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In honor of Rick, Macy, and Caleb… may you impact others as you did me.



FOREWORD


I’m fine.” A simple phrase with deeply buried meaning behind it. More often than not, those words are spoken by a person who is far from “fine”—but a person who is struggling to survive and yet appears to have it all together. I know the struggle behind those words all too well, after all I began building a wall of defenses against the world from an early age. Born to a heroin-addicted mother, I practically began life in survival mode. By the time I was five years old, I had witnessed my mother jumping from moving cars, being beaten to near death, and even selling her body for drugs. Eventually I ended up in and out of foster homes, suffering abuse at the hands of strangers. As my life progressed, I continued to feel void of meaning and I just… existed. This existence left me burying all my problems with any food I could get to my face. I had to reach nearly five hundred pounds before deciding that I wanted to find a way to live and not just survive. I arrived on The Biggest Loser ranch with huge empty spaces in my life. Little did I know, I’d be brought back to life by a woman with her own voids to fill.

I can tell you that only God could have known what He was doing when He put the two of us together. Abby Rike and I are about as opposite as opposites can be when it comes to upbringing and lifestyles. From the very first moment, however, it felt as if we were connected. As Abby said, “We are sisters. We just didn’t know it.” As roommates during The Biggest Loser process, we stayed up having late-night talks like preteens at a slumber party—every night. Abby told me all about her beautiful family—Rick, Macy, and Caleb, and I told her all about my momma, Tammy. We cried, we laughed, and we were silent in those moments when no words could express the pain we both felt. Our tragedies were so different, mine built up over a lifetime and hers all commencing in one fell swoop, yet they bound us together and sealed our friendship. Abby is only a few years older than me, but she gave me such a protective and unconditional love, something like that of a mother. And I let her, which was something I had never done. I think during that time, as our bodies were shrinking, our hearts were expanding. Those gaping holes that we came with were being healed. Mind you, they will never be gone, but somehow our friendship gave them a new shape.

It makes my heart so happy to know that Abby has this opportunity to share her story with you. As you begin to read this story, you, too, will find so much more than just a tragedy that ends in triumph. If you are anything like I was, you ask yourself, “Will I ever get through this?” If you are ready, you may find some answers in these pages. Abby is inspiringly honest and joyfully candid about her story, and she genuinely wants to tell her story so that it may help as many people as possible. It is always good for the soul to know that there is someone else out there who has been where you are. This book will not only take you through the depths in order to understand just how deep grief can go, it also will take you to the highest pinnacle as you journey with Abby into her present day where she inspires others and continues to stand strong in her faith.

As a professional social worker I work with many clients who are in the midst of grief. From my personal experience I recognize that it is difficult to see the other side when you are in the thick of things. Abby Rike knows firsthand how lonely grief and loss can be and how devastating it is to our fragile hearts. Her story beautifully illustrates the amazing truth that no matter what life throws your way, no matter how painful or overwhelming, no matter how long you’ve been buried under the circumstances of your life, you can one day be much better than “fine.” Abby’s story confirms for us that there is always hope.

Shay Sorrells, MSW

The Biggest Loser, Season 8



CHAPTER 1


Into the Depths


He who learns must suffer. And even in our sleep pain that cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart, and in our despair, against our own will, comes wisdom to us by the awful grace of God.

—Aeschylus



I am standing on the side of the road. It’s as though my feet are planted in the ground, planted in cement. And I’m just waiting. No one will tell me anything. The dreadful scene that lies around the curve ahead remains a mystery for now as I’m frozen in place, standing like a statue at the defining moment of my life—eerily controlled while the life and love I’d cherished slips from my grasp. The intense combination of the red, white, and blue lights from the multitude of emergency vehicles penetrates my vision so severely I am overwhelmed by the visual assault. These are the lights that embody emergency, rescue, and often tragedy. Only this tragedy—my tragedy—has left us with no one to rescue.

My heart beats as if it wants out of my body, as if my heart knows it belongs in the van with the three people who had filled it with the joy of a truly perfect love. I ask the unavoidable question piercing my soul: “Is there a white van in the wreck?”

“Possible family member” is the emergency responder’s reply into his radio.

“I need to know if there’s a white van!”

And then simply, “Yes.”

