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      For Michael Joseph Feffer, my bedrock

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        There are only two lasting bequests we can hope to give our children. One of these is roots; the other, wings.

        CECILIA LASBURY
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        From left to right: Mikey, Jackie, Danielle, Joey, Nick (2002)
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        You never know how strong you are until being strong is your only option.

        BOB MARLEY

      

      

      

      

      “Leve men’m anlè!” the DJ cried over the loudspeaker.

      It was hard to hear him, or anyone really, over the music, but the guests complied, jumping and waving their arms about. The boom-boom-boom of the drumbeat shook my bones as I sat, swaying my body and watching the people dance.

      I should’ve been screaming to Boukman Eksperyans’ Kè m Pa Sote on the dancefloor along with my husband and children. It’s usually the last song my family plays at a Haitian wedding, and everyone knew the words. But instead, I sat in the corner, alone, with a half-eaten plate of jerk chicken and fried plantains keeping me company. I was too tired to dance, so tired. More tired than usual. But why? I began unfurling the events of the last six months, trying to decipher what could justify my worsening fatigue.

      In April, Michael and I drove the kids to Chicago for the National Middle School Quiz Bowl Championships. Then we headed to New York with Mikey for a piano competition in May. In June, we hosted Danielle’s high school graduation party back home in State College. Shortly afterward, I accompanied her to D.C. for her Presidential Scholars award ceremony. When we got back, I helped her pack for a summer exchange program in Beijing.

      With Danielle off traveling again, I focused my attention on my four other children. I took Mikey to Indiana for the Telluride camp, then the twins to D.C. for their math camp, and Nick back to Pennsylvania for his biotechnology camp. Of course, I then had to retrace my routes and shuttle them home after each program concluded. When Danielle returned from China, we shopped for school supplies, gathered her belongings, and moved her into her freshman dorm. After hugs and kisses, I left to plan out the school year for my remaining children, inquired about the quiz bowl team, and packed for my trip. Then the Benghazi attack happened and⁠—

      “Come dance with me!” my brother Rony shouted over the crowd, bopping over to me with his arms outstretched as if asking for a hug.

      I pulled back, crossing my arms, and sinking into the plush French baroque chair. I smiled at him, but shook my head, no.

      Rony’s smile melted. He grabbed an empty chair and set it down next to mine. He looked quite handsome in his tuxedo, and his boyish oval face made him seem younger than a man in his fifties, but his graying widow’s peak dispelled any doubts.

      “Why aren’t you dancing?” he asked.

      “Congratulations,” I said, leaving his question hanging in the air, “the wedding was beautiful, and the food was delicious.” The half-eaten plate of food in front of me didn’t seem to convince him. “That’s my second plate,” I added quickly.

      “Why are you sitting alone back here? I haven’t seen you dance all evening. Is everything ok?”

      “I’m fine,” I replied, waving his concern away.

      He squinted as he studied my face. “Tic,” he said, “are you losing weight?” He gave my right arm a gentle squeeze.

      “I don’t know… Probably… I think I’m just tired from all the running around I’ve been doing. It’s been exhausting.” I said, slumping deeper into the chair. “I don’t ever recall being this tired.”

      “I don’t know how you do it, kiddo,” he said with half a smile. “You’re doing an amazing job with the kids, but,” he hesitated for a moment before continuing with a worried expression, “you need to slow down.”

      “Tell me how with five children,” I said, “there’s no slowing down for me. I’ll slow down when I’m dead.”

      Rony knitted his eyebrows with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Sighing and rising from his chair, he asked, “Are you staying in New York for the weekend?”

      “I wish I could,” I said, tilting my head up to catch his eyes. “I’d love to stay and spend time with Mom, but I have a busy week coming up. Michael’s niece is getting married next Saturday; I need to go shopping. And, well before that, actually this Monday, I’m scheduled for a colonoscopy.”

      “Why? You’ve only just turned forty-nine.” That look of dread materialized on his face again.

      “I know. It’s overkill. It’s Michael’s idea. There was a tinge of blood the other day, and, well, it’s probably nothing. Michael said the colonoscopy schedule was light for next week, so he spoke with the GI doctor and convinced him to put me on the list. He said it’s better to endure it now and dismiss it for the next ten years. I mean, who wants to celebrate the big five-oh with a colonoscopy?” I added, downplaying any need for concern.

      “I had it done a few years ago. It’s a breeze.” Rony said as he patted my back. “The prep is worse than the procedure,” he assured me, his trademark smile returning to his face.

      Three days later, I was in Macy’s fitting room when my cell phone rang. It was Michael.

      “Where are you?” he asked.

      “Shopping, trying on a dress for your niece’s wedding. Why? Where are you?”

      “I’m home,” Michael said.

      “Home? It’s only noon. What are you doing at home? Is everything okay?”

      “Can you please come home? We need to talk.” His voice was a fragile whisper.

      “What is it, Michael? Are the kids okay?” I asked quickly.

      “It’s your pathology results.” His tone panicked me.

      My mirrored reflection shivered as I stood transfixed in my spot. During my colonoscopy earlier that week, the GI doctor biopsied a small tumor in my large intestine. Still, Michael and I concluded it was benign. I wasn’t sick. I felt fine, so I abandoned any negative thoughts—until now.

      “What—well—what is it?” I asked, reluctant to finish the question. I heard nothing, but a sigh on the other end. “Is it bad?” I whispered, suddenly afraid of being overheard.

      “Yes,” he said at last.

      I hung up the phone and haphazardly assembled the red dress on its hanger and placed it on the rack. I rushed to my car, buckled my seat belt but couldn’t turn the key. I sat petrified, hypnotized in a whirlwind of thoughts. It must be some mistake, a mix-up, a clerical error. I tried to remain calm until I was sure of the findings. But I also knew as soon as Michael received the report, as my husband-physician, he’d seek out the GI doctor, the pathologist, and the lab clerk, anyone involved to discover if there was indeed a mistake. He’d ask all the pertinent questions before burdening me with this news. I gripped the steering wheel tightly as my brain searched for something to hold onto. I didn’t want to deal with the information just yet. I thought about where I could drive. Somewhere. Anywhere. Not home. I didn’t want to go there. If I didn’t know I had it, if I didn’t see the results for myself, if I escaped to Canada or flew to Florida to visit my sister and left the results behind, maybe, just maybe, I could pretend it never happened. It could be the tree that fell in the forest…

      Thirty minutes later, I found myself in front of my house. I don’t remember driving there, but after ten years in State College, the drive was instinctual. Michael waited outside, still dressed in his green scrubs, which he hardly ever wore outside the hospital. He stood looming by the front door with crossed arms, appearing taller than his 5’7" frame would suggest. All right then. I tensed up in my minivan—time to face the music. I took a deep breath to calm myself as I stepped out of the car but was unsuccessful. My legs buckled as I approached him and collapsed in his arms. We stood there, silently entwined in an embrace. Grief and worry were captured in his dark brown eyes. There was no need to talk; there were no mistakes, no clerical errors. The eerie tranquility amplified my fears. I had cancer.

