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To my heavenly Father,

to my husband, Jahn,

to my children, Jacey and Jake,

and to the remaining unloved children of the world.


 




Author’s profits from the sale of this book will go to Food for Orphans (www.foodfororphans.org).










Prologue



Imagine you’re visiting a place where there’s little to no English spoken and you wake up one day to find that the group you went with has all gone home and you are left there alone. You are stranded in a culture where you can’t trust many, you don’t fully understand the language, and you can’t read the signs—and at the same time you try not to let on that you can’t do those things. Then add to that a constant fear that you’re being watched, followed, and that at any moment you might be arrested.

That was my experience—all because my husband, daughter, and I grew to love a small orphan boy.

While this book describes my journey, it is really God’s story, because there is no other logical explanation for how things ultimately worked out except by God’s hand. I don’t know what God will choose to do with what happened or how he will use it—but I know he will use it…if in no other way than to change me, because I have been changed. God has grown within me a heart for those who have been abandoned.

That is my purpose in writing this story: to show how important the fatherless are to our heavenly Father. As a community, culture, and church, we’ve lost the urgency of caring for orphans, but I’ve learned firsthand how important these forgotten ones are to him.

Many people involved in this story made huge sacrifices to help my family. As I tell their roles throughout these pages, I could do them great harm if I didn’t do everything to protect their identities. So I have changed many of the names and certain locations or time frames in order to protect the brave men and women who helped us get home.

Ukraine has become like a second home to me—the place where the one true God became my Abba Father, the homeland of so many dear friends, and the birthplace of my son. And so this book is in no way intended to make people shy away from international adoption—if anything, I’ve come away from this experience believing even more strongly in adoption of all kinds, foster care, and vulnerable child protection. We, who have so much, need to reach out to the orphans of this world and show them the care, hope, and love they deserve.

Ultimately, this is a story of an orphan who found a forever home. This is also a story of a mother who, alongside her husband and daughter, felt a call to adopt a child and remained resolute to make that a reality. But more important, this is the story of a God who will move mountains for one abandoned child, who will stop at nothing to show how much he loves and cares for the orphan, and who knows each one by name.

Soli Deo Gloria.
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April 2010



THE CROSSING

Fear gripped me as my children and I arrived at the Ukraine-Moldova border crossing. It was busy for a Sunday afternoon. Guards were everywhere, automatic weapons tucked at their sides, snarling dogs at their feet. The guards looked irritable, as though the amount of traffic was bothersome.

I’d passed through this border dozens of times in the past year—a wedge of Moldova encroaches into Ukraine between Odessa and Izmail, directly over the road I had to take back and forth on adoption business. But the passengers jamming the buses I rode had always shielded me. Today, I couldn’t hide among the sea of faces.

Breathe, I told myself. Act normal.

But I was anxious. Had the prosecutor gotten word to the border control that I was leaving with my Ukrainian son? Would they have a copy of the outdated warrant with my young son’s name on it?

I stole a glance at our driver, Sasha. En route to the border, he had tried to reassure me that everything would be fine; he would take care of us and get us into Moldova. I sought reassurance from him now, but found that his easygoing smile was gone. In its place was a stern, intimidating look. His chiseled jaw was clenched and the muscles along his jawline twitched. His tan arms were grasping the steering wheel so tightly that I could see the outline of every muscle there.

God, please take care of us, I prayed. Please get us out of here. You are faithful.

Even though I knew Sasha was a man of faith, how well did I really know him? I had met him barely two hours earlier. Friends who’d introduced us had told me few details about him other than that he was a quick thinker, a skilled kick-boxer, and a competitive knife fighter who refused to flinch in the face of danger. Could I trust that he would be true to his word to help us? I thought so. I hoped so.

As we pulled to a stop I could feel my muscles tensing and quivering uncontrollably.

My eyes scanned the line of silver, black, and white cars ahead of us. A soldier in fatigues interrogated passengers as he stood at the driver’s side window of a car at the front of the line. He shifted his weight and casually slung his machine gun over his shoulder, a constant reminder of who held power.

I took in the other soldiers patrolling the congested checkpoint. A few were clustered together chatting casually. Others were interrogating the drivers and passengers. About a half dozen officers kept a firm grip on German shepherds that tugged at their heavy chain-link collars, sniffing and growling every so often. With every move the guard dogs seemed eager to tear at something…or someone.

My fear mixed with resentment. For the past eleven months, I had lived in a constant state of unknowing, dread, and apprehension. But today it was magnified; my life and the lives of my children were on the line.

The officer ahead of us finally waved the driver on. We slowly inched forward, closer to the moment of truth. One car down; three more to go.

The conversation Sasha had tried to keep going on the drive here was gone now. He kept his eyes fixed on the soldiers, watching their every move.

An officer shouted at the passengers in one of the cars parked off to the side of the line, as another soldier motioned for the next car to pull forward. One more car sat ahead of us. As Sasha again crept forward, I forced myself not to look at my watch, not to panic.

“Please shield us, God,” I whispered. “Don’t let them recognize us.”