Friday, October 13, 2006, began as a calm and quiet day of precious hours shared between a mother and her brand-new, beautiful baby. And I knew beauty. I had watched it grow and radiate from every part of my daughter, Macy, for almost six years. I had witnessed the beauty of her innocence and the gift of her vivacious spirit. And now we’d been blessed once again with our blond-haired, blue-eyed, nine-and-a-half-pound perfect baby boy. The past eighteen days spent with Caleb had been absolute bliss. Caleb represented our hope for the future, and Rick and I savored the joy he added to our lives.

He was the only boy, Mommy’s handsome “feller” (as I so lovingly called him), PaPa’s fishing buddy, Daddy’s little Longhorn, and the most wonderful completion of our family.

In those moments with my new family of four, I was acutely aware of the blessings that had been showered upon me. Not once did I take what I’d been given for granted; they were my purpose, my joy, my truth, and my everything. My roles as wife and mother were everything I’d ever wanted, and I would not have traded lives with another human on the planet.

That particular Friday I wasn’t feeling well. Aside from the normal fatigue every new mother faces, my chest felt unusually tight, and I was running a low-grade fever. Nevertheless, I wasn’t too ill to miss time with my delightful son. With my husband Rick, a teacher, and Macy at school for the day, I had time alone with Caleb to play and treasure those fleeting moments of a child’s infancy. Sitting on my bed with him in my lap, his head at my feet, I talked to him and cuddled him as we studied each other to our hearts’ content.

When Macy and Rick eventually came in from school, I was immediately captured by Macy’s excitement over what she described as the best day of her life. As part of fire safety week at school, she had climbed onto a fire truck and embraced that occasion with the unbridled zest for life she brought to every experience. She went on to tell us about a sweet little boy named Mcguire who wasn’t in her class but had made her feel special by knowing her name. As I watched her trademark red curls dancing around her jovial face, she ran off to draw a picture of herself and Mcguire each wearing a crown, poised in a whimsical carriage.

Meanwhile, Rick and I discussed whether some of the symptoms I was having warranted a visit to the emergency room. Deciding I should go—better safe than sorry—we agreed that we didn’t want Caleb exposed to any potentially harmful germs lurking in an ER waiting area. Rick would take him, Macy, and our two nieces, Madelyn and Maryl, to an open gym while I sought medical attention. I kissed Caleb and then Macy. I walked over to Rick standing behind our counter and kissed him, then went out to the car. Darting out from the house, Macy ran toward me as I was about to leave. From the car I called out, “Baby girl, you have got to get back in the house. You cannot just run out of the house!”

She replied, “I just wanted one more hug.”

And then she stood in front of the car, wrapped her arms around herself, hugged herself, and said, “I love you!” I watched that exceptional child run back into the house, then pulled out of the driveway.

I’m at the emergency room and of course there’s a long line. My name has been on the waiting list for almost an hour. I determine that my family—my life—headed in the opposite direction on their fun outing together, have surely arrived by now. I call Rick to check in and to my surprise he doesn’t pick up. Weird. He always answers his phone. I call back. It rings and rings and rings. Voice mail. I call again. It rings and rings and rings. Voice mail. I know that more than enough time has passed for him to have arrived at the open gym, so I place a call to my ex-sister-in-law’s house, where Rick was to pick up our nieces. I get right to the point. “What time did Rick pick up the girls?”

“He hasn’t picked them up. I just went ahead and took Madelyn and Maryl.”

And the feeling that something is horribly wrong begins to rise up from the pit of my stomach. Every fiber of my being knows that there’s been a wreck. What I don’t know is how bad it is.

I’m not completely conscious of my legs as they carry me to the front desk of the emergency room to explain that something has happened to my family. But somehow my body successfully reaches my car and I’m driving—fast. I’m driving and crying and praying out loud. “Please put angels all around my family. Please. All around them.”

Five miles past our house, on the two-lane highway we’ve traveled so many times as a family, the sun begins to go down in the sky and a barrage of flashing lights comes into view.

Please put angels all around my family.

The onslaught of lights is almost too much, as I recognize the telltale signs that something truly terrible has occurred. I watch as uniformed officers redirect traffic around the blockades they have positioned, but I will not be redirected.

Please. All around them.

I pull over to an open space and get out of the car, standing there with my emergency room bracelet on. The frantic words escape my mouth. “I need to know if there’s a white van!” I hear the “Yes” in reply. But my life is in that van. My life is in that van. Panic-stricken, I turn to the man beside me and ask, “Is it bad?” No one will make eye contact with me as the lights continue to flash and engulf my senses. The curt answer I am met with barely registers.