      Michael showed me pictures of the mass in my colon, and we discussed our next steps. Michael contacted a general surgeon, and we met with him the following day to discuss the procedure. During the meeting, I asked all the relevant questions as if deliberating on one of my patients. Somehow, I still couldn’t register that this was happening to me. I’m supposed to be the one with the scalpel, not on the hospital bed. I left the doctor’s office fixating on two things he had said: Due to the mass’s location, I could wake up with a colostomy bag—forever condemned to carry my waste around with me. And, if the tumor spread outside of the colon, chemo or radiation would be required. How would I share those terrible prospects with my parents, brothers, sisters, and most of all, my children? Despite the grim news, by the time Michael and I reached the sanctuary of our home, I was feeling optimistic. I realized the awful possibilities were just that—possibilities. I may just as likely not require a colostomy bag, and the surgery may cure me. Everything was not doomed, not yet. That’s how I considered presenting my illness to my family.

      The surgeon pushed for an immediate operation on Monday, following Michael’s niece’s wedding. So, I decided to postpone telling my in-laws and my kids. My misery needed no one. I didn’t want to ruin the blissful occasion, nor did I want pity or feelings of discomfort to suffuse around me at the reception. Michael would tell them afterward.

      I told my siblings later that week over a conference call. “Hey guys remember the colonoscopy I had a few days ago well the results came back positive for colon cancer and I’m going for surgery next Monday.” I blurted everything out in one breath, trying desperately not to cry. I was trying to be tough for them. After a flurry of questions and answers ricocheted back and forth, there was a terrible silence.

      Finally, Edith, my oldest sister, said, “What about Mom and Dad? Are we going to tell them?”

      “No, I thought about that. You can tell Dad on a need-to-know basis only. Spare him details and keep it positive. I don’t want Mom knowing. After her third stroke…” I trailed off. “Well, she’s been through enough.”

      My siblings agreed. They commiserated with me for an hour or so, trying to remain hopeful. Occasionally, sniffles and cracked voices punctuated our call. Upon hanging up the phone, I screamed and freed the flood of tears dammed during the conversation. My siblings wanted to come for the surgery, but I vetoed that idea. I told them Michael would be in contact throughout the day. I was trying to keep things as normal as could be. I wanted my kids to go to school that day and convinced them their mom was tougher than this cancer. Surprisingly, my teenagers believed me and accepted my illness better than I could have predicted.

      After the surgery, I woke up from the anesthesia and immediately probed my side, searching for a colostomy bag; I was relieved to find none. The next day, the surgeon stopped by my room to discuss the results.

      “Unfortunately,” he said, looking down at his clipboard, “in addition to the primary tumor, we found a second mass in your abdomen.” He paused to gauge my reaction. I lowered my head and pulled absentmindedly at a stray thread from the white hospital blanket. “You’re now a stage three colon cancer,” he continued, “because malignancy was found beyond the colon but localized near it.”

      “What is my five-year survival rate?” I asked as I rubbed my eye as if removing an irritant.

      “We don’t have to deal with that now. I’m sure your⁠—”

      “Excuse me. What is my five-year survival rate?” I repeated, slower this time.

      “About 53%.”

      “A coin toss,” I mumbled.

      My friends and family tried to encourage me, telling me I could beat this cancer. I had my kids to live for, they had said. Although I agreed, I saw my situation differently. I had my kids to live for because I hadn’t yet completed my job of raising and educating them. I’ve never abandoned a project, and I wasn’t about to start now. Danielle was the only one in college; I had four more to go. Giving up was not an option. That’s what I’ve always preached to my kids. It was time to follow my own advice.

      On November 5, 2012, my twins’ thirteenth birthday, I had a bloodstream access port inserted in my neck, connecting directly into the right jugular vein for my chemo infusion. I felt miserable about having this procedure done on their birthday, but I was anxious to start my chemo so I could be done with it quickly.

      My chemo regimen began a week before Thanksgiving and consisted of a cocktail of three different drugs. The staff monitored the first part at the hospital, and then a visiting nurse attached the more extended infusion at my home to run overnight. It was a twenty-four-week plan, with treatments every other week. Rony wanted me to live in New York with him and his family and go to Sloan Kettering. As thoughtful as the offer was, I couldn’t be a burden to him, especially since he had already been taking care of our ailing eighty-two-year-old mom. Danielle suggested I receive treatments at Mass General in Boston. I refused her, too. I didn’t want her worrying about me when she should be concentrating on being a college student. In reality, I didn’t want to be away from the rest of the family. In the end, I settled on our local hospital. I figured the protocol for my diagnosis would be the same regardless of the locale. But I had overlooked one crucial factor. Only later would I realize different doctors managed the side effects of chemo (of which there are many) differently.

      My husband accompanied me to my first chemotherapy appointment. After the nurse began the injection of anti-nausea medications, I sent him away. I didn’t need him lingering there for the hour or more it took the pretreatment and the chemo drugs to course through my veins. Five other patients were gathered in the small, bland, sterile-looking room, lying in light blue vinyl recliners, identical to mine. Only white, plastic hospital curtains separated us, enabling us to listen in on conversations on either side of those dividers. I was trying to nap when I heard a woman’s voice whisper to the patient next to me.

      “Sir, you’re behind in your payments. We won’t be able to administer your next chemo until you’ve caught up.”

      “I understand,” he mumbled.

      I felt miserable for him. Cancer is bad enough on its own, but worrying about paying for it made it that much more distressing. I felt the weight of our privilege, our premium healthcare coverage, and our comfortable lifestyle as the medication dripped into me.

