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Not flesh of my flesh 
Nor bone from my bone, 
But still miraculously my own.
Never forget for a single minute, 
You didn’t grow beneath my heart, 
But in it.
—Anonymous 






Contents


Introduction


1. CLAIMING MY OWN 


The Stuffed Animal Barbara S. Canale 


And His Name Was Nicolas Erin Conroy


The Curly-Haired Girl Heidi Shelton-Jenck


Operation Babylift LeAnn Thieman


The Hidden Blessing Brenda Henn


A Miracle of Joy Sharon Beth Brani


Entwined Hearts Pamela D. Williams


Roots Dave Gorden


The Delivery Rooms Sarah Jo Smith


An Unexpected Christmas Gift Ruth Curran 


2. DISCOVERY 


Adoption of the Perfect Child Diana M. Amadeo


A Window into Heaven Michelle and Stacy Tetschner


A Child Like Me? Lisa J. Schlitt 


The Postman Kim Toms 


Julia Kathy Pride


A Gentle Morning Mist Renée Friedman 


Matching Kim McKinney


My Headbangin’ Ethiopian Sons Colleen Wells


Lists David Avrin


At the Kitchen Table Elizabeth Mallory 


My Mission of Hope Cherie Clark 


3. LOVE 


He’s Yours Cheryl Dieter 


Never Say Never Bryan Clark


3 AM Feedings Elizabeth Watkins with Rhonda Richards-Cohen


Adopting Amy Joyce Stark


A Real Little Orphan Annie Amanda Cole


Shower of Love for Rosita Sharon Gibson


Love Is Enough J. M. Cornwell 


I Am His Mom Jean Kinsey 


I Could Not Conceive Valerie Kay Gwin


A Grandma’s Love Nancy O’Neill


4. DIVINE INTERVENTION 


Our New Family Picture Sharon M. Yager


Greatest Father’s Day Gift Clifton Bush


Adoption from the Soul Coni Billings 


Front-Page News Virginia Chaney


Christmas Providence Eric Myers


Hope on the Line Martha Bolton 


My Sister’s Story Diana M. Millikan


A Miracle Cheryl Gromis 


5. LESSONS 


Mother’s Day Blessing Christie Rogers


Do You Love Me as Much? Nancy Liedel


He Is Mine Valerie Kay Gwin


Adoption Means . . . Mandy Houk 


Dear Son Bridget Colern 


Expecting Again Mimi Greenwood Knight 


Whose Stomach Was It? Debra J. Haralam


Real Patti Wade Zint 


Some Children Are Special Jessica Kennedy


The Note Kimberly Hee Stock 


6. DEFINING MOMENTS 


A Box of Nothing, a Box of Everything Kim Gaudiosi 


Whose Plan? Melody Davis


Life’s Little Lessons Maresa Aughenbaugh


Pet Connections Ellie Porte Parker, Ph.D


Almost Adopted Nancy Canfield


Two Little Girls Anthony S. Tessandori


Open-Door Policy Laura Christianson 


Appropriately Impolite Cathy McIlvoy 


Tummy of an Angel Nancy Morse 


Love’s Language Cathy Cruise 


7. OVERCOMING OBSTACLES 


Parker’s Story Brent and Linda Wood 


The Whole Family Sandy Wright


Unstoppable Love Diana Green


Koala Bear Stefanie Johansson


Meant to Be Kelli Myers-Gottemoller


Susan, the Prophet Cindy Kauffman 


A Unique Bond of Family Belinda Howard Smith 


How I Got My Brother, Mitch Teresa Ambord


Love Conquers All Tina O’Reilly 


Light at the End of the Tunnel Lee Varon 


Special Son Alicia Britt Chole 


8. HEALING 


The Boy Keri Riley 


Bring It On Christine Smith


Top Gun G. Ann Potter


Blood Ties Jody Ellis-Knapp


The Man of My Dreams Jessica Kennedy


Running To Chalise Annett Bourque


Buster Sylvia Smart


9. GRATITUDE 


Mrs. Usher Roger Dean Kiser


Tea in the Afternoon Nancy Bravo Creager


What It’s Like to Truly Have a Mother Maria Ervin


Love Transcends Blood Linda Zou


Nine Months in My Heart Rhonda Lane Phillips 


Children of Our Own Leah Cook


Dear Mom Karen C. Helmrich


Hallelujah Baby! Elizabeth Henderson 


10. REUNION 


Searching Nancy Liedel


Two Paths for Two Daughters Ruthan Josten


It Was You Ana Hays


Life, What a Precious Gift Barbara Jeanne Fisher


The Answer Priscilla Miller


“Yes, This Is My Sister” Lisa Cobb 


Lessons from the Trees Edward Dow Bartling Martinez


She Held Me for the Longest Time Amy Tolleson


What Happened to Those Babies? Bree Cutting Sibbel


Helping and Loving Orphans Betty Tisdale, ThuVan Tisdale DeBellis, Colleen Bonds, Bert Ballard




Who Is Jack Canfield?


Who Is Mark Victor Hansen?


Who Is LeAnn Thieman?


Contributors


Permissions