“Well, both of the cars caught on fire.”

WHAT?! And I see the fire trucks, but no one will tell me anything. I call my mother who is on a trip with my father in Florida with the Trinity Valley College board of directors. I cry out with a torrent of incomprehensible explanations of the events unfolding before my eyes.

Approaching me from a distance, two stone-faced officers are coming with the news. I am vaguely aware of the phone still at my ear when each officer takes one of my arms. And from the mouth of a wonderful man named Officer Clint Pirtle—the only man to make eye contact with me—came the most horrific statement ever to reach my ears: “I’m so sorry. We found no survivors.”

I drop to my knees, only to get right back up and plead, “Well, I need you to keep looking!” Surely they just haven’t found everybody yet. And then I remember the phone in my hand. “Mother, he said they’re all gone. He said they’re all gone.”

As Officer Pirtle takes the phone from my hands, I am left with the wave of numbness that has begun to infiltrate my body and mind. I instantly know Officer Pirtle’s words are true; I know that they are gone. I know that I will never see them again. Without the benefit of denial, I’m left on the side of the road with only myself—truly broken, violently severed from the life I’d known only hours earlier. And just as if a limb has been severed from my body, shock takes over quickly, and I don’t feel the pain right away. As I absorb that everything precious to me is gone, my mind becomes flooded with the knowledge that I have nowhere to go, no one to call, and nowhere to be.

Sitting on the back of an ambulance beside a young paramedic, I think back to that frantic drive toward the unimaginable place in which I now find myself. I prayed that God would put angels all around my family. I just didn’t mean this way. I turn to the unassuming paramedic and am overcome with the urge to tell him our story. I tell him, with an eerie calmness, as though I haven’t just been told that every member of my family is dead, “I have to tell you how wonderful my family was.”

And as I explain that I’d had the most perfect husband, and the most perfect five-year-old daughter, and the most perfect two-week-old son, that precious man stands there and listens. I wonder aloud, “How could this be real when they were just going to open gym?”

And that wonderful man, a complete stranger, stands there and listens. A female paramedic joins us only to leave minutes later, unable to handle the words I feel compelled to share. But he never leaves; he stands quietly, offering no inane platitudes meant to comfort me.

As my ex-sister-in-law arrives on the scene and I get into her car, I am starkly aware of my complete solitude. I recognize the face of Ronnie Daniel, justice of the peace and the man here to fulfill the unimaginable duty of declaring my family dead. He comes to me and says, “Abby, I’m so sorry. If I could take their place I would.” And he means it. He truly means it. “Is there anyone I can call?”

No, I think. I don’t have anybody to call. It’s just me. My parents are on their trip in Florida; my brother is at a football game in Georgia; and my husband’s not answering.

I leave the scene with my ex-sister-in-law and head to my house—our home—to pack some things. I have no reservations about returning to the house we shared as a family. It is truly a home in every sense of the word: a place of safety, love, and comfort. It is the happiest place on earth to me. As I enter the house, I am greeted by balloons saying “It’s a Boy!” I pass Caleb’s stroller in the living room and walk into our bedroom, robotically filling a bag. My face is strangely dry; I am without tears. I walk out the door into an existence I cannot comprehend. Just like that, at one fell swoop, I know that I’m no longer a wife to the most amazing man I’d ever met. No longer a mother to the two most precious children in the world. Where do I go? What now?



CHAPTER 2


A Light in the Dark


By His light I walked through darkness.

—Job 29:3



In the days following the wreck, no one could understand how I was doing so well. No one could understand why I was not crazy. No one really knew what to expect, but they came anyway. The amount of support from the people of our community was extremely comforting, and to see the multitude of lives Rick and my family had touched brought consolation. But as my mind digested the reality of the wreck, I knew all eyes were on me. I decided very early on that I would never be anyone’s stumbling block. I was going to be an example to our beloved students. After the accident, I had to take an immediate assessment of my beliefs and ask, Do I really believe what I think I believe? And the answer I always came back to was a definite Yes. I do.