      When the nurse drew back the curtain, I craned my neck backward, trying to steal a casual glance at my forlorn neighbor. He was an elderly gentleman, probably in his late seventies, with thinning grayish hair. Crevices on his face and a shriveled prune of a body highlighted his fragile appearance. Older people shouldn’t fall victim to cancer, the treatment alone could kill them. I had heard how debilitated you could feel after a chemo session, and I wasn’t sure that frail man would survive it. I surveyed the room as I wheeled my IV pole to the restroom and noticed I was the youngest person there. The sight disturbed me. You’re supposed to enjoy your golden years, not suffer through them. But then, when was the best age to be afflicted with cancer? I already ruled out the old. I also excluded the young because they’re just beginning to enjoy life; their brains are still developing. I bleakly concluded my age was probably the best time to incur this disease. At least I had that going for me.

      Traveling along this train of thought to the next stop, I debated the best time for a mother to get cancer? Not when her kids are young, because it would be impossible to explain an illness like that to her toddlers, and they still needed to be taken care of. But also, not when her kids are adults because they probably would be just starting their careers and may be raising their own children. Having also to take care of an ailing parent might be exasperating. When they’re teenagers—like mine—I concluded, would be the best age; they can take care of themselves with limited supervision. They’re so self-absorbed at this stage in their lives that a parent’s illness wouldn’t impact them as much anyways. Hey, I was two for two. I half-heartedly smiled to myself as I slowly maneuvered my way back to the recliner. The nurse waited with my medication. I sat down, clasped my hands, and held my breath as she hooked me to the chemo drugs, bracing for the tempest.

      When you enter a dark and fearful part of your life, it is only natural that you look for a time when there emitted an ethereal light powered by laughter and aspiration, a time when things were controllable, fixable. For me, this would begin with raising my children. Those years gave me the chance to laugh with my kids, play with them, cry with them, and know them. As the toxic treatment squirmed through my veins, I closed my eyes, made myself comfortable, and reminisced about the beginning.
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        They know me in a way no one ever has.

        They open me up to things I never knew existed.

        They drive me to insanity and push me to my depths.

        They are the beat of my heart.

        The pulse of my veins and the energy in my soul.

      
        They are my kids.

        ANONYMOUS

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            THE FAMILY (1998–1999)
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        Family, where life begins, and love never ends.

        ANONYMOUS

      

      

      

      

      My reason for wanting a large family was simple: I wanted my children to be each other’s playmates, as my siblings were mine. We grew up in Brooklyn in the late sixties, but as a family of Haitian immigrants, we spoke primarily French and Kreyòl at home. My five siblings and I were raised in a typical Haitian household, listening to compas music, and eating fried plantains, fried pork, and, of course, rice and beans. My siblings were my best friends, and with good reason—we were the first Black family to move into a white neighborhood on Nostrand Avenue. The other kids were not allowed to play with us or didn’t want to play with us. We never found out which. It didn’t matter; we played with each other and kept to ourselves. Sadly, this didn’t stop the white kids from teasing us, throwing rocks at us, and calling us names.  

      My father, like most immigrant parents, was averse to confrontation and told us to ignore them. He kept us indoors after school, where we hunkered down at the kitchen table to do homework. My grandmother, the family's matriarch, disagreed with my father and told us to defend ourselves. One late October afternoon, we did. We sustained some scratches and bruises, but we gave the neighborhood kids swollen eyes and bloody noses. Upon reflection, I guess they were more shocked that we fought back than afraid. They respected us afterward, and the teasing ended. Some of us even became friends. A few years later, more Hispanic and Black families moved in, and the white families moved out. Although making friends then became a lot easier, my siblings remained my closest companions. If my biracial children received the same “welcome” in central Pennsylvania that we received in Brooklyn, I wanted them to rely on each other. 

      While wanting a large family was easy, acquiring one was far more complicated. My pregnancies refused to cooperate. Preterm labor aggravated every pregnancy, which resulted in bed rest and medications.  My last pregnancy, at thirty-five years of age, was a harrowing experience. I was an obstetrician’s worst nightmare. 

      One night during that pregnancy, I was at the kitchen sink rinsing out a glass. It slipped from my hands and shattered on the beige tile floor, sending pieces of glass sliding like ice cubes across the floor. Startled, my three children spun their heads up. I couldn’t speak or move. I grasped the sink with closed eyes as discomfort seared through my lower abdomen.  

      “Mommy, are you okay?” asked Danielle, my oldest. 

      I had almost forgotten the kids were there. I didn’t want them anywhere near the broken glass, but luckily the shards skated away from them. “Sorry, guys, Mommy’s not feeling well. She has a tummy ache,” I said as I put my arms across my belly and limped to the family room’s brown sofa. “Danielle, my big girl.” I grimaced as I caught my breath. “Can you help the boys with their pajamas and… and put them to bed for me, please? You can read them a bedtime story if you want… Dad’s on call, and Mommy’s not feeling well, so… you’re in charge. Can you handle it?” 

      “Yes, Mommy, I can,” she said with no hesitation.

      “Thank you, darling.” I could not fathom how mature she was for a four-year-old. I wondered, was that an oxymoron? Nonetheless, Danielle was destined to be in charge. 

      “Come on, boys, let’s go,” she ordered her younger siblings as she shepherded them to bed. I was apprehensive as I saw my six-month-old, Nicky, crawling up the stairs while Mikey and Danielle trailed behind. 

      As soon as my kids were out of earshot range, I called my husband to inform him of my imminent miscarriage. 

      “Do you want to see a doctor? Do you want to come to the hospital?” 

      I knew there was nothing my doctor would be able to do for an eight-week pregnancy because, as an obstetrician, I had witnessed some of these hopeless situations. After resolving myself to the circumstances, I simply said, “No, the kids are already in bed, and it’ll take too long to try to call a babysitter.” 

      “I’m coming home. I’ll find someone to cover me.” 

      “No, no, don’t. I’ll be okay,” I lied. “I just need to rest.” I hung up the phone and wiped my eyes. The pain in my abdomen and fear in my chest forbade me to climb the stairs to my bedroom. I couldn’t even check in on the children. Between pains, I managed to pick up the pieces of broken glass and made myself as comfortable as I could on the sofa. After what seemed like hours, I fell asleep. Dawn found me—surprisingly—well. The pain had subsided, and there was still no sign of blood. After dropping the kids off at preschool and daycare, I went straight to my hospital’s ultrasound room. The sonographer showed me two gestational sacs in my uterus. I was having twins. No, that’s not possible, twins didn’t run in my family, and Michael and I had compromised on four children, not five. Questions began swirling in my head like debris in a tornado. Then I saw the sonographer’s widened eyes reflected my own, but our reasons differed: The smaller sac pictured on the screen was irregularly shaped. There was also a ruptured cyst and fluid behind my womb. This observation made it evident that my pregnancy was still in danger. I prescribed myself progesterone and resolved to rest as much as possible, typical advice I would have given to my patients.