Introduction


In every speech I give, I’m blessed to share the saga of adopting our son, Mitch. Every time, I declare, “I don’t know why he was conceived in another womb or born in another land, but I know with all my heart that God created him to be ours.” Reading the 3,000+ stories submitted for Chicken Soup for the Adopted Soul taught me that this is not just my conviction, but the universal belief of every adoptive parent. I was surprised at the consistent theme of parents identifying and claiming their assigned children from groups of dozens, hundreds, or even thousands. I was struck to realize that adoption is a calling, be it from a dream or a feeling deep in one’s heart or gut. There is a knowing, a certainty, propelling us toward that assigned child, and a confidence and faith that in time—seemingly too much time—he or she will be shown to us. It is then we comprehend and believe the truth shared by the precious little boy who surmised, “I was born for you.”


Every adoptive parent, child, and family member will find a piece of themselves in these stories. Take your time reading them—soak in the love, the privilege, and the glory of adoption.


And be prepared—if you haven’t adopted yet, you will!






1 
CLAIMING MY OWN


I will not leave you orphans. I will come to you.


John 14:18 






The Stuffed Animal 


What gift has Providence bestowed on man that is so dear to him as children?


Cicero


“This one is for my baby sister.” She tossed a furry, spotted dog into the box. “For baby Annie,” she said in her endearing voice.


We sealed the box shut and addressed it to a Romanian orphanage in the town of Buzau. We felt a need to give back to the place that had given us Juliana, our only child. Friends from our church and neighborhood helped collect supplies and fill the boxes.


With the doors to adoptions closed, my husband and I were disappointed that we couldn’t adopt from Romania again. But two-year-old Juliana insisted each time we packed boxes of medical supplies, food, toys, and clothes that it was all going to her sister.


“Juliana, sweetie, you don’t have a sister,” I’d say as gently as I could.


My husband smiled. “We have all the paperwork completed for another adoption.”


Indeed, our fingerprints were traced through the FBI. Copies of our birth certificates, marriage license, and home study were already notarized and certified. Bank reference letters, police reports, and criminal records were officially compiled, waiting to be used again.


“Maybe we should adopt a sister for Juliana.”


He was right. We called Elena, the Romanian lawyer who helped us with Juliana’s private adoption. “The process is a lot longer and more difficult,” she warned us in her delightful accent. “Americans are adopting through agencies now. No more private adoptions.” She hesitated slightly before my heart had a chance to sink. “But send me your paperwork. I’ll see what I can do. While I petition the courts, I’ll visit the orphanages and try to find you a little girl.”


I tried to be hopeful, but it wasn’t easy. “Maybe we should use an agency,” I confided in my husband. The agencies I contacted brought few children into the United States because of the mountains of bureaucratic red tape. There simply were no easy routes, no easy answers, and no guarantees.


Weeks turned into months. The agonizing wait was unbearable. The Immigration and Naturalization Service advised us to adopt from another country, one with easier laws. The U.S. State Department tried to persuade us against adopting a Romanian orphan, too, but their cautious words were left unheeded. Even though Juliana was only two, she constantly reminded us that somewhere out there she had a sister.


Finally, Elena called from Romania. “I have wonderful news. I found a baby girl. She’s beautiful!” she cried. “Her name is Andrea.”


A wave of relief washed over me as happiness bubbled out. I wanted to say something to let Elena know I was still there, listening, but I was unable to talk.


“I mailed a picture of her to you.”