Those who came to sit beside me that night said that I looked different, that I was almost glowing. It was as if God had laid a blanket of peace over my shattered heart. And I knew that this was a pivotal point in my life. It is easy to have faith and proclaim your love for the Lord when you have a perfect life—very easy. And people will sometimes dismiss you. But it’s an entirely different thing when those beliefs remain the same through a tragedy beyond anything people can imagine. I had always been very grounded in my faith, but never had God’s love for me been so tangible. I was a living example of the concept of a peace that passes all understanding. I should have been catatonic; I should have been prostrate in despair and never gotten up after this. But because of God’s grace I did. God’s grace was and is sufficient.

A few days after I buried my husband and two children, the humanness of grief hit. I went for a walk outside, attempting to clear my head of the overwhelming emptiness I felt. I was completely alone and heartbroken as I walked around my parents’ backyard under the shade of an oak tree. The Glad Oak (as my mother had always called it) was the site where Rick and I vowed to love each other forever—where our two lives were ceremonially joined as one. Three years earlier Rick, Macy, and I stood beneath that very oak and promised that only death would ever separate us. With silent tears I paced the acres of my parents’ land, calling out to God. “Lord, what do I do? What do You want me to do with my life? I’m open. I’m willing. What do I do? Help me.”

Suddenly, two little yellow butterflies caught my eye. They emerged seemingly out of nowhere, and I watched as they flew, playing and dancing around each other, fluttering freely in the air with a childlike grace. Struck by their beauty, I looked on as a huge orange monarch butterfly lovingly swooped down over them. It soared directly toward me and flew in a circle around my body, swaddling me in a blanket of warmth, then coming to land inches from my feet. The ethereal creatures stayed only moments, but they left me with a powerful, overwhelming sense of peace. And I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I’d been given the gift I so desperately needed. My family was together, their souls transcending death, and they were okay. Just as I will also be okay again one day. And I expressed my gratitude to God. Thank You for caring enough to send a broken soul a little glimmer of hope.


The people that made me a better me are gone. What now? What do I do now?

What plan does God have for me? If I have to suffer like this, then I want my life to matter. I want to know what I’m supposed to do. I want to know my plan. I am shattered and I’m trusting with childlike faith that God will put me back together again. This loss cannot be for naught.

—Abby Rike, written December 3, 2006, 1:00 a.m.





PART ONE


The Caterpillar Stage



CHAPTER 3


Boy Meets Girl


A soulmate is someone who has locks that fit our keys, and keys to fit our locks… Each unveils the best part of the other. No matter what else goes wrong around us, with that one person we’re safe in our own paradise. Our soulmate is someone who shares our deepest longings, our sense of direction. When we’re two balloons, and together our direction is up, chances are we’ve found the right person. Our soulmate is the one who makes life come to life.

—Richard Bach



In January 2003, I was at a speech tournament with my team of students. I was a coach for the University Interscholastic League speaking program at Canton High School. UIL is a program unique to Texas schools that encompasses athletics, music, and academics—all separate entities with which we serve the students in our schools. The program’s competitive events give students the little something extra they so desperately need. In the academics arena, students can choose from among thirty-two different events, including spelling, mathematics, computer science, history, and more. My job was to oversee all the speaking events: prose and poetry interpretation, persuasive and informative speaking, Lincoln-Douglas and cross-examination debate, and the one-act play—a huge undertaking for me but absolutely worth it.

In the coach’s lounge at the tournament, I noticed a tall man with masculine features and glasses, dressed in a suit, and I was suddenly aware of my own denim capris, black tank top, and sweater. As the coaches began talking, I soon met him and learned that his name was Rick Rike, and he was the UIL coordinator at Aubrey High School, a 2-A school a few hours from Canton, a 3-A school. In Texas, schools are classified according to their student population. Divisions range from the smallest 1-A school to the largest 5-A school. Our students had never competed against each other except at practice tournaments, but they were very strong and tremendously competitive at all levels, something a little unusual for a 2-A school. As we continued to chat, we started talking about doing a clinic together with our students so that they could hear another judge’s viewpoint on their performance. He gave me his home number, his cell, his school number, and his e-mail address. There surely would not be a problem getting in touch with one another!

Both of us remained really busy, not yet knowing what was in store for us; so, we e-mailed once or twice but nothing more. February brought about the cross-examination debate for my district. The head of the district hired Rick as a judge, inadvertently causing our paths to cross once again. After my top-seeded team suffered a loss and unjustifiably low speaker points, the students were out of the running for the next rounds. My second-seeded team members advanced to the next round, knowing they would more than likely be outmatched. Winning, under all the current circumstances, would be a long shot.