      My immediate dilemma, however, was telling Michael we were having twins. His initial reaction consisted of outbursts like, “How could this happen? “We agreed on only one more,” and my favorite, “I’ll be working until I’m 100. No retirement for me.” Michael eventually accepted the situation, and, in the ensuing weeks, we were both eager to welcome the twins. 

      At sixteen weeks, my sonogram revealed the larger twin was a boy and the smaller one a girl. Since my sisters were my best friends, I was delighted Danielle would have a sister also.  

      Twenty-eight weeks found me in a panic again. Premature contractions pulled my cerclage apart, a stitch the doctor had placed to help keep my cervix closed. It had now reopened and had bulging membranes. I was admitted to the hospital to stop my labor and to put in another cerclage. 

      My doctor said, “Carline, you know the risks. With this cerclage, there’s a fifty percent chance of rupturing the membranes and losing the babies.” 

      “I know,” I said, stifling tears. Years later, I realized the fear of losing one’s child either in utero or later in life is a cross all mothers carry. It never disappears, not even after they have gone to college or moved away. The umbilical cord is never truly cut. 

      My doctor deemed the procedure a success and sent me home on strict bedrest, tocolytic drugs, and a series of steroid injections to help with the babies’ lung development. My in-laws came that weekend and helped until my parents showed up that Monday. They cooked, cleaned, and drove the kids to preschool for the next month, awaiting the birth of the twins. I don’t know how I would have managed without my family. 

      At thirty-two weeks, my preterm labor resumed, and the first twin, the boy, was a footling breech, necessitating an immediate cesarean section. My twins did well, and thankfully, they had a short stay in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit. The three of us were discharged together after three days. 

      Danielle, my oldest, had been my only full-term pregnancy, delivered at thirty-seven weeks. Mikey and Nick were born at thirty-six and thirty-five weeks, respectively. And my twins, arriving at thirty-two weeks, were my earliest premature deliveries. Preemies, I knew, statistically tend to never quite catch up to their full-term counterparts. They are more likely to suffer from developmental delays, struggle in school and sports, and manifest learning disabilities. I feared my children might suffer a similar fate, but as time would tell, they had other plans.
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        The difference between a beginning teacher and an experienced one is that the beginning teacher asks, ‘How am I doing?’ and the experienced teacher asks, ‘How are the children doing?’

        ESME RAJI CODELL

      

      

      

      

      “Wake up, Sweetie, time for school,” I said in a high-pitched voice usually reserved for my kids. I cracked open the door to my five-year-old Danielle’s pink and white striped bedroom. Quiet as a library. I stepped inside, stood by her bed, and tried again, softer this time. “Come on, Dani, time to get ready for school,” I said, prodding her awake.

      As she stirred and yawned, I walked over to her window and opened the blinds to gain the sun’s assistance. The morning light filtered through the tree branches and streamed into Danielle’s room, radiating patchwork sunbeams on her face. She clenched her eyes and recoiled her small body into a fetal position, pulling the covers over herself.

      “Can I stay home today, Mommy? Please?” she moaned.

      “Why? Are you sick?” I said, coming towards her bed. She peeked out from under her blankets, and I felt her forehead.

      “No,” she replied, squinting her eyes. “I don’t think so.” She yawned again.

      “Well, then you can’t stay home.” I nudged her shoulder. “Come on, Sweetie, up. Once you’re dressed, you’ll feel fine.”

      I took off the silk scarf I had tied around her cornrows the night before. It reminded me of when my mom used to do the same to my hair late in the evenings, before leaving the house and heading out to her second job. But Danielle’s hair was longer and softer than the natural kinky hair I wore back then.

      “You look gorgeous,” I said, admiring my handiwork, “now get dressed and come down for breakfast. I’m gonna wake up the others.”

      I placed Jackie and Joey, my six-month-old twins, in their highchairs and gave them their pacifiers while their oatmeal cooled. The babysitter would take care of the feeding. Nicky and Mikey were already in their booster seats, downing theirs. I had to send some patients home before starting my office hours, so I’d planned to leave the house early. I also needed to drop Nicky at the daycare, Mikey at Penn Mont Academy, and Danielle at St. John’s Elementary. If I kept Mikey at the daycare with Nicky or left Danielle at Penn Mont with Mikey, I would have one fewer detour disrupting my chaotic mornings. Because Montessori school only extended to kindergarten, Michael and I decided to make the lateral move to St. John’s kindergarten class to allow Danielle to start with the other kindergarteners. This way, she would—wait, Danielle still had not come down for breakfast. “Danielle, get a move on,” I called up to her room.

      She ambled downstairs, dressed in a maroon plaid jumper and white starched shirt, and took her usual seat at the kitchen table. Crafted of oak and a marbled inlay of dark green Formica, the octagonal table was Michael’s creation. He designed it himself in his workshop just a few months after the twins were born. He was very proud of it. We all were. We all agreed that a family that eats together stays together.

      I watched as my oldest daughter dawdled in front of her bowl, fiddling with her spoon while cradling her melancholy face in her other hand. “Eat your breakfast, Dani, and elbows off the table,” I reminded her as I hurried for the ear thermometer.

      Sighing, she straightened up and removed her elbow from the table. “I’m not hungry,” she said. I placed the thermometer in her ear. After the beep, a green “98.7” illuminated the screen.

      “Eat your breakfast,” I said again, more sternly this time, as I put the device away and rushed to retrieve my medical journals.

      The doorbell chimed, and I dashed to the door. “Thanks for coming early,” I said to the babysitter as she walked in. We had hired her two months earlier to take care of the twins. Although she knew the daily routine, I still recited directives. “I’ve already sterilized their bottles, their jars for lunch are on the kitchen counter, my beeper and Michael’s beeper numbers are on the refrigerator. I’m in the office today,” I said, “so use the office number, the second one under my name.”