I forced my gaze back inside our vehicle and toward the backseat of our cramped compact car. My children, Jacey and Jake, were huddled together in the center of the seat, transfixed by a Disney movie they were watching on the portable DVD player I’d brought from Michigan. Our bulky green suitcase took up most of the space on the seat next to the children, and even though Jacey was only nine and Jake four and tiny for his age, the two children sat hip to hip. Jake’s head was tipped against Jacey’s shoulder, and her hand rested lightly on his arm. Thank God they were distracted from the scene around them, didn’t know a fraction of what had taken place over the past eleven months, and had no idea of what could occur within a matter of moments.

“Kim.”

The now familiar, heavily Ukrainian-accented English reminded me again that I was a stranger in this land. I was fighting against forces bigger than I’d imagined when I first entered this country.

Sasha cleared his throat as he inched the car forward again toward the security gate. He muttered something under his breath in Ukrainian, and then slipped the car into neutral as he turned to face me. His steely blue eyes penetrated mine.

“Kim, it’s important that you do everything I say, no matter what it may be. This will be important for all of you. Do you understand?”

Sasha’s words hung in the air, the implications and uncertainty cutting at my heart. His eyes flicked toward my children. His voice was barely a whisper when he spoke again.

“The people at your embassy spoke to you about the realities of prison and how their hands are tied to help you if authorities take you, yes?”

The last conversation I’d had with the deputy consul general of the American embassy in Kiev came flooding back into my mind: “If authorities arrest you, drink the water, and eat a little food. You don’t want to get dehydrated since you don’t know how long you’ll be in prison. We can do nothing to help you if you’re taken into custody. As delegates of the American embassy, we’re guests in this nation too.”

Sasha waited for an answer, but I didn’t want to give him one. I was afraid I’d end up admitting to the hopelessness I’d worked so hard to push away. He raised his eyebrows, appealing for my response.

Slowly I nodded. “Yes,” I stammered, “the officials at the embassy were…quite clear.”

I glanced again at the guard ahead of us, and then back toward Jacey and Jake. They were giggling, and Jake was pointing at something on the DVD screen.

Protect them, God, from sensing the danger here, from seeing where they truly sit in this moment.

Suddenly, every bone in my body ached. I was weary of fighting this battle on my own. Yes, my husband, Jahn, was supporting me at home in the States in every way he could. My church family and friends had been praying for me. But I’d been the one forced to hide for weeks when the warrant had been issued. I was the one who’d learned the art of disguise and deception, who’d braved a secret meeting with the Ukrainian mafia to secure the information I’d need to finally get out of the country. I was the one who’d worked to learn the language and banged my head against a culture that often seemed impossible to understand. I’d forced weariness from my bones day after day for love of the child our family could not abandon.

Jake’s laughter rose from the seat behind me, and I felt the strength flow back into my soul.

Jake. The four-year-old child who had awakened the sleeping giant of the Ukrainian judicial system and brought down its wrath upon his head…and mine.

“I—” I cleared my dry throat. “I’ll try to do whatever you ask, Sasha. Just tell me what you need. But warrant or no warrant, I will never abandon the child who is legally my son. I love this child. I am not leaving Ukraine without him.”

Sasha’s eyes narrowed and the muscles in his jaw twitched slightly. “You have made your choice clear.”

His unspoken message was unmistakable: You, a mere woman—and an American woman at that—have publicly opposed powerful leaders who do not believe Ukrainian orphans should any longer be allowed to leave their homeland. You have made these leaders uncomfortable and angry. They will not make things easy for you if you are arrested. You have caused much trouble for yourself and now potentially for me. The government does not like to be defied…ever.

Sasha inclined his head slightly toward the backseat. The children’s voices had stopped, and I became painfully aware that Jacey hung on every word Sasha spoke.

“I understand,” I said.

“If we are questioned,” he continued, “you must be polite and submissive, no matter what is said to you. This is not a culture where strong women are admired. Do not speak unless you are spoken to. When you are asked a question, answer with as few details as possible. And most important, pray that news of the warrant’s annulment has reached this border crossing. No matter how many times you may have prayed for this miracle, pray for it again. We will need it.”

I pulled my eyes from Sasha and to the scene near a bus where several guards had gathered. No matter how important or true his words were, I wanted him to stop talking about what might happen. My job was to keep pressing through the next moment—to keep doing what needed to be done. It was the way I’d survived for the past eleven months. To keep one step ahead of the authorities and to keep pushing forward—no matter what the odds against me or Jake.

“Mom?”

I turned to see Jacey looking out the side window. Her wide eyes were staring at an armed guard thirty yards from us. He was working to control a dog that was barking viciously at a young man who was being removed from a vehicle.

Dear God, protect us. Let us just be faces in the crowd today. Please!

“Mom, why are they taking that man out of his car?” She turned her frightened eyes upon me. “They’re not going to make you get out of the car, are they? They aren’t going to take you away from us, are they, Mom?”

My mouth went dry. No matter what the danger, I’d never lied to my children. God had always given me the right words at the right time—even on days when we were hiding in plain sight from the police and I’d tried to make our secretive existence a game. But now I fought for an answer that wouldn’t cause her alarm.

“Mom?” Jacey’s voice caught in her throat.

A loud thud startled us. A guard had slammed his fist on our car’s hood, signaling for us to move forward toward the first crossing gate.