In a moment of mischief the students asked if they could have a little fun in the final round. I told them not to embarrass the school, themselves, or me but to go ahead and enjoy. Rick was judging this round at the last minute even though he had quite a long drive ahead of him back to Aubrey. My two students, who also happened to be huge Star Wars fans, inserted a hilarious comment about Chewbacca in their presentation, creating a great story and several giggles for the ride home. And in an unheard-of move, Rick voted for my team.

Later, reading his ballot from the event, I fixated on the section reserved for personal comments. I laughed aloud at the joke he’d written about now having to make the long trek back to Aubrey with his “invisible friend.” I was instantly drawn to his sense of humor and intelligence. Looking over that ballot, and then over at my students, I said, “Kids, this is someone I could like.”

Various events and different schedules kept us from running into each other again for a few months. And before I knew it, it was a Saturday in May and we were at the state meet. After the awards ceremony, during which one of my students took first place, Rick came to congratulate me and discuss plans to celebrate later that evening. He said he and his team were going to the Oasis outside of Austin on Lake Travis, so we decided to go along. The three students with me knew by now that I was interested in him, and they were in rare form. Those girls were like part of my family, and I lovingly warned them that they better be on their best behavior.

Rick and I happened to pull up to the restaurant with our cars facing each other and began walking in. Suddenly, I looked up and Rick was fifty paces ahead of me. Man! I thought, silently wishing we’d walked in and sat together. My group entered the restaurant and found no empty spots at Rick’s table, but that didn’t discourage me. I pulled up a chair, and we talked and laughed a bit before I went back to my table. “Girls,” I said, “this is what it looks like when you’ve been dismissed! This is what it looks like when someone is not interested in you!” And we had a hearty laugh over the situation.

Rick’s group talked about going to play mini golf, but I had already decided I was done putting myself out there. I shared my plans to take the girls to Sixth Street in Austin, just a fun place to walk around and visit quirky stores. On the way out of the restaurant, we stopped in an area where other students were mingling and dancing. The girls hung out a little before we left for Sixth Street, so as we walked out of the restaurant, I noticed we were leaving at the same time as Rick and his bunch. Rick was ahead of us and didn’t know it, but we were watching him with his shirt over his head, doing a Beavis and Butt-head impersonation. Hearing our uncontrollable laughter, Rick discovered us watching him, and he turned beet red.

We took the opportunity to convince one of Rick’s students to come with us to Sixth Street, and soon they all decided to join us. Once on Sixth Street, Rick and I finally started talking as we came to a coffee shop with an improv show. We sat down with our coffee. The girls were acting up like true teenagers, making it hard to concentrate on the intriguing man sitting beside me. I reminded them of the sacrifices I’d made over the past few months and asked for just one night of good behavior! They obliged, and I found myself enjoying every word that came out of Rick’s mouth.

We caught a cab back to our hotel, leaving Rick and me to exchange the most awkward hug ever showcased in public. It was awkward to the point of almost painful! The ungainly display was compounded by my lovable but juvenile group’s “Oooooooooh” as I got into the cab—leaving Rick red-faced once again.

I told myself I was definitely getting an e-mail on Monday. Tuesday came, and I was still waiting for it. I swallowed every ounce of pride and e-mailed him; there was no denying the fact that I was really interested. It was perfectly clear to me why Rick was the most eligible bachelor in Aubrey. Not overly debonair or suave, he was just good to his core and everything that I could ever hope to have. I e-mailed a pretty benign message just saying I’d had fun at the state meet. Upon receipt of my e-mail, he realized that the e-mail he sent Monday never made it; there was a problem with his server. Replying to my e-mail, he also sent his original message. I was smitten and invited him to a community performance on Thursday of my play The Cover of Life, which had made it to the state meet. I was overjoyed when he accepted.

I soon found out that Rick had tickets to the Dallas Mavericks playoff game—game six—on the same night as the play. I immediately assumed that he’d be going to the game, and I genuinely told him that it was not a problem. I completely understood. Without hesitation, he expressed his desire to come to the play instead, and he affirmed what I knew to be true: When men are interested, they will make it happen.