“You did?” I managed to say, my voice garbled over transatlantic phone lines. “What does she look like?”


“Well, she has big brown eyes, lots of dark, curly hair, chunky cheeks, and she smiles all of the time.”


I closed my eyes, imagining the baby she was describing. I could see myself picking her up and cuddling her close. I couldn’t wait to hold her and take her for long walks in the stroller. I couldn’t wait to push her on the swing set in the backyard. “When can we fly to Romania to get her?”


“I’ll have her paperwork complete in a month. You can come then.”


“I can’t wait a month!” I protested.


I could hear her laugh at my comment.


I hung up the phone, my excitement soaring. I knelt beside Juliana and told her the news. She began to dance around the kitchen in tiny, uncoordinated steps. “Baby Annie!” she said happily.


I watched her in amazement, nodding my head, even mimicking the words, “Baby Annie.”


My husband asked through a cynical smile, “We’re not calling her little orphan Annie, are we?”


“No. We’re calling her Andrea.” I frowned in mock disapproval while I thought about the names, how close Annie and Andrea were.


When the time came to fly to Romania, it was bittersweet. We didn’t want to leave Juliana, but I had to find this little orphaned girl Juliana had predicted. We packed ruffled pink dresses, soft pastel blankets, and a teddy bear for our new daughter.


We arrived at the orphanage in Buzau, in the poverty-stricken countryside of Romania, wearing our hearts on our sleeves. Elena led us down the dimly lit corridor where our future daughter had spent practically the entire first year of her life. It was damp and eerily quiet, except for the buzzing of flies.


I noticed a few toys stacked near the wall. “Look!” I nearly shouted. “These are the toys we sent!”


Just then, a dozen little children ran to us for the one thing they got too little of at the orphanage—affection. I recognized their tattered Mickey Mouse shirts from the boxes of clothes I’d mailed months ago, hand-me-downs from my neighbors. I bent down to touch the children, each one eager to be held. As much as I wanted to spend the day holding them, I knew there was one special child I couldn’t wait to hold.


The orphanage director urged me on, leading me into a room filled with endless rows of white metal cribs. Had I not known it was in a Romanian orphanage, I would have thought I had entered a cloning factory in the middle of Eastern Europe. My eyes scanned the tiny faces, searching for the one that matched the picture Elena had mailed to us. They were all beautiful babies, and I wanted them all.


They quietly rocked themselves because they had no one to rock them.


Mobiles dangled over most cribs, and the children looked away from them with inquisitive glances as we strolled past.


Across the room, farthest from the window, a baby lay propped against the side of the paint-chipped bedrail. She was the most beautiful child there. Rich curls spilled across her pale forehead, the first place I planned to kiss. I leaned into the crib and gingerly lifted our daughter into my arms. Her frail arms refused to release the toy she’d been clenching . . . the spotted dog Juliana had packed months before, claiming, “This is for my baby sister!”


Barbara S. Canale 






And His Name Was Nicolas 


Our fate is decreed, and things do not happen by chance.


Lucius Annaeus Seneca


As children, like most little girls, my big sister, Shannon, and I loved to play house. Before we could officially start our play, we would always decide on various important details, such as what our pretend husbands looked like, how many kids we had, and what their names were. Shannon always had a boy and a girl. The girl’s name often changed, but the boy’s name was always Nicolas.


When we grew older and my sister became pregnant with her first child, she had many names picked out for a girl, but only one boy’s name: Nicolas. When she became pregnant with her second child, she still hoped she would be able to use the name Nicolas, but she was happy when she gave birth to another healthy baby girl.


After the birth of her two daughters, my sister discovered she would be unable to have any more biological children, so sadly, the name Nicolas went unused.


Shortly after I married my husband, we started trying to have children. After years of fertility treatments and many sad losses, we tentatively called an agency to inquire about the procedure for adoption. Due to my husband’s deafness, we knew we could handle certain special needs, and we were very excited about the prospect of welcoming a deaf child into our home.


We decided to adopt from China. Just like when we were children, I felt like my sister and I were playing house again. We would excitedly call each other on the phone and talk about names for our little girl. What would she look like? Should we paint her room pink or purple? Should we name her Sophia or Olivia?