I reached for the zipper on the lightweight jacket I wore that morning and pulled it up with a jerk. “Everything’s going to be okay, Jacey. I’ve passed through this checkpoint dozens of times and never had a problem. This time, we’ve even got Sasha in case we need someone to help us with the language. You and Jake just need to sit quietly. No need to worry.” I prayed my daughter wouldn’t sense the tension I felt gripping my stomach as I spoke the words.

Sasha pulled to the first crossing gate; another guard leaned partway into the window and peered inside. I kept my gaze lowered. I knew that to look him in the eye would have appeared confrontational.

My eleven months in Ukraine had familiarized me with much of the language. I’d learned to navigate my world speaking Russian, and now I schooled my face to passivity as I strained to understand the nuances of the exchange.

Sasha spoke to the guard, who eventually nodded and directed us toward the border security office.

Why couldn’t we just show him our passports and go through?…This must be standard protocol, I reassured myself. They do this with everyone leaving the country. It’s nothing.

As soon as Sasha parked in front of the building, I unbuckled my seat belt to get out of the car.

“No, no,” Sasha told me. “This is what we are going to do. Give me your passports. I will take care of them. There may be some trouble with Jacob because he has a Ukrainian passport and you’re an American taking him. But I will explain everything to them. It’s for the best.”

“Mom?” Jacey’s voice came in barely a whisper.

Without turning around, I said, “It’s okay. They just need to look at some papers.”

“You’re not going to leave us, right, Mom?” Her voice betrayed a slight quiver.

“I’m here, Jacey. It’s okay.”

“Don’t leave the car,” Sasha said. “And don’t speak to anyone. Pretend you don’t understand if you must.” A cold resolution had settled into Sasha’s voice. The muscles in his neck were working in a quick rhythm, and his eyes narrowed.

I nodded.

“We both believe in God, Kim, and he’s given us jobs right now. Mine is to speak. Yours is to pray and to trust me.” In one quick motion, Sasha opened the car door, slipped out, and disappeared into the grim, gray building before us.

The minutes dragged on like hours as we waited in silence. Jacey and Jake sat motionless in the backseat.

Just as a guard and his dog passed close to our car, Jacey tried to reposition herself and accidentally hit the door, making a loud thump. Immediately the dog thrust himself at her window, barking and baring his teeth.

Jacey’s body went stiff and Jake began to cry loudly.

“Shhh,” I said quickly. “The dog won’t get you. It’s okay.” Even as I said the words, I knew I didn’t believe them.

Please, God, please, I begged. We’re almost free. Please get us out of here!

I glanced at my watch. Thirty minutes had passed.

Come on, Sasha, I silently commanded him.

Finally, the battered door of the security building opened, and Sasha emerged.

Although his face was impassive, the set of his shoulders told me everything. And he no longer had our passports. Something had gone wrong. I clutched my stomach, willing it to stop churning.

Sasha opened the driver’s door and slid in beside me.

“Kim,” he said quietly and calmly. “You must go inside with me, and you must leave the children here.”

“Not happening.”

“Kim, you don’t understand. There’s a problem with your passport.”

“My passport?”

“You’re going to get out of the car calmly, you’re going to walk into that building with me, and you’re going to leave the children here.”

“Why?” Panic rose inside me. “Why can’t someone come out and talk to me here? If I go inside, the children come with me. I’m not leaving them here alone.”

“No, they must stay here. They will be a distraction, and these people are not in a good mood.”

“Mommy,” Jacey said.

I could feel my heart pounding in my ears and my face flush. “Sasha, I can’t leave my kids out here alone while you and I go inside. No. No.”

“Yes, you can, and you will,” he said, still sounding calm and reassuring. “We’re taking too long. We must leave.”

Before I could fight him anymore, Sasha stepped out of the car and motioned to a guard.

“Mom, you aren’t going in there, are you?” Jacey asked. “You aren’t going to leave us?”

Sensing Jacey’s panic, Jake started to whimper and sniffle.

“It’s okay,” I reassured them. “If we need to go inside, you will both come with me.”

A guard approached the car and spoke to Sasha for a moment, then leaned casually on the front fender and rested his gun on the ground.

Sasha ducked his head into the car and said, “Kim, this guard is going to stay with the kids. He will not leave. They will be fine.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but Sasha cut me off.

“Kim.” All calm and politeness were gone from his tone and face. “You will get out of this car and come with me now.”

I understood. Before he had spoken to me with such politeness that I thought I had a say in the matter. Now I realized I had no choice. My going with him alone was not up for discussion.

“Explain to your children that they will be safe,” Sasha said. “I will keep them safe for you. I pledge this to you as a father and a fellow believer.”

My hands started to tremble. I clasped them tight into balls.

“Assure them,” he said. “Then come with me. The guards won’t wait long for us before they come and take you.”

God. It was all I could pray. The urge to vomit overwhelmed me.

I forced myself to turn toward my children. Jacey had curled as close against the large suitcase as she could get and was holding Jake tightly in her arms. Tears clung to Jake’s eyelashes. He kept sniffing loudly. It had taken him months to bond to me. I had barely let him out of my sight since the day he’d been released from the orphanage and into my custody as his mother. Now I had to willingly walk away from him.

“Don’t go with Sasha, Mom!” Jacey cried. “Please don’t go!”