Word traveled all around school that Rick was coming to the performance and that we’d be going to dinner at my favorite restaurant, Two Senoritas, after the play. It was a big deal for the students; they knew I didn’t date. I made sure to inform them that they had better find another place to eat that night. Soon, it was Thursday; the play was over, and we were standing at Rick’s car. Rick opened my door; on the seat was a bunch of spring flowers and a card.


Abby,

I just wanted to write you a quick note to say first and foremost congratulations on a wildly successful State Meet. As a fellow UIL coach, I fully appreciate how much that State pin means. I also appreciate how many hours went into reaching your goals… What a wonderful job you did with that crew. Enough now about the professional stuff! I want to thank you for the invitation out here to beautiful East Texas. I had such a good time hanging out and relaxing Saturday night and into Sunday in Austin. Thanks for allowing us to do fun stuff instead of putt-putt. [image: image] Ok… that is all I have to say for now because I am writing this at school and I need to get on the road so I am not late for the show!

R2

—Rick Rike, written to Abby on their first date, see here



In the restaurant that night, I never looked away from him. I was so focused. We talked and talked and talked, but back at my car, Rick gave me a hug and then drove off, abruptly ending a magical night.

Once home I couldn’t shake the feeling that I didn’t get enough time with him. I called him under the guise of wanting to make sure he’d found his way back to the highway. It worked. We talked as he drove the three hours back to Aubrey and still after he arrived at home, deciding to meet each other again Saturday at Maggiano’s.

Dinner at Maggiano’s was our second date, and I loved that he said, “I hear the portions are really big. Wanna split?” We were both teachers, and such a frugal suggestion was music to my ears. We then went to a sports bar, and he held my hand a little as we walked in. There were no awkward silences. He jokingly informed me of a theater job open at Aubrey High, and we laughed about it, both of us well aware that I was beyond happy at Canton High. The sports bar was becoming loud, and I was having a hard time listening. Captivated by our conversation, I asked if we could go somewhere to talk more easily.

At the Double Tree Hotel bar, he sat with his back to the Mavericks game so he wouldn’t be distracted. Free-flowing conversation kept us from heading to my car before midnight. In the parking lot we noticed that security was not very happy with our loitering, and we were forced to leave without a first kiss. Another hug and we set the third date for Monday; I’d make dinner (despite my complete inability to cook!) and he’d meet Macy and my parents. Our courtship was going at warp speed, and it all felt completely natural.

On Monday afternoon, I took Macy over to my parents’ house, then came back to start cooking. I put chicken in a skillet and discovered that unbeknownst to me, my stove was not working. What a glaring example of my lack of prowess in the kitchen! I called Rick to say we’d be going out—my treat, but we’d swing by my parents’ house first for him to meet Macy. Having long ago resigned myself to the fact that no man was ever going to meet Macy, this was a huge step for me. But with Rick, there were so many people who knew and loved him in the community and at his job; it wasn’t like bringing a stranger.

I watched that wonderful man meet my baby. As they ran off to play with her Play-Doh, I could feel the shift in my life. For so long, it had just been the two of us, Macy and me.

I was twenty-six years old, and pregnant. While my heart leaped for joy over the precious life growing within my body, my mind knew what needed to be done. I’d been married for almost four years, and it was not a good marriage—certainly not a situation into which I’d ever bring my child. So I did what I had to do. Four months into the pregnancy, I left my husband in Houma, Louisiana, and returned home to Texas.

Six months away from being a single mother, I applied for jobs and was hired by Max Callahan, one of the greatest men on earth. He hired me even though I was four months pregnant, knowing he’d have to find substitutes and work around my maternity leave. He had seen one of my plays when I was a first-year teacher in Kemp, a small school in the same district as Canton, and he had never forgotten it. So he did what no one else would’ve done and offered me a job.

I didn’t tell anyone that I was separated from my husband. I wore my wedding ring to school every day. But eventually, in a small town, when a husband is never around and no one ever sees him, people figure things out. People later learned I was getting a divorce, but they didn’t know my story. In a small town, it’s a big deal to be female, alone, pregnant, and divorced.

The day I found out I was having a girl, I was joyous. Busy with my work at school, soon it was fall and the time had come for her to arrive. I’d had back labor for almost thirty hours and wasn’t dilating, so the doctor induced labor. The umbilical cord was dangerously close to the baby’s head, and her heart rate was dropping with every contraction. She was in distress, and would be delivered via emergency C-section.