Shortly after submitting our application to our agency, I received a telephone call from our social worker. There was an eight-week-old baby boy in an orphanage in Bogota, Colombia, who was diagnosed at birth with a hearing loss. His birth mother named him Nicolas.


The social worker asked, “Are you interested?”


I immediately exclaimed, “Yes!” And only as an afterthought, I sent my husband an e-mail telling him of the exciting news.


The first telephone call I made was to my sister.


“Shannon,” I said, “we might have a baby.”


She excitedly replied, “Oh, but it’s so soon. I thought you would have to wait longer. What part of China is she from?”


“Well, she’s not from China, and ‘she’ is a ‘he.’ He’s from Colombia, and he’s deaf.”


She hesitated.


“Oh, Erin, are you sure about this? A special-needs child can pose some real challenges.”


I quietly said, “Shannon, his name is Nicolas.”


And her reply? “That’s your baby.”


Erin Conroy 






The Curly-Haired Girl 


Nothing so much convinces me of the boundlessness of the human mind as its operations in dreaming.


William Benton Clulow


My daughter came to me in a dream. Some might say it was crazy to believe it, and I might have agreed with the skeptics, except I’d seen both of my sons in dreams while I was pregnant with them. The first time, my husband was a bit skeptical, until our son grew into the baby I’d described—exactly. So, the second time I dreamed about my unborn baby, my husband believed. This little boy also grew into the exact child I described after my dream.


When I had a dream about a child we were planning to adopt in the far future, we both paid attention. This toddler was beautiful, chubby, and curly-haired. In the dream, she was sitting on the living-room floor, giggling and waving her chubby little hands. Oddly, she was surrounded by red light. This child seemed perfectly at home, and when I woke up, I knew I had seen my future daughter.


I was very confused by many things in the dream, though. We had finally decided, after several weeks of reading, discussion, and web searches, to adopt a baby from China. The girl in my dream did not look Chinese. For one thing, she had very curly hair. Did the red glow around her mean it was red? I couldn’t remember what color the girl’s hair was in the dream. Our friends and family speculated we should adopt from another country, someplace where children had red curly hair.


In the meantime, I fell in love with a special-needs orphan whose picture was on our agency’s website. This toddler was adorable, Chinese, and her left hand was missing. Talk about switching gears! We had to consider if our family could handle something like that.


When a friend who lost her left arm in a childhood accident met with us to talk about what it takes to parent a child with a limb difference, we decided this little girl with short, straight black hair was going to come home to us.


When we started to submit the paperwork, we were sent updated photos of her. By now, she was many months older, and her hair had grown almost to her shoulders . . . a mass of curly black hair. Curly! She was chubby, happy, and had huge eyes.


When we received another package with translated materials, we found that her Chinese name meant very, very red, or, actually, red with lots of exclamation points after it. Our agency explained that red is a very lucky color, and the orphanage workers, when naming her, probably thought a little orphan girl without a left hand needed as much luck as they could give her.


But we are the lucky ones. The girl from my dream is ours.


Heidi Shelton-Jenck 






Operation Babylift 


No language can express the power and beauty and heroism and majesty of a mother’s love.


Edwin Hubbel Chapin


When I had agreed to be the next volunteer to escort six babies from Vietnam to their adoptive homes in the United States, there had been no increase in the war for many months. Still, the decision to leave Mark and our two chubby-cheeked little girls for two weeks was difficult, at best. When I asked Mark what he thought I should do, he only said, “You’ve gotta do what you gotta do, honey.” But I knew the words, “Please, don’t go!” were screaming inside him.


I considered how firsthand information would be helpful for our local Friends of Children of Vietnam (FCVN) chapter. Mark and I had applied for adoption of a son through FCVN and expected him in two to three years. I thought it might mean something to him someday to know that his mom had been to his homeland. Every call we made to the U.S. State Department gave the same encouraging advice: the war was not expected to escalate. Go.


So after much prayer and thought, I said I would.


One week later, a tremendous Viet Cong offensive began.


The day before I was to leave, I heard on the radio there was bombing within three miles of the city limits of Saigon. It was Easter Sunday, and I knelt in church, fearful and trembling, begging God for a sign I did not have to go. Instead, I was filled with a courage, conviction, and certainty. I knew I’d be safe. God would take care of me.


I couldn’t explain my newfound strength to myself, much less anyone else. I lingered in Mark’s arms, hoping his love and trust in me were greater than his fears.