I took a deep breath and forced calm into my voice. “You’re both going to be okay. Sasha has asked a guard to stand next to the car to protect you while I’m inside. He will not allow anyone to harm you. We’re going to lock the doors so no one can get to you.”

“But, Mom—”

“Honey, you can’t go in with me because you won’t be safe.”

“Mommy—”

“I know you don’t want to walk by those dogs.” I tried to think of anything to help them not want to come with me.

“But you’re going past the dog!”

“I’ll have Sasha to protect me. I have to go. The sooner I go in, the sooner I can explain things to the men inside and come back to you.” I paused for a split second. “Remember, Jacey, the most important thing is that God is with us. Don’t forget that, okay?”

Jacey still looked worried, but she nodded slightly. I felt the clock start to tick against me.

“Mommy loves you very much.” I turned back in my seat and forced myself from the car. As my feet hit the dirt, they felt as though they’d been covered with cement. My brain scrambled to find some escape. What if I run to the driver’s side and speed away?

I wanted to scream. I wanted to cry and throw my fists at the men.

I held still for a moment to allow my legs, weak and rubbery, to gain some strength. I knew I had to move purposefully, confidently. My children would watch me depart into the building; they needed to see a calm front from me so they would remain calm themselves.

“Mommy! Mommy!” Jacey’s pleading, terrified voice shot through me. Jake’s wails echoed around me.

I knew if I glanced back, I would collapse, and Sasha would have to carry me. I forced my eyes straight ahead and willed my feet to move.

My heart pounded against my chest so hard, I feared it would explode. I was walking away from my children. Something I swore I would never do.

Sasha took my arm and began to walk with me. I could feel him holding me up, with each step moving me closer to the building and farther from my babies. He escorted me up the few steps and through the door he had exited just moments before. Inside, the stench of body odor greeted me with force.

Don’t throw up, I ordered myself.

We walked into a large inner office, sparsely furnished, in which three men stood. Two wore the military fatigues of the guards outside. The third wore a black wool hat and coat of an officer. His black eyes swept over me, head to foot, cataloging every detail. His face held deep-set lines around his eyes and mouth—as though he was in a constant state of anger.

He directed a question to Sasha in Ukrainian, nodding his head toward me. I assumed he was verifying my identity. I stood silently next to Sasha, my eyes downcast, trying not to meet the officer’s stony gaze.

I forced myself to keep my gaze lowered until the officer directed his question to me.

“What is your name?” he asked harshly, switching to Russian.

I prayed I’d remember every word of Russian I’d worked so hard to learn since I had been in this country. “My name is Kimberly de Blecourt. I understand there may be a problem with my passport.”

A look of disgust flashed through the officer’s eyes. Then he laughed a hollow, wretched laugh.

“You have been misinformed, Mrs. de Blecourt. There is no problem.” He sneered. “You are under arrest.”
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September 2007



THE BEGINNING

“Welcome!” the agency’s spokesperson said with a kind and enthusiastic voice. “And congratulations on your decision to adopt. You are the answer, the forever family to an orphaned child.”

I squeezed Jahn’s hand as we exchanged excited glances. It was finally happening. We had been through almost a year of disappointment as we navigated the U.S. domestic adoption system, and now our dreams of adding to our family were within our grasp.

The spokesperson gave a brief overview of the agency’s history and how delighted they were to offer adoption options on the international front. Tonight, their informational meeting focused on Ethiopia, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine.

I glanced around the room at the other couples. There were less than a dozen, but all appeared as hopeful as Jahn and I.

When her time was finished, the spokesperson turned the meeting over to the Ethiopian representative. Jahn and I were there to hear about Ukraine, so as the woman spoke, my mind drifted back over the journey that had led us to this Christian adoption agency.

Jahn and I were in our midthirties when we met and married in 1997. After a few rocky attempts, I became pregnant with our daughter, Jacey. I turned thirty-eight within a few days of her birth in 2000. And wanting at least one additional child, we began to attempt another pregnancy. But after two years of struggling with secondary infertility, we realized we would probably be the parents of only one child.

A deep sadness came over me as I gave away Jacey’s baby things. I settled in to being the best mother I could and living out God’s call on my life to also pursue other interests, which included short-term mission trips. Our church had been working with churches in Ukraine for many years. Although I couldn’t explain it, I felt a strong pull on my heart to join a trip there.

The experience developed a sense of compassion within me, just seeing how people live in oppressive societies—especially the children. Hundreds of street kids roaming with no home, no family, no love. Hundreds of orphans kept in stark orphanages. Although I couldn’t help every child, I could help one. I could save one child from a loveless place and a hopeless future. And with that realization, the seed of adoption planted itself in my heart.

But I arrived home and life took over. Although I took another mission trip, this time to Thailand, and again felt drawn to consider adoption, I didn’t do anything to pursue it. Even though I was now in my forties, I still held out the faintest hope that somehow, some way, I would miraculously become pregnant.

But by 2006, the hope for a miracle was dead. A surgical procedure over some health issues ended once and for all the possibility that I could overcome secondary infertility.

The idea of adoption resurfaced, and this time I listened. I began to do preliminary research. The first place I checked: Ukraine. The faces of those homeless children tore at my heart. But Ukraine was closed to international adoption at the time, so I began to investigate domestic adoption.