      I glanced over toward Danielle and noticed her breakfast remained untouched. “Danielle,” I said, “what’s wrong? Why all the gloom?”

      “I don’t want to go to school, Mommy,” she said softly.

      “Are you going to be a kindergarten dropout?” I joked. Danielle was not amused. She was blue; I was baffled. “Why not?” I asked.

      “I’m bored at school, Mom. I would rather stay home with the twins and read my books.”

      Bored? How can a five-year-old be bored with school? It’s kindergarten. “Ahh, Danielle, I can’t do this today. You’re going to school. Kids, drink your orange juice and get in the car. You too, Dani.” After buckling my three older children into their car seats, I handed Danielle a granola bar. “It’ll be okay, Sweetie,” I said. “You’re probably just tired this morning.”

      “No, Mom,” she said, with a certainty that belied her age, “I’m bored.”

      DANIELLE (DANI): 0–5 (1994–2000)

      The Multi-Talented One

      
        
        
        Why fit in when you were born to stand out?

        DR. SEUSS

      

      

      

      

      I began reading to Danielle when she was only days old. By the time she turned one, Danielle had firmly established the habit. It occurred every evening and consisted of at least two books, one of which was always The Cat in the Hat. When I resumed working six months after her birth, Michael and I took turns handling Danielle’s reading ritual. Sleepy and exhausted after a grueling day at work, I tiptoed up our carpeted staircase. I longed for my bed as a sailor for his sea. The last thing I wanted was to read The Cat in the Hat for the thousandth time to my two-year-old.

      “Mommy, is that you?” Danielle squeaked.

      Darn it. “Yes, Sweetie, it’s me,” I said, yawning as I peeped into her room. “It’s late. Why aren’t you sleeping?”

      My question drew a blank stare. What a foolish question, Mom, her expression suggested. We both knew the answer, so I decided not to wait for a reply. “Okay, Chérie, give me a minute. I’m going to change into my pajamas.”

      As I undressed, I noted my husband lying contently in our bed watching Monday Night Football. I browsed around the room for something to throw at him. “Why couldn’t you read to her?”

      Lifting his neck around me for a better view of the television, he said, “It’s your turn, and you do a better job with the whole voice thing.” He glanced up from his reclined position to see my crossed arms and my arched eyebrows. I hated that we both worked full time, but I still had “mommy chores” to do when I came home, even when Michael had a post-call day off. “Okay, I’m sorry,” he said, sitting upright, exposing his hairy chest, “I told Danielle to wait until you got home, but I honestly thought she would be asleep by now. If you’re too tired—” I thought he was going to say, ‘I’ll do it,’ but instead, he said, “tell her you’ll read to her tomorrow.”

      “Forget it.”

      She waited eagerly in her bubblegum pink pajamas, propped up against the white headboard, perfectly blending in with her bedroom’s décor. Resting on her lap were Dr. Seuss’s The Cat in the Hat and Oh, the Places You’ll Go! When she saw me, she shifted her tiny body aside, creating a space for me on the bed. I grabbed the books, settled in next to her, and began reading.

      I was getting tired, so halfway through the book, I cut out a paragraph to finish it faster. Danielle already knew the story, and that section wasn’t essential, so I figured she wouldn’t miss any details. I got away with it. Impressed with how I surgically excised that paragraph, I attempted it further down the page, but Danielle stopped me.

      “You missed these words,” she said, pointing to my deleted paragraph.

      “How do you know?” I asked, sitting up.

      “Because I’m reading with you. I think you missed these words also,” she said, pointing to my first skipped paragraph.

      “What? You can read?”

      “Yes, I taught myself. I use this book,” Danielle said, reaching for The Cat in the Hat, “to help me read other books. I try finding similar words.”

      “What do you do when you come to a word you don’t know?”

      “I try to figure it out. Sometimes I have trouble,” she admitted.

      This awakened me. I began teaching her phonics that evening. After an hour, Michael checked in on us. When I exclaimed Danielle could read, he excitedly grabbed a random book off her shelf to see for himself. He picked Danny and the Dinosaur. It was perfect because it was not one of her frequently read books. He handed it to Danielle and then sat on the corner of the bed, by my feet. Bolstered by the attention, she read the first page and proceeded to finish the book. Michael and I beamed as if she had just graduated college. Once Danielle understood phonics, her reading seemed limitless.

      When Danielle turned three, an educational decision was thrust upon me: Should she remain in the local daycare with her two-year-old baby brother or transfer to our local Montessori preschool, Penn Mont Academy? Danielle was quite familiar with the daycare, and I hated disturbing her routine. However, most of my colleagues enrolled their children at Penn Mont and spoke highly of the school. At the time, I didn’t know what a Montessori education entailed, so I toured it.

      Unsure of what I was getting into, my doubts were assuaged when the principal, Mrs. Hartye, spoke at the open house. “I won’t guarantee your kids will get accepted to the Ivy League, but I will guarantee your child will have a passion for learning. These early developmental years are critical in laying the groundwork for curiosity and learning.”

      My toddler’s acceptance to the Ivy League was the furthest thing from my mind, but I did want a child who was curious and driven. Danielle began attending Penn Mont the following month. Her teacher, Miss Maryann, was a slender white woman with a dark brown bob that framed her angular face. One day as I was picking Danielle up, she told me that Danielle had a passion for numbers, more specifically, the number board. It was a large wooden board with the numbers one to a hundred in bold black ink, printed in a 10 x 10 grid. Miss Maryann found it surprising Danielle did these activities with the five-year-olds. She said most three-year-olds lacked the patience and the acuity to write the numbers from one to a hundred. The following day, we bought a paper-laminated number board. When I placed marbles on the board to represent the numerals, Danielle noticed patterns in every other number, which I described as the concept of numbers being even and odd. It didn’t take long for her to “discover” multiplication. When I picked her up one afternoon, she grabbed my hands, grinning, and hurried me to the numbers area. “See, Mom, three plus three plus three is like saying three times three, which equals nine.” By the time she was five, Danielle had memorized her multiplication tables.

      After her progress at Penn Mont, Danielle began kindergarten at our local Catholic school. She was eager to start at a new school. Exploring new places had always intrigued her. When she was a baby, we would roam the local malls. She’d listen while I pointed out various objects in the storefront windows. Before the age of two, when her airplane tickets were still free, she traveled everywhere with us. During our trips, Danielle didn’t cry or scream. Instead, she quietly observed and listened, taking in her surroundings in an attempt to decipher her environment.