Days later, when our plane finally circled Tan San Nhut airport and I saw camouflaged jets lining the runway, the question and doubts echoed again—until I was greeted by Cherie, FCVN’s Saigon director. “Have you heard the news?” she exclaimed. “President Ford has okayed a giant orphan airlift! Instead of taking out six babies, you’ll help take out 300, if we’re lucky!”


All the questions, all the doubts, were answered.


As she drove through the overcrowded, chaotic streets, Cherie explained how dozens of babies were being brought to the FCVN Center to prepare for the evacuation. Still, my years as a pediatric nurse could not prepare me for what I witnessed there. Every inch of floor was covered with a mat, and every inch of mat was covered with babies! We spent the entire first day helping the Vietnamese workers diaper and feed scores of babbling, cooing, crying infants.


The next day, I learned that FCVN had been bumped from the first-place position in Operation Babylift. I fought and argued to reclaim the right to take the first planeload of orphans to the United States, but to no avail.


With disappointment still heavy in our hearts, we instead loaded babies destined for our Australia chapter. With twenty-two babies around me on the floor of a Volkswagen van, we headed to the airport. There, we saw an enormous black cloud billowing at the end of the runway. We heard the rumor—the first planeload of orphans, the one I had begged to be on, had crashed after takeoff, killing half of the adults and children onboard.


Stunned, we loaded the babies onto the Australian airliner, then returned to the FCVN Center where the rumor was confirmed. The office was awash with grief. I looked at my watch, still on Iowa time. The girls were having breakfast in their fuzzy pajamas. Mark was shaving and listening to the radio. He would hear the news and be terrified I was on that flight. And there was no way for me to call and spare him this horror and heartache. I slumped onto a rattan sofa and sobbed uncontrollably.


Finally, I went to Cherie, admitted my cowardice, and told her I had to go home. “Now.” With sorrowful tears in her eyes too, she tenderly informed me that there were no flights out. My best and likely only way home was on an airlift plane.


I went back to the nursery, mustering a renewed faith and confidence. I rejoined the workers preparing the babies for our flight—whenever that would be.


The next day at breakfast, Cherie sat beside me. “LeAnn, you and Mark will be adopting one of those babies in the next room. All your paperwork is here and in order. You can wait and be assigned a son from across the desk in the States, or you can go in there and choose a son.”


Speechless, I entered the next room and hopscotched through the sea of babies. Then, a little boy, wearing only a diaper, crawled across the floor and into my arms and heart. As I cuddled him, he nestled his head into my shoulder and seemed to hug me back. I carried him around the room, looking at and touching the other babies. I whispered a prayer for the decision I was about to make, knowing it would change many lives forever. “Oh, Mark, I wish you were here,” I moaned. “How do I choose?” The little boy in my arms answered by patting my face.


“I know, Mitchell,” I cooed, testing the name we’d picked. “You were created to be our son.”


I knew then that this was why God had sent me to Vietnam. I’d been sent to choose a son—or had he chosen me?


Two days later, it was our turn to leave. The workers helped us load the babies onto a city bus taking them to their flight to freedom. Nine of us volunteers cared for 100 babies, placing three and four to a cardboard box. In spite of the stress, it was joyful work as we propped countless bottles and changed diarrhea diapers.


In the Philippines, we got a larger plane and more volunteers, then continued the next leg of our journey to Hawaii. There, every child was removed from the plane while it was refueled.


Finally, I could call Mark.


The noise around the phone booth was so loud that I had to shout instructions to the operator. I mumbled to myself, “Mark doesn’t even know we have a son. He has no idea I’m bringing him home.”


I had rehearsed how I would tell him the wonderful news, but when I heard his voice, I could only blurt out, “Honey, this is LeAnn,” and I started to bawl.


I could hear him repeating my name as he sobbed, too. I tried to compose myself so I could tell him about Mitchell, but I couldn’t catch my breath.


Then, still crying, he said, “Just tell me you’re bringing me our son.”


LeAnn Thieman 






The Hidden Blessing 


What the best and wisest parent wants for his own child, that must the community want for all its children.


John Dewey


In 1992, my husband and I entered into a contract with an adoption agency to assist us with the adoption of a child from Eastern Europe. Ultimately, we were