if she had performed a miracle. People around us looked at the scene
         with pity or frustration, and some even moved to another section because we were so loud. But none of us cared, and when our
         plane was finally called to board, we all felt a little sad to have to say good-bye to Logan.
      

      Of all the experiences on my “perfect” vacation, that scene is what I always remember the best. When the credit card bill
         came shortly after we returned home, and I saw how much the vacation had cost us, I knew the money had been worth it: We had
         gotten to spend those few hours with Logan.
      

      A few months after this vacation, Randy and I went to watch a football game at Jantsen’s school, as we often did. We’d pack
         some snacks, put on sweaters, sit in the stands, and cheer for the team. During the first quarter on this particular weekend,
         I noticed a couple in their mid forties walking up the bleachers. The man was carrying an Asian baby in a carrier strapped
         to his back. I knew that I wanted to meet this couple, and after they sat down I went over and introduced myself. Their names
         were Marvin and Carol Harlan, and Kylie, their baby girl, was eight months old. They had recently adopted her from Vietnam.
      

      Now, these people are interesting, I thought.
      

      “That’s amazing,” I said as Kylie played with my fingers. “How in the world do you even go about doing something like this?”

      Carol told me that adopting a child was something they had both always wanted to do, and after having six kids of their own
         they’d decided it was finally time. She also told me that after visiting a few orphanages in Vietnam, and meeting Kylie, they
         decided they wanted to do more. The agency they had worked with was difficult, Carol explained, and the process had been so
         expensive that it kept the option out of reach for many families. After coming home, they began to raise money to build orphanages in Vietnam that would be more about helping
         orphaned children find loving families, and less about making a profit.
      

      I was intrigued by what they were doing, but the more I thought about them, the more I came to envy them. That’s hard to admit
         now, but it’s true. Seeing how meaningful their lives were, and how centered and grounded they seemed, only reminded me of
         how screwed up and lost I was. How does somebody get to be a woman like Carol? I wondered. How come her weekends were spent
         fund-raising for orphans while mine were spent in the Spiritual Healing section of the local bookstore and seeking life advice
         in television commercials? I hated how unfair it seemed that my life would always be defined by laundry and pillows, and hers
         by things with meaning. Maybe this was God’s work. Maybe he chose the people who were meant to have a meaningful life, just
         as he decided who was intelligent, and I had not been chosen for either of those things.
      

      A few weeks later, Princess Diana died. Seeing as she didn’t make a habit out of shopping at the Fayetteville Target, I of
         course had never actually met her, but you would have thought the two of us were best friends given how obsessed I became with her death and, then, the
         story of her life. As the details unfolded again and again on the nightly news programs, I was offered a glimpse into what
         it truly meant to live a life of grace. Here was a woman who felt quite broken and abandoned, yet she had found meaning in
         things outside herself. I watched newsreels of her working in Cambodia with landmine victims, sitting next to legless men
         whom she wrapped in her arms. Had she made that happen herself, I wondered, or had God chosen her, the way he did Carol? I
         didn’t even know where Cambodia was, or why there were still landmines there.
      

      Mother Teresa dying a few days later didn’t help my confusion at all. Nothing reveals how ultimately shallow it is to worry about your hair color better than a reminder of the way
         this woman lived her life.
      

      After we had been in Arkansas for three years, Randy took a new job that brought us back to Neosho. I was happy to go home.
         Maybe I’d be happier there. Plus, my kids were thrilled at the idea of being closer to their grandparents and childhood friends.
         Jantsen couldn’t wait to start his sophomore year with his old buddies and be back with Gregan and Darius. Crista could take
         dance lessons at her old dance studio. Randy’s job meant a higher salary, and we bought an even bigger and better house than
         anything we’d ever owned, on forty acres of land. One evening a few weeks after we were settled back in Neosho, I sat in the
         backyard with a cup of coffee and just looked at my house. I did love it. When Randy and I were first married, I never imagined
         we’d have a house like this. At that time, he was making only three hundred dollars a week, and I was pulling in extra spending
         money by cutting hair. We survived, but I always wanted more. I always wanted this: the big, open living room, the huge country kitchen with the brick floor, all the land.
      

      And now that I had it, I still refused to feel content? Sitting there that night, I decided that it was finally time to admit
         that this was as good as it was ever going to get for me, and simply try to find meaning in the great things I had: my marriage;
         my family; my two healthy, amazing children. Maybe my life didn’t feel like the perfect fit, but maybe that was because this
         was everything God had intended for me when he created me. And maybe anything less than accepting it was starting to anger
         him.
      

      Well, for all of the stress this whole thing caused me at the time, I couldn’t see then what I believe to be true now: That
         questioning wasn’t angering God. That questioning was God. That voice, that instinct, that constant poking in my heart, telling me I wanted something more, it wasn’t me being selfish
         and ungrateful: It was me finally paying attention. Okay, the voice was saying, it’s time for you and me to get real here, and figure out what really matters.

      [image: image]

      Of course, I wouldn’t come to understand this until a few months later, when I was forced to stand, broken and annihilated,
         in the whiteness of a hospital room. It was the day Jantsen died.
      