      Then my child, who had never been bored with anything, told me she was bored with school. I couldn’t shake the disgruntled expression on my child’s face that morning. I tried to reassure myself that Danielle was tired and needed more sleep; still, I worried. She didn’t seem tired. She looked—depressed. So, during a rare break in my office hours, I darted to Danielle’s school. I ran tiptoed through the hallways to Danielle’s classroom. I peeked through the door, and to my bewilderment, my daughter was correct. I watched in astonishment as the students in her “math” class circled the answer to the exact numbers of apples on the apple tree. They were learning how to count. I was upset, annoyed, and disappointed all at once. No one had informed me of what she was learning, or rather not learning, at school.

      I decided to be more proactive in my child’s education. Thus began my long streak of complaints to principals. In the beginning, the principal sought to accommodate me by giving Danielle extra work. He also noted the following year, when my daughter was in first grade, it would be more challenging because the school combined first and second grades in one classroom. He told me my daughter would be doing some second-grade work while still being with the first graders. I promised Danielle things would improve. I also reminded her of all the new friends she was making. That seemed to appease her for the time being.

      The following year found Danielle in first grade and Mikey in kindergarten at St. John’s. Though the younger elementary students left their books in their open-front desk, I instructed Danielle to backpack hers home for inspection. They were less than inspiring. Her math book ended with an introduction to arithmetic. This situation was not going to work. I decided to meet with the principal. Again.

      I told him the assignments were still not stimulating enough for my daughter, and she should be an official second grader. His solution was to give her an exam usually given to first graders at the end of their school year before skipping her. We waited two weeks for the results. Meanwhile, I further reduced my part-time work schedule to three days a week, allowing more time to observe my kids at school. With my extra time, I volunteered one day per week at the school’s library. The first thing I noticed was its size. The library was minuscule compared to what I’d imagined, and it lacked diversity in book selections, particularly for my Black children. I spoke with the principal about making a monetary donation for books to assist my daughter and the entire student body.

      He replied, “We have more urgent matters to attend to than new books. We have kids who are failing. Your daughter is ahead. You can donate this money, but the school will use it where we see fit.”

      I donated books instead.

      We received the test results. Danielle got a perfect score, and the principal immediately placed her in second grade. Again, I instructed her to bring home her new books when they arrived. In the meantime, I continued to volunteer at the library, where Danielle was always happy to see me when her class visited.

      “Any suggestions, Mom?” she asked, perusing the books on the shelves.

      “What about this?” I said, pulling down a small, yellow-bound hardcover of The Wizard of Oz. “We don’t have it at home.”

      “Wow, Dani, can you read that book?” asked one of her classmates.

      “Would you like one also?” I offered.

      “No, thank you,” said the child, twirling her pigtail with a finger and looking down at her feet, “I’m not up to that level yet.”

      “Well, you won’t know until you try. But,” I said, “I’ll have one for you when you’re ready.”

      She beamed up at me, nodding her approval, and scurried away. Half an hour later, the principal called me to his office over the loudspeaker. The bellowing of my name was commonplace in a hospital but a school? Was there an emergency? Climbing the stairs two at a time, sprinting down the hall, I arrived tousled and breathless in the principal’s office. My eyes darted around for Mikey or Danielle or some other bleeding or unconscious child but found neither. I only saw a middle-aged, bespectacled white man glaring at me from across his desk.

      “How dare you?” he began.

      “What?” No infraction registered in my mind. “What did I do?” I gasped.

      “You allowed a second-grade child to take out a sixth-grade reading level book, and you forced one on another second grader.”

      I was speechless. It took me a while to comprehend what was happening. This man had summoned me to his office as if I were one of his—students? My pulse had come down, but I felt my blood pressure rising. After taking a deep breath, I asked, “And? One of the second graders happens to be my child, and I know she can read that book.”

      “And what about the other child?” he said as he removed his glasses and used them as a pointer. “Did it ever occur to you that she might have done her best to read that book on your suggestion and failed?”

      “Possibly,” I said, still standing by the door, trying to control my fury, “but at least she would have tried. Shouldn’t we be encouraging our students to push beyond their comfort zone?”

      “No… No. That’s not what would happen,” he said. “Her parents would have been furious with me for pushing their child. You have no idea how things work in a school and the need to accommodate parents.” He rested his glasses on his papers and raked his fingers back through his thick black hair. “If you want to continue working in the library,” he said, “then you must follow the rules. Students can take books out only on their grade level.”

      “Even my daughter?”

      “Especially your daughter. We don’t want to make any exceptions.”

      “This makes no sense,” I said. “Are you telling me even though Danielle is reading at a sixth-grade level, she can only take out books on a second-grade level? Dr. Seuss’s books?”

      “Correct.”

      “Well, how is that accommodating my child and me?”

      He repositioned his glasses on his face and began shuffling papers on his desk, indicating that this meeting was now over. Then, as an afterthought, he glowered at me and said, “You can take her to the public library.”

      Instead of saying something I might regret, I left in a flurry, hell-bent on finding another school for my children. I was shocked by the disrespect this man had shown me and equally appalled one of the library staff had seen it fit to tattle on me. Unfortunately, while interviewing other school principals in the vicinity in the ensuing weeks, I received similarly dismal comments about the school’s potential or willingness to accommodate my daughter’s reading and math abilities. I wondered if their attitudes were due to my gender, ethnicity, or both. Either way, I was stuck.

      Danielle’s new second-grade books were still full of concepts my daughter had mastered in preschool. I was madder than a wet cat. But the thought of having to confront this principal again, without having a plan B, left me in despair. I predicted it would not end well. I was right. The principal accused me of putting “too much pressure” on my child (an accusation I would frequently hear over the ensuing years). A parent once boasted that, although my kids might be smart, his kids were “good”—as if these traits were mutually exclusive. Who made him the arbiter of evaluating a “good” child? I thought of telling him how my children had done countless volunteer activities in the community but decided against it because I didn’t need to justify myself to him. So, instead of engaging this parent in a mindless debate over who raised the better child, I said nothing. I treated the principal similarly when he accused me of putting too much pressure on my children, and I walked out of his office for the last time.

      MICHAEL (MIKEY) 0–5 (1995–2000)

      The Musical One

      
        
        
        I see my life in terms of music.