One night in October 2006, while we were preparing for bed, I broached the subject with Jahn. “What would you say about us adopting a child?”

“Absolutely, Kim,” Jahn said. “Actually I’ve been thinking and praying about that too. We should check into it.”

I was surprised and overwhelmed by his immediate agreement and enthusiasm.

“You know,” I continued, now feeling more confident, “initially I thought about adopting a baby from Ukraine, but they’re closed. So maybe we can try here in the States?”

“That sounds good. It would be great to have a son.”

I had never thought about a son. And I never knew it had been in Jahn’s heart and on his mind, but it made sense: I had a daughter; Jahn was the only boy in his family, and he needed someone to pal around with. It made me determined now.

Within the week, I contacted an established adoption agency in our area and began the tedious job of filling out the preapplication and other paperwork. The agency kept us posted on several birth moms who were interested in us and wanted to have interviews to see if we would be what they considered a good fit for their babies.

The application process was slow for us, though, and by the time we were ready to pay the fees, they had gone up—a fact that my money-conscious husband was not happy about. That was blow number one.

The second blow came for my husband when he found out that many mothers wanted open adoptions. They wanted letters, photos, and visits. Although I tried to explain how many children are better able to reconcile their adoption issues when they have access to their birth mothers, I also understood Jahn’s position: “The mother either raises a child, or we do. She can meet the child, yes. But stay in his life, no. You don’t halfway give up a child.”

Fortunately, in March 2007, not too long after our decision not to adopt domestically, one of the case workers from the agency contacted us with good news: Ukraine was getting ready to reopen its doors with a new international adoption policy. They would be ready before the end of the year, possibly even as early as June or July.

With that information in mind, I began to do more research to see if the agency we were with was the best one to handle the new Ukraine adoption policy. Soon I found what I believed was the best agency for us. It was thirty minutes from our home and was starting a program to concentrate exclusively on Ukrainian adoptions—with a native Ukrainian on staff, who would also be the first person from the agency to go through the adoption process herself. They also boasted a native on the ground in Ukraine to help facilitate the adoptions handled by this organization. It seemed like a win-win for us.

Financially, it was a little less than the amount we would be spending with the first agency, so that was an incentive for Jahn. They had their nationals, who would know the legal system, culture, and language, working with us—an incentive for me.

I contacted them to start the process and found out that an informational session would take place in September. In July, Ukraine announced it was officially open and receptive to internationals coming to adopt their child citizens.

Now here Jahn and I sat at their agency on a warm September evening. As we quietly listened to the Ethiopian representative share the wonders of adopting a child from that African country, I eagerly awaited the next woman’s talk on Ukraine.

Finally a petite blond-haired woman stood and introduced herself.

“Hello,” she said in a heavy accent. “My name is Alexandria. I’ll be working with those of you who are interested in adopting a child from Ukraine. Ukraine is my home country. I met and married an American and live here now, but I am pleased that I’m able to work with such loving couples who want to adopt and care for Ukraine’s children. In fact, my husband and I just recently adopted a child from there. Her name is Maria.”

Alexandria proceeded to tell us about how smoothly her adoption had gone just a few months before.

“I can speak from experience that you’ve made a wonderful decision toward adoption,” she continued. “Since I’ve been through it now, I know firsthand all the changes to their new policy, so I can help walk you through the complexities of the adoption process.”

Then she got to the logistics. “We aren’t sure yet about the timing of the adoption process since they just reopened. It takes a lot of diligence, so the sooner you get through the paperwork—and there is a lot of it—the better prepared you will be.

“You also need to have multiple clearances—local, state, federal, Homeland Security. These all take time. On average, the paperwork and approval from the U.S. government will take between three and six months,” she told us. “Then we send that documentation to the Ukrainian government and wait to hear from them. The fastest time for the entire adoption process is nine months from start to finish. But you should expect twelve to sixteen months.”

Twelve to sixteen months! I thought, and groaned inwardly. But I’m ready now. We’ve already waited seven years to add to our family.

She continued, “Once you receive your appointment date, you’ll be able to travel there. Typically people do the adoption in two trips. During the first trip you go and select the child you want. Then it takes about four weeks for the courts to finalize the paperwork, during which time you can return home and wait, then fly back over to pick up your son or daughter once the final court date has been set. But you could just stay there. It may be cheaper to stay than to pay another round-trip airfare!”

The group chuckled.

I could feel the butterflies twirling in my stomach with excitement, and I looked again at Jahn and smiled.

Next she touted the guy on the ground there. “Boris is wonderful. Very capable. He has been an adoption facilitator in Ukraine for more than ten years now. He will work with you night and day while you’re there, to make sure your experience is smooth and enjoyable.”

She finished her time with an invitation to visit the table at the back of the room where she would answer any questions we had.

I was ready! Sign us up. Let’s go. I wanted to get started on the paperwork and get everything rolling. Despite the past year of domestic adoption heartache and the expenses attached with bringing another child into our family, we were finally moving toward our new child.
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HOLDING PATTERN

“Kim, I have some bad news,” Alexandria, our Ukrainian representative at the agency, said over the phone.

“Was our dossier refused?” I asked, putting my coffee cup into the kitchen sink. We’d submitted the last of the paperwork in February and our agency had put together the official dossier and sent it to Ukraine in April.