   
      
      GRIEF
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      Chapter Two
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      I cannot write about this in the past tense. Doing so might suggest that there’s distance between this moment and the day it
         happened. There is, of course, because it’s been nine years, an impossible amount of time, and yet there isn’t. A day still
         doesn’t pass that I don’t replay it all in my head. Maybe I don’t remember the actual details as often—about getting the phone
         call from my sister Cheryl, or the overly antiseptic smell of the hospital waiting room, or what it felt like when I met Randy’s
         eyes right after the doctor told us Jantsen was dead—but I do think, every day, about how much I love him. And each time I
         do, I am not here, nine years away. I am right there.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      I am right here. I whisper it to him.
      

      
      Pressing my body close to his, I lay my head on his chest, and touch his face, feeling the soft stubble of young hair on his
         fifteen-year-old cheeks. I will his chest to move, his lungs to fill with air, and sense nothing but the gaping emptiness,
         my own sudden exhaustion, and a deep, gnawing desire to change what is happening.
      

      
      What is happening? It’s not that I can’t remember, I just can’t make sense of anything. Time is so confused. Cheryl called
         me at the hair salon around 1 PM. Come quick, she said. It’s Jantsen.

      
      It’s Jantsen.

      
      I am leaving the salon and going next door to Randy’s office. We are driving to Cheryl’s house, and I’m telling him what she
         told me on the phone. After football practice, Jantsen and Darius were both meant to mow the lawn. But it was raining. So
         they went to Cheryl’s house to watch a movie. She said that we needed to hurry. She didn’t say what was wrong. She didn’t
         say anything else.
      

      
      Not that he’d had an asthma attack. Or that he’d broken his leg at football. Or that he’d decided to mow anyway and fallen
         off the lawn mower. She wouldn’t have thought to say it was his heart. His heart was perfect.
      

      
      I don’t see him outside when we get there. I knew deep down that I wouldn’t, but I had allowed myself that last desperate
         hope, and the disappointment I feel is crushing. My brother-in-law Mark is telling me that medics have arrived and are inside
         with him, and as I listen to him talk, the fact of the ambulance in the driveway slowly starts to make sense to me. I immediately
         start toward the house, but Mark reaches out for my arm, telling me they need their room. I see my father, whose house is
         right next door to Cheryl’s, standing on the lawn. I see Darius and Dallas, Cheryl’s oldest son. Everyone looks so scared.
         Then Jantsen is coming out the door on a stretcher, carried by people I’ve never seen before. I’m trying to get near him,
         to see his eyes, but someone is keeping me away again, close to the white picket fence. I am still near enough to see that
         he is not breathing on his own and I feel myself sinking under the weight of it, knowing this is all terribly wrong. They are loading him into an ambulance, and then they are taking him to the hospital.
      

      
      Now Cheryl is driving. The ambulance is in front of us, but I don’t see it, because I can’t bear to look. Cheryl tells me
         everything again. They had very early football practice. Afterward, they made breakfast and put in a movie. She walked into
         the room and said something to Jantsen. He didn’t answer. He didn’t move. She tried to shake him awake, and he didn’t move.
      

      
      Please, God, just let him be alive.

      
      We are in a waiting room, a place that feels cold and foreign. I see that other people are here: my parents, our good friend
         Warren. I see my three sisters and my brother Ralph. Randy is outside in the hall, pacing the whiteness, back and forth. People
         I know are coming into the room, and everyone is asking me what’s happening. What’s happening is that my son is in another
         room possibly dying, and I can’t do anything to help him. There is too much noise and finally I hear myself screaming out
         loud. Shut up and start praying.

      
      The minister from our church appears. He takes my hands, I bow my head, I close my eyes. I am screaming, but it is silent
         this time. Please, God, just let him be alive. Let him be brain-damaged if you need to, but give me back his body and I will be okay. I will take care of him. Just let him be alive.

      
      The doctor walks into the room. He says he has bad news. He says something about Jantsen’s heart, and then he tells us he
         is dead.
      

      
      I look at Randy, standing a few feet away from me across the room, and immediately I know: He is now a different man.

      
      The floor is giving way underneath my feet and a million thoughts are ricocheting inside my head like a parade of bullets.
         How am I going to possibly survive this? How can I live without my baby boy? I feel a sickness spreading through me like cancer and acid, and I think that I am going to die, right here, in this foreign place.
      

      
      Then one thought takes hold and I can think clearly again. Jantsen is still very near to me, and he needs me. I ask to see
         him, and then I am running as quickly as I can down a fluorescent hallway.
      

      
      I am right here. I am whispering it to him. His body lies on the cold table, and it’s far too exposed. How cruel that he had just endured
         all of those procedures and I was not there to tell him it was okay. I lay my cheek on his skin, trying to cover him, and
         that is when I know that he is really gone. Another doctor comes in. There are tubes in Jantsen’s mouth, and he pulls them
         out. My son’s chest quivers, and a sound escapes his throat. Oh, God, he is alive. All of the sickness that has taken hold
         is immediately released, and I’m filled with a sense of gratitude I didn’t even know possible. What a cruel joke, and what
         a gift, I think. He is alive. I wait for him to take another breath, before I sense the hand on my back and the voice of someone apologizing. He is sorry.
         Someone else is scolding him about how he should have removed the tubes earlier. He is dead. Again.
      