My mother was in the room with me, and she cried out immediately after seeing her granddaughter, “Oh, Abby! She has red hair!” And I thought to myself, Are you sure she’s mine? How did I have a child with red hair?

The moment I laid eyes on her, I was changed. Her head was absolutely perfect, and she was just beautiful. I remember walking to the nursery to see her, and she was just six and a half pounds and so small. She looked like a porcelain china doll. Perfect head, perfect smattering of red hair. Beside her were these cone-headed dark-haired babies. I felt sorry for the other babies to have Macy in the middle. I went so far as to tell the nurse I felt sorry for the parents. How could they come see their babies when they’d see Macy and think, Oh, I wish she was mine! I thought she was the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen in all my life. (Imagine my shock when Rick saw a newborn picture of Macy and made that “Oh, my” face that you make once the child is older and cuter.) Thank God for mother’s eyes, eh?

Macy was different from the very beginning. At three days old, home from the hospital, she could hold her head up, perfectly erect. Her eyes never darted back and forth; they were stunningly bright and alert. That first night home, she followed the circle of a holiday wreath hanging on the wall, her eyes slowly tracing the curved outline—taking everything in.

As perfect as she was, nothing rocked my world as much as having her. She didn’t sleep at night. She didn’t nap. She was delightful, but she was needy. She was never spoiled, and I don’t believe that you can spoil kids with love. But she was high maintenance in that she needed a lot of attention and stimulation. I could never sit her in a bouncer; she was not satisfied with that. If I needed to shower, I would put her tub in the shower with me. There was never a break.

She had colic and could never get comfortable. She lost weight in the beginning. I took her to get her picture taken, and when I looked at the proof, I saw that she looked blue around her mouth. I was the panicked mom who went to the pediatrician thinking something was wrong and they needed to fix her. My breast milk dried up almost instantly from the fear. I had to put her on Nutramigen, the champagne of baby formula, and that expense alone was formidable.

Aside from that, I was in the midst of a painful divorce. And let’s face it. If the marriage is bad, then the divorce will not be fun. My divorce would not be finalized for two years. I refused to agree to unsupervised visitation until Macy turned three years old, the longest time a court would agree to. I was certainly not sending my newborn daughter into an environment I’d felt compelled to leave to protect her.

I went two years with no child support and didn’t have enough money for both of us. So Macy had clothes. Macy had diapers. Macy had Nutramigen. And I made do. Not with a poor-pitiful-me attitude, but with the knowledge that I was providing for my daughter in the best way I could.

I wanted to be a good mom, and I was so nervous and exhausted, but I did the very best I could. I knew I was becoming a better person. It’s really easy to be generous and caring when your needs are taken care of. And for the first time in my life my needs weren’t taken care of. If there was ever a time when I needed to figure out who I was, it was that time. It was the first time I had ever loved something more than myself. And that’s what motherhood is.

Macy did everything early and desired constant stimulation. She crawled at four and a half months old. She was pulling up by five and a half months and took her first step the day before she turned seven months. Macy was walking around by eight months and running at ten months. Her language development was just as advanced. She said her first word at six months: “Mom.” She spoke in three-word sentences at a year old. By fifteen months she was having conversations. She was truly the most exceptionally gifted child. It is hard for people to believe unless they were there to see it.

I returned to work when Macy was six weeks old. She had a brief stint in day care for about two weeks, until I decided that I was going to quit my job before I took her there again. She was constantly sick, had allergies, and needed breathing treatments regularly. As soon as I’d get her back in the routine of sleeping in her own bed, she’d get sick again.

Finding Nanny Pat, a phenomenal woman with an English accent and a heart of gold, was one of the biggest blessings in my life. She is at the top of the list of people outside my family who have changed my life for the better. I trusted Nanny Pat implicitly because I didn’t have to worry about Macy’s welfare. I could tell by Macy’s demeanor that she was being cared for and cherished. Knowing she was in such good care, I could concentrate on my tasks at work. In fact, Nanny Pat was much calmer with her than I was at times, and it was so wonderful for Macy to be around the calming influence of someone who so patiently and kindly cared for her. Nanny Pat never missed a day. She and her husband, Ronnie, loved Macy like their own, and you can’t put a price on that.