“Not exactly.” Alexandria’s voice sounded tight, anxious. “They have the dossier, but they aren’t accepting dossiers for review or giving out any numbers.”

My eyes narrowed as I listened.

“Ukraine has decided that this year they want to encourage women to keep their children. They’re going to pay them for up to two years to keep and raise their babies. And they’re going to give financial incentives to Ukrainian couples, as well, to try to get them to adopt.”

All that work had taken a toll—financially, emotionally. All of those months of waiting to bring home our child. Was it all for nothing?

“Kim, for Ukraine, this is a good thing. You know?” Alexandria said. “If we can help children stay with their parents, isn’t that something we should do?”

“Yes, of course it is,” I admitted. If a little bit of money could entice a mother to keep her babies, if Ukrainians were willing to adopt and care for these orphaned children, I should be glad about it, not selfishly upset.

But all I could think about was the possibility that our child was still in the system and would be there longer, perhaps neglected, and being raised by somebody else.

“Do you think this will be a permanent change? Will we still be able to adopt from Ukraine?” I asked.

“I don’t know. No one really knows right now. We may not find out if your dossier has been accepted until the end of this year or possibly the beginning of next year. They have it, but we haven’t had official word of its acceptance yet because all the dossiers are on hold.”

“Okay, well, let me know if anything changes. And please, stay in touch.”

“Of course,” Alexandria said. “As soon as I hear something, anything, I’ll call you right away.”

Another obstacle.

“What’s going on, God?” I asked, frustrated. “We’ve felt your call on our family for this adoption. How long do we have to wait?”

A small inner voice reminded me, God’s got this. Maybe our child isn’t available yet. Maybe the timing isn’t right.

My head knew the truth behind those thoughts. But the ache of empty arms stayed with me. And I wasn’t sure when they would be filled by our future adopted child.
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A CHILD FOR US

I felt tired after the more than twenty-one hours of travel and the seven-hour time difference, but I was filled with anticipation as our plane landed in Kiev, the capital of Ukraine. After a year and a half of waiting and working toward this moment, it had finally arrived.

Just a month earlier, Jahn and I had been sitting in Alexandria’s office at the adoption agency. We were there to make our final payment and to go over last-minute details before we left for Ukraine in May. We had waited almost a year from the time we learned that Ukraine had closed its doors to international adoption once again.

Ukraine re-reopened its doors in late 2008. We waited to hear that the Ukrainian government had accepted our dossier and that we had been issued a visitation number to the State Department of Adoption and Children’s Rights (SDA). As soon as we had our number and appointment date, I rushed to make our travel arrangements—thrilled, but anxious that the government would change its mind again.

Alexandria was now telling us more specifics about our facilitator and interpreter in Ukraine. “Boris is very good and will give you as much assistance and time as you need,” she reassured us. “I think you’ll like him and find him very helpful.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. I was glad that a native Ukrainian would be there to represent us and handle all the details while we were there.

“By the way,” she said before Jahn or I could respond, “Boris has told me about a little boy he thinks you will be interested in considering. His name is Dmitry, he’s from an orphanage in Izmail, and he’s eighteen months old.”

This new information caught my attention immediately. I didn’t think we were allowed to know about any of the children until we had our official appointment. And I didn’t think a facilitator was supposed to refer any of the children.

“Typically, we wouldn’t pass on this type of information to any adoptive parents,” Alexandria said, as though reading my mind. “But in this case, we’re simply offering it as a possibility. This boy, Dmitry, he looks like your daughter, Jacey. He’s blond with blue-green eyes. Boris saw the boy himself and said there appeared to be nothing wrong with him.”

My eyes flickered across my husband’s face. Maybe this was the child we were supposed to adopt.

I felt tingles flow down my back. Everything looked like it was finally falling into place.

Our appointment to meet the officials and discuss available children was subsequently scheduled for May 14 at 9 a.m. at the SDA office in Kiev.

Now, at long last, Jahn, Jacey, my father-in-law, Jacob, and I were ready to disembark from the plane and enter the land where our child was waiting.

FIRST SHADES OF GRAY

As soon as we got through customs, we immediately felt slapped with a somber, oppressive atmosphere covering the country, like being forced into an old, heavy coat. I could see the oppression in the people: their shoulders were stooped, their heads bowed. No one looked you in the eye. No one smiled.

I had learned a few things during my first trip to Ukraine: for instance, don’t smile. If you’re overly friendly, they think you’re soft in the head, perhaps mentally unstable. How different from midwestern America, where most everyone offers a ready smile and a friendly hello.

We made our way to baggage claim, where I saw a thirtysomething man dressed in black from head to foot. He was square-jawed with close-cropped black hair and eyes the color of coal. He stood tall and serious and appeared to be looking for someone.

“Are you de Blecourt?” he asked my husband.

“Yes, I’m Jahn,” my husband replied, offering a handshake.

“Welcome to Ukraine,” the man said with a thick accent. “I am Boris. I will be your facilitator and interpreter.”

Boris appeared surprised by the handshake, especially from me. But he seemed friendly enough as he helped us with our mounds of luggage.

“I have taken the liberty of renting you a flat here in Kiev,” he informed us. “Since you don’t know how long you will be here, it is less expensive than a hotel, especially in Kiev.”