        ALBERT EINSTEIN

      

      

      

      

      Mikey is only thirteen months younger than Danielle, but they were light years apart on the developmental scale. Seeing how Dr. Seuss worked for Danielle, logic dictated it should work for Mikey too. I soon discovered there was nothing logical about raising children; Mikey never took an interest in The Cat in the Hat. When I placed my chubby toddler on my lap and read to him, he squirmed and fussed. Mikey was interested in everything except the book. I tested several books until I noticed the busier the pages seemed, the better he focused.⁠1 Unlike Danielle, who wanted to read along with me, Mikey wanted to know what was happening on each page. When I realized this, I described the pictures instead of reading the words.

      When Mikey was three years old, he developed a fascination with cars. He would pick out different makes and models as they motored down the streets, spotting Dodge Durango to Mercedes Benz cars and everything in between. Besides getting him Matchbox cars and t-shirts embossed with cars, I bought him many books about cars, trucks, and trains. We learned about their engines and their maximum speeds. After the car interest wore off, we moved on to dinosaurs, then pro-football teams. Mikey was never interested in reading, though. He wanted to scan pictures, name the objects, and classify them. Like Danielle, who taught herself how to read by memorizing high-frequency words, Mikey’s memorization techniques also required a tremendous amount of concentration on diverse subjects. This learning tactic would later prove helpful in fostering Mikey’s musical abilities.

      “Mikey, you’re humming again. I said no humming at the dinner table.”

      “I’m sorry, Mommy. I hear music in my head.”

      I never knew where the tunes came from. They were not from Barney or any of the children’s shows we watched. He composed them himself, and the soft melodies were pleasing to the ear. Soon after his confession of hearing music in his head, I signed Mikey and Danielle up for piano lessons. Their piano teacher admitted he was unsure how Mikey processed the information he was taught, yet somehow it resonated with Mikey much faster than Danielle.

      While Mikey was excelling at the piano, I began teaching him how to read using Bob books. He had difficulty understanding punctuation. I taught Mikey the punctuation song I had learned from the Electric Company with Rita Moreno eons ago. While he liked the catchy tune and danced to the jingle, it didn’t help much. Then I used something his mind could comprehend, music. “A period is like a whole rest,” I said, “you pause for a while. A comma is like a half rest. You pause for half as long.” Success. After realizing how different Mikey’s learning techniques were from Danielle’s, I knew I would be customizing their learning, something that continued throughout their education.

      The following year, my friend’s daughter began playing the violin. Danielle told me it was the sweetest sound she had ever heard and begged for violin lessons. I researched the subject and discovered that if a child played a string instrument before the age of seven, they could develop perfect pitch. I consulted various people about violin lessons for my six-year-old. We met with an experienced violin teacher who agreed to teach Danielle and recommended I purchase a violin from a reputable shop in Harrisburg. It was about two and a half hours away, which seemed like quite the trek to buy a beginner violin for a six-year-old. The teacher claimed the shop owner was quite friendly and knowledgeable enough to fit Danielle with a properly sized violin. She also added that since they made and repaired the violins on-site, it could be a valuable teaching moment for my children. Sold. That last part convinced me. The following Saturday morning, I traveled to Harrisburg with Danielle and Mikey in search of a violin for Danielle.

      “Are you getting a violin, too, young man?” asked the white-bearded shop owner.

      “No, I’m too little,” squealed my five-year-old son.

      “Nonsense,” the man said. He leaned over like a palm tree as he studied my son. “Why, I was about your age when I began playing.”

      As I stood watching their interaction, the man reached behind a shelf and pulled out a violin so small, I thought it was a toy. He positioned it gently on Mikey’s arm, teaching him how to hold it. Mikey’s supplicating eyes caught mine, and he said one word: “Please?”

      “You’re still crazy,” my husband said with a smirk after I finished describing what occurred at the shop and my reason for coming home with two violins.

      “Well, we’ll see how crazy I am when he becomes a world-famous violinist,” I said, giving my husband a peck on his cheek.

      After Penn Mont, Mikey started kindergarten at Danielle’s Catholic school. We celebrated his first day by dressing him in his new clothes and telling him he was now a big boy, no more preschool. He sounded thrilled in the initial days as he threw on his white shirt and khaki slacks and scrambled out of the house with Danielle. I was perplexed when he asked me the following week, “Mommy, how much longer do I have to go to kindergarten?”

      “Well, for a long time, and then you’ll move on to first grade, and⁠—”

      A look of horror appeared on his angelic face as the new reality of his life flashed in front of him. “No! I don’t want to go to school anymore!” he shouted.

      Afterward, getting Mikey ready for school became a struggle. There was a lot of screaming and crying. His tantrums were incomprehensible. I had never seen any separation issues whenever I dropped him off at daycare or Penn Mont. I needed to investigate the cause of this behavior. I began volunteering at the school for Danielle a year before, but now I had to keep an eye on Mikey as well. The principal gave me his non-medical diagnosis of Mikey’s issue.

      “Your son,” he said in his typical arrogant manner, “may be academically ahead of his peers, like his sister, but he is emotionally immature.”

      I groaned, realizing a mature five-year-old is an oxymoron, but there was no point in stating the obvious.

      While volunteering, I formed my diagnosis. Mikey, too, seemed bored. I noticed this as I spied through the square window of his closed classroom door. When the teacher read to the class, Mikey’s attention turned elsewhere. First, outside—he observed the black-capped chickadees tweeting by the window, then at the leaves, just beginning to change into their warm yellow and red fall attires. Back inside again, his gaze traveled to the checker-patterned floor tiles and finally landed on the fluorescent tubes on the ceiling. I’m sure he would have glanced at his watch if he wore one. I contrasted that with the times I observed him at Penn Mont. There he roamed around, lay on the floor and did map puzzles, played with the keys and locks, or sometimes, stayed quietly by himself, observing. Regardless of the activity, he seemed carefree. Being confined to a desk and having no say in the curriculum tortured my son. The more I forced Mikey to go to school, the more distressed he became.

      I now had to deal with two children who no longer wanted to attend school. Unbelievable.

      NICHOLAS (NICKY): 0–5 (1998–2003)

      The Creative One

      
        
        
        LEGO has essentially taken the concrete block, the building block of the world, and made it into the building block of our imagination.