My mother worked full time but kept Macy on most Saturdays. She and Macy were kindred spirits. Macy would clean house with her as she got older and they’d play in the Magic Room—a pink princess room with a pink crushed-velvet couch—the perfect place for childhood fantasy. That time spent together fostered a relationship both my mother and Macy treasured. It also made Macy feel that she didn’t need just me. I believe one of the worst things a mother can do is nurture a child’s anxiety by not stepping away so that the child can experience someone else. Macy had several different places to go where she felt at home. She was secure and well adjusted because she had such great caregivers.

I enjoyed Macy’s infancy as much as I could. But I was a different person then, growing into the person I would become. I was a strict disciplinarian; I showered her with love, but I didn’t put up with any tomfoolery. I certainly was not going to allow a nine-month-old to run things! Macy was strong willed and an absolute delight. I always knew she had my mother as the safe place to fall; I had to be a strong, consistent example for her. Still, I didn’t have the martyr mentality that I could never leave my child or do anything for myself. A mother’s priority must be her child; they didn’t ask to be born. As a single mother, I never had anyone to pass her off to, but once a month I’d go out to dinner with friends. Macy and I spent a lot of time at my parents’ house after school. I never had to feel that I was imposing on anyone.

With every milestone she reached, she became more independent, which thrilled me. I was never a person who needed to be needed. I wanted to raise my children to leave the nest. It was my job to make sure that they’d be fine without me, and that they’d thrive on their own. I never would’ve thought I’d be learning to live without them.

At almost two years old, Macy was thriving, as was I. My professional life was just as on track as my home life. I’d had much success with my students at the speaking events, taking three of them to compete at the state level. I was having the most fulfilling year at school, watching the students grow as actors and actresses in a beautiful play. The chemistry of that particular group of kids was like nothing I’d ever experienced. They were so talented, and we were like family.

I was awarded Teacher of the Year in my third year at Canton High School and received the honor before a standing ovation. But it had been too long since I’d had a companion to share my successes with. I lived in a small town with no one to date, no one to meet, and the stigma of being a single mother everywhere I went. I prayed that God would send someone worthy of us and that I’d be worthy of him. I fervently prayed that we would meet someone. I prayed for Rick before I met him. There had to be more than just work and life as a single mother. I had always wanted a good marriage. There was something missing.

My prayers had been answered. The night Rick met Macy, a little over a week had passed since our first date. It never felt rushed, only natural, and good, and right. After dinner that night, we sat on my couch and talked until he got the nerve to initiate our first kiss. It was extremely awkward and absolutely perfect all at the same time. We talked and talked, as though mesmerized by each other’s voices until we noticed it was 3:00 a.m. Rick, realizing he had to be at work in a few hours, remembered that he still had to drive the three hours back home. Arriving at work with little time to spare, Rick showered at the school and then worked a full day without rest. We simply couldn’t be bothered with something as trivial as sleep when getting to know each other was so intriguing. While someone else might have complained of too much togetherness, I never once thought I need a break from this man. No matter how many hours we spent together, I wanted more.

We still hadn’t had any uncomfortable conversations to define what we were; it just was. He never played games, and it didn’t feel like we were moving too fast. We knew it was strange to some people, but to us it was just right.


Abby,

Ok… so I’m not sure this is the most fitting card ever, but I was kinda rushed, so I had to make do. It hardly seems possible we have only “known” each other since last Saturday, but so be it. The one thing I am sure of in life is that I love to have a good time… AND a good time I have had the past week or so. Whenever we are not hanging out or spending time together, I am constantly looking forward to the next time we will see each other. You are one of the nicest, most intellectual, honest, and REAL people I have ever had the good fortune of knowing… I learn so much about you everytime we are together. In this upcoming week we are going to learn so much more about each other’s friends and families. For some reason that just seems natural… [image: image]

R2

—Rick Rike to Abby, May 2003, see here



A few weeks into it, I knew that I loved him. I sat down to write him a card saying just that. I certainly didn’t plan to give him the card. But I wanted to write down the exact moment that I knew.


Okay… so you’ve just left my house and it’s 2:30 in the morning… And I’m writing this knowing I won’t give this to you for quite some time… I guess what it boils down to is you piqued my interest with the infamous “ballot.” Then I had the absolute BEST first date of my life on Thursday… two weeks ago… I realized then that you were the kind of man that I could love. I didn’t think that would ever happen so that was really exciting! Then we kept spending time together and having all those incredible talks. And the more I know of you the more I realize I am falling head over heels for you.
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