“Thank you,” Jahn said. “Inexpensive sounds good.”

It was late afternoon and the sun shone brightly over the sprawling city of almost three million people. It appeared to have a westernized flavor, with billboards advertising products from Coke to Nokia, yet I noticed large tenement buildings and run-down areas, reminders of the communism that had infested this once proud country until 1991, when it regained its independence. The biggest surprise was the number of stray dogs and cats roaming the streets. They were everywhere.

As we drove, Boris told us about what to expect during our appointment with the SDA.

Soon we arrived at our flat, a simple two-bedroom apartment, which was sparsely decorated but clean. We unloaded our bags and dragged them up the eight flights of stairs. Our building had no elevator.

“Tomorrow I will pick you up for a day of sightseeing around the town. Then the next day, Thursday, we will be ready for your appointment, yes?” Boris asked.

“That sounds wonderful,” I told him. “Thank you, Boris.”

Within a few hours we took to our beds. The seven-hour time difference meant it was still late morning for our bodies, but we knew we needed to get as acclimated to this time zone as quickly possible.

“We’re finally here, Jahn,” I said as we got into bed.

With happy thoughts I forced myself to drift off to sleep.


 

* * *



Early Thursday morning, Jahn, Jacob, Jacey, and I were dressed, eager to get going to make this adoption happen.

“Today’s the day you could get a little brother or sister,” I told Jacey as I fixed her hair and gave her a kiss on the head.

“I know!” she replied excitedly. “I can’t wait.” A moment passed as her eyes narrowed. I could tell something serious was on her mind. “Mom,” she said finally, “what does an orphan look like?”

I hesitated, surprised by her question. “They look the same as everyone else, honey. We may adopt a child who looks a lot like you do!” I touched her honey-golden locks of hair. “Or we may adopt a child who is dark-haired, or maybe a child who has darker skin or is more Asian-looking. We don’t know yet. But it’s not the outside that’s important. It’s the inside of a person, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” she said. My answer seemed to satisfy her for the moment, or at least keep her busy with her thoughts.

Jahn walked into the room. He seemed filled with nervous energy as he paced back and forth. “How about we pray for this appointment?” he said.

I agreed immediately. We both recognized that although this appointment was filled with excitement and promise, it was also a life-changing time. Jahn asked God for guidance and direction regarding our adoption, and concluded by asking for a sense of peace over any decision we would make.

Boris arrived around eight o’clock. He was dressed rather casually, I thought, in a T-shirt and jeans. Together we left the flat and went to the curb, where Boris hailed a cab.

The taxi moved up a steep cobblestone incline toward the SDA.

“Look at that!” Jacob pointed to a beautiful teal- and white-columned baroque cathedral.

“Wow!” Jacey said.

“That’s St. Andrew’s Church. It’s very famous,” said Boris uninterestedly. “It was built in the 1700s. It is one of four architectural landmarks of Ukraine that is listed as a treasure of the country. Actually, this hill we’re on is an historic site as well. This is the Andriyivska Hill. It is a major tourist attraction.”

Before we could ask any more questions, the cab driver pulled in front of a communist-style building that housed the SDA offices. It was situated beside St. Andrew’s. The exterior was brick on the bottom, with a rough, nondescript concrete stucco on the top. It looked plain with its dull gray coloring—especially in contrast to St. Andrew’s. It had two stories and what appeared to be a semi-basement. We walked to the side of the building, toward the cathedral, where there was a gated courtyard.

“Kim, Boris wants to know if we’re interested in that little boy Alexandria told us about,” Jahn said.

Boris interrupted. “He’s a good boy. He looks like your daughter—blond hair. The other couple who was going to adopt him, they left right after they met the child. Got on a plane and left the country. They didn’t even try to see if another child would be right for them,” he stated in a tone of disgust. “He would be a good boy for you. There’s nothing wrong with him. His name is Dmitry.”

I don’t know why, but all of a sudden I felt bothered about the way this was being handled. Although I wasn’t sure I trusted Boris, I pushed aside the uncertainty. Of course, we would consider Dmitry—along with the other children. I would be fair.

Boris was pulling out some last-minute paperwork for us to go over when out of the corner of my eye I noticed Jacey approaching a mother dog with her pups near a den in the Andriyivska hillside.

Jacey, lover of all things animal, grew excited. “Hi, doggie,” she said and began to approach it. She pulled out a crust of the morning roll she had brought with her from breakfast and held it out toward the dog.

The indistinguishable shepherd slowly lowered on her haunches, every muscle in her body tense and poised to lunge.

“Jacey! Get back!” I yelled. But she didn’t hear me. The dog bared her teeth menacingly.

I raced to Jacey’s side, grabbed her hand, and drew her into my arms. Together, we slowly backed away.

“Jacey, you can’t get close to her. She could attack you. She’s protecting her babies.”

Jacey looked at me in disbelief from the dog’s frightening response to her food offering. Her sea-green eyes darkened with disappointment as she sighed and dropped the bread crust to the ground. “But she’s hungry, Mom. I know she’s hungry.”

The pain in her eyes tugged at my heart. “I know, baby.” I sighed and pulled my daughter away from the dirt hummock the shepherd had hollowed out in the hillside between the cathedral and the SDA. “But we can’t trust her. I need you to be careful and stay away from all the strays, okay? Your dad and I would never forgive ourselves if you got hurt.”

I squeezed Jacey’s shoulders, and then tucked her under my arm as we rejoined Jahn, Boris, and “Opa,” her grandfather Jacob.

Finally, the building opened and we were set to enter and begin looking at the folders of available children. Jacob turned to Jacey and held out his hand.

“Are you ready to go shopping, honey?”

Jacey smiled and nodded and put her hand in his.

“Good luck,” he said. “I know you’ll make the right decision.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Jahn said.

As we turned to enter the building, Jacob led Jacey down the street to do some souvenir shopping in the market square nearby.

“Mom!” Jacey yelled as she pointed back at the shepherd. “She found the crust and ate it.”

“I’m glad she did, sweetheart. Have fun with Opa.”

My thoughts again turned toward Dmitry. I didn’t want to feel confused. I wanted the adoption process to feel black and white, edged in certainty and conviction. Instead, I feared that the foreboding that had swept over me would paint the days ahead in shades of gray.

OUR FIRST SDA APPOINTMENT

Boris ushered Jahn and me into an office with once-white walls that had aged to dirty beige. An attractive brunette seated us side by side on a worn brown loveseat. My six-foot-one husband carefully maneuvered his legs to fit behind the glass-topped coffee table in front of us.

Boris sat to Jahn’s right in a worn wooden chair, and the woman seated herself across the coffee table from us. Her expression told me she’d conducted this interview a hundred times. I glanced around the room. In an office nearly twenty feet by twenty, I saw nothing that gave a clue to anyone’s personal life—no family photos or mementos on desks, not even a sweater thrown over the back of a chair. There were only filing cabinets, office furniture, and neat piles of manila folders meticulously stacked on a table against one wall.

The brunette SDA representative laid twelve or so manila file folders on the table in front of her—one file folder for each child. As she opened each folder, she read from paperwork about that child, including age, sex, any known medical or psychological conditions he or she had, and what was known about the family, if anything. Boris interpreted as she read. It seemed odd to us that she appeared to be reading a lot more than he was translating.

Paper-clipped to the top of each folder was a photo. The photos didn’t appear current. The children’s clothing looked old and worn. None of the children were smiling. Most had deadened eyes and an all too serious look for babies who were less than five years old.

Jahn and I carefully considered each file. We asked questions, especially regarding any known medical issues. This seemed to irritate Boris, although we couldn’t figure out why.

As I looked at Dmitry’s photo, he appeared healthy enough. Boris was right; Dmitry did resemble Jacey, with his blond hair and blue-green eyes. He had a tiny, upturned nose and a slight smile.

Dear God, help us see the things we’re supposed to see, not just faces and facts. Give us your eyes and your heart, I prayed.

As we continued the review of file after file, I became painfully aware of the eyes taking in our every movement from across the table as both Boris and the SDA worker sat and listened.

Less than an hour later, we had made our way through the pile of folders, which were now neatly restacked. The only folder that remained on our side of the table was Dmitry’s.

Jahn gestured to Dmitry’s file. “Would you translate this again for us?” he asked Boris.

“It just says that he tested HIV positive for his first test. There’s nothing wrong with this boy.”

“But what else does it say?”

“I’m not going to sit and translate this whole thing,” Boris said. “But I can tell you, there is nothing wrong with him. He is a good choice.”

“Why won’t he translate all of Dmitry’s paperwork?” I asked Jahn quietly. Our agency had told us he would translate anything we wanted him to.

“I don’t know. But Dmitry does look like the best choice,” Jahn said.

I agreed.

It was decided. We were going to visit Dmitry.

I took comfort in the fact that Jahn and I had contributed to the University of Minnesota’s International Adoption Medicine Program and Clinic before we left for Ukraine. Their specialty department, under their pediatrics section, offered a service that included long-distance diagnosis of common abnormalities in intercountry adoptions. They were aware that we intended to adopt from Eastern Europe, and they sent us information about what we could expect and even a few things to be aware of. During our decision-making process, we were to email them information, including photos, about the children we met. If we had questions about medical issues, they would assist us in making any such determinations.

Boris picked up the file, handed it to the SDA representative, and said a few words.

She told us she would process the paperwork and prepare a letter for the orphanage. The letter basically told the orphanage that we had permission to see and spend time with Dmitry—and only Dmitry.

Their system wouldn’t allow us to walk into the orphanage to visit at will because a few of the children still had family. For various reasons, families who didn’t have the ability to care for their children placed them in orphanages. Not all the children were available for adoption, let alone intercountry adoption, which only happened after each child had been available to Ukrainians for at least one year.

While we waited for the letter, Boris and Jahn went to the train station to purchase tickets for the night train that would take us to Odessa. From there we would ride to Izmail, located in southern Ukraine, and the Special Baby House where we would meet Dmitry the following day. I was excited about meeting Dmitry, but something still felt odd about the situation, especially as I saw a self-​satisfied smile cross Boris’s face.

We took a nine-hour overnight train from Kiev to Odessa, the administrative center of the Odessa Oblast, the southernmost and largest oblast (or province) in Ukraine. In Odessa, we spent some time resting at Boris’s house before we took two cars and traveled five more grueling hours to Izmail to visit Dmitry.
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