      
      My father is standing next to me now, and I notice how bright red his face is, and how swollen his eyes. He kneels down next
         to me and speaks in a voice so tortured and weak, I barely recognize him.
      

      
      We did everything we could, Pam. We got to him as quickly as we could, and we tried to save him.

      
      He is begging me to believe him, and I see the panic in his eyes. Of course you did, I say, holding on to him, consumed with
         fear that this man—the strongest, most stoic, and kindest one I know—might collapse from his sorrow. Of course you did. They
         all did. He, my sister, my brother-in-law, each of them giving my son CPR, trying to pass on their breath to him. It occurs
         to me how scary and intense it must have been for everyone there with Jantsen in the moments before the medics arrived. And what a blessing that he was in such a comfortable
         and familiar place, near people who adored him, who would have given their own lives for him.
      

      
      Some other person is in the room now, asking us if we want to donate Jantsen’s organs. They are sorry, they say, but it needs
         to be a quick decision. I do not know. I do not really care. Yes, I am saying, take what you need. Randy and this person talk
         more. This person explains that the only organs that are certainly still useful, especially because we still do not know the
         exact cause of death… he is dead… are his corneas. Randy tells this person to take Jantsen’s corneas.
      

      
      There are people lined up against the walls. Most of the faces I cannot recognize, but I assume they are all friends and family.
         I see my mother-in-law and Crista and remember they had planned a special Girls Day together that afternoon. I ask where Jeramiah,
         my nephew, is. I do not know why I ask for him, I just wonder right then where he is.
      

      
      Nobody knows what to do next, so Randy starts to speak, assuming the role that will come to define the next few months, if
         not years, of his life: the leader of this family, its rock. He is talking about how lucky we are to have had Jantsen for
         these fifteen years. How afraid we had been the day he was born that we were going to lose him too soon. My husband is remembering
         now how he had begged God not to take his son that day, so we’d have the opportunity to get to know him.
      

      
      We leave the hospital and despite the fact that it’s June, it’s very cold. My blood feels like ice. We are taken to someone’s
         car in the parking lot, and I look around for Crista. I need to have my one living child with me right then, and in the car
         I lay my head on her lap.
      

      
      Then we are driven home. Although it no longer feels like that.
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      That night there are people all over the house, their cars filling the driveway and lawn. I stay in my bedroom with the door
         closed, twisted and clenched on my bed, trying to make sense of everything, telling myself this is probably not even real.
         If I close my eyes and concentrate, maybe I can make everything the way it was before, the way it’s supposed to be. The four
         of us are sitting down to dinner right now. Crista is showing us that she has written her name on the ice cream in the freezer
         so that Jantsen doesn’t eat it all, and he’s making fun of her for it. Randy is grilling steaks in the backyard, tongs in
         one hand and a newspaper in the other. While we eat, Jantsen tells us about football practice and watching a movie with Darius.
         He says that afterward, they rode their four-wheelers in the hills behind the house, and then Randy and he talk about going
         fishing on the weekend. While I do the dishes, Crista and Jantsen get ready to do their homework. We argue, probably, about
         how much time they have to spend on it.
      

      
      This reminds me. My last conversation with him was an argument. He had left his baseball glove outside last night and it rained,
         and his glove had gotten soaked. I had called him at Darius’s house earlier that morning, only hours before he died, and told
         him I thought he had been irresponsible. He was so nonchalant, as he was about most things. What had he said to me?
      

      
      Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll find another one.

      
      Another left-handed first-base glove? I asked him, doubting that he would. Had I told him that I loved him before hanging up? I can’t believe how much I love him.
         I can’t believe that my son, whom I carried for nine months, gave birth to, the child my body fed for ten months, is gone.
      

      
      My body feels unfamiliar, like I no longer occupy it but instead float somewhere slightly outside, severed from my senses. People stand around my bedside and my sister Tam is rubbing
         my feet, although I don’t notice this. But I am happy they are here. I want to thank them, but I don’t have the language.
         I try to pull the covers tightly over my head, but my hands feel like they are made of water.
      

      
      My good friend Traci House, who has been one of my closest friends since high school, has taken charge, standing outside my
         bedroom door like a gatekeeper, allowing passage inside only to those she knows I want to see. She will stand there, protecting
         me like that, for several days. I hear people’s whispers as they come in and out. Everyone is asking, over and over, what
         happened, and the details are explained again, like a tragic accident in constant replay.
      

      
      I can’t believe this is happening to us, Randy.

      
      He comes in and lies down next to me. We wrap each other up in our arms, our hearts touching. We try to speak, but we don’t
         know what to say, so we choose words that sound reassuring. But we both know they are only words, and they are not nearly
         true enough. I still have no sense of time, and eventually my sister Kim suggests we try to get some sleep, offering us a
         sedative. We do as we are told, because we are clueless as to what else to do, and sleep is as good an option as anything.
         Later, maybe it’s minutes, maybe hours, I fall off the edge and into sleep.
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