        AYAH BDEIR

      

      

      

      

      Unlike the precise and continuous memories I retained of Danielle’s and Mikey’s early years, my little ones: Nicky’s, Joey’s, and Jackie’s—the Munchkins, as Danielle affectionately nicknamed them—are scattered and blurred with time. I also had my attention divided among more children. The few anecdotes I retrieved were from an earlier website: Seven Heaven, my Facebook precursor. I started the site to share pictures of their latest milestones, adventures, and dilemmas with our distant relatives. Nicky’s name change was one of those recollections.

      “Nicky Feffer! Nicky Feffer! We’re missing a Nicky Feffer!” yelled one of the swim officials. They were calling the six-and-under girls to the seating area.

      Nicky seemed troubled. “Why are they calling me to swim with the girls, Mommy?”

      “There must be a mix-up. I’ll fix it,” I told my kids as I rose from my squatting position on the grass. After clarifying the blunder, the officials scratched Nicky’s name from all his events off the girl’s list and placed it on the boy’s. I explained that “Nicky” could be a girl’s or a boy’s name on our way home after the meet. My other kids in the car snickered. Nicky lowered his head.

      “What about Nick?” he suggested after a quick moment of reflection. “Can that be a girl’s name too?”

      “No,” I said, “I’m pretty sure Nick is only a boy’s name.”

      “Then I don’t want to be called Nicky anymore, Mommy. I’m Nick.”

      I looked in the rear-view mirror and caught his doleful, puppy eyes on that adorable, puffy-cheeked face and said, “Okay, Nick.”

      He smiled.

      Nick was Danielle’s play toy and Mikey’s wrestling partner. But to his two younger siblings, born a year after him, Nick was a mixture of contradictions. They related to him better than the two older ones due to the closeness in age. But they also were wary of him because, like many older siblings, he could be a bit of a bully. One day, after knocking his baby sister to the floor, he spotted me eyeing him and said, “Time-out?” Nick used the time-out wicker chair more than all the other kids combined. Whenever he left for the time-out chair, he’d usually grab a book. I had read that if a parent desired their child to be a lifelong reader, not only should they read because kids imitate parents, but they should also place books in the child’s vicinity. I displayed books in prominent areas throughout the house. After half an hour, I asked Nick if he was sorry for what he had done and if he was ready to apologize to his baby sister. Without taking his eyes off his book, he put one finger in the air and said, “In a second, Mommy, I’m on the last page.” In times like that, I wasn’t quite sure time-out was accomplishing its purpose. But if Nick was reading and not bothering the twins, it was a win for us all.

      Nick was also an early reader. By then, I was more confident in my teaching abilities using the primers. He also saw his older siblings reading and wanted to mimic them. Unlike Mikey and Danielle, Nick loved all kinds of books. He was also not fond of memorizing high-frequency words; he preferred phonics. Nick enjoyed understanding the concept of how components functioned. When his Star Wars lightsaber broke, he ran sobbing to me while I was setting the table.

      “Honey,” I said, taking hold of his toy, “I don’t know if it will work anymore. Maybe we can buy a new one for your birthday,” I added.

      “No, Mommy,” he cried. “Daddy will fix it. Dad can fix anything.”

      Sure enough, my three-year-old waited until his dad returned home that evening. He positioned himself by his father’s elbow at the kitchen table and, with balled fingers, surveyed how Michael took apart the nuts and bolts of his beloved toy and repaired it. Observing the restoration of his toys accentuated Nick’s creative and doer personality. If Mikey threw minor tantrums for being in a rigid classroom, Nick would cause a rebellion. I was not looking forward to the end of his Montessori education.

      JOSEPH (JOEY): 0–5 (1999–2004)

      The Critical Thinker

      
        
        
        Anytime you find someone more successful than you are, especially when you’re both engaged in the same business—you know they’re doing something you aren’t.

        MALCOLM X

      

      

      

      

      Every morning, baby Joey marveled at how the three older kids walked out the door with their father while he remained home with Mommy and his sister until the babysitter arrived. I could do that, he thought. It doesn’t seem that difficult if Nicky can do it. He doesn’t seem much bigger than me. And so, the next day, he stood up and walked.

      That’s how I imagined it, at least, when I watched Joey staring at his older siblings with such intensity, I thought he would burst. Joey began walking the day after his first birthday. Like Danielle’s reading, his walking stunned me because I never saw him tottering about. I surmised he practiced in his crib and revealed it to us when he had perfected it. Joey's “practice ‘til perfect” motto was a formula he refined during the ensuing years. Now that Joey was a walker, he went to daycare with Nick. At barely a year old, he got dressed early and carried his lunchbox out the door, grinning and waving to me and his twin sister, Jackie, who stayed behind.

      On our white refrigerator door was a small red and blue magnetic picture frame that read: World’s Most Beautiful Baby. It held a picture of Nick at two months old. This frame was given to me by my older sister, Edwidge, Nick’s godmother. The kids always inspected the refrigerator door for the colorful magnetic words I created for them each morning. That picture and its title were Nick’s pride and joy. He beamed proudly at his younger self every time he walked by it, which annoyed three-year-old Joey.

      “But how did they decide that Nicky was the world’s most beautiful baby?” he questioned.

      “I don’t know,” I said with a smothered laugh. “I guess they took pictures of all the babies that were born around that time and determined Nicky was the most beautiful.”

      “But what about me? Did they do that when I was born?” Joey scratched his cheeks.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe they didn’t want to include twins.”

      “Face it, Joey,” Nick boasted, “I’m the world’s most beautiful baby.”

      Joey was not about to face it, nor was he inclined to agree. I caught how he glared at that picture and seemed to know something was amiss.

      A week later, Joey said, “Nicky, why don’t you take a look at the refrigerator?”

      That sounded ominous. Nick sensed it too, so he shot to the kitchen with me in tow. The World’s Most Beautiful Baby frame was there, and it still depicted a baby, but it wasn’t Nick; it was Joey. My middle son cried upon witnessing this. Although I was heartbroken for Nick, I was impressed with Joey. Not only was he able to figure out the puzzle of the magnetic frame, but he also pilfered one of his baby pictures and replaced Nick’s. Brilliant. Devious but brilliant. When Michael scolded Joey and made him put his brother’s picture back in the frame, Joey did not seem bothered; he had debunked the mystery. Restoring his title as The World’s Most Beautiful Baby made Nick happy again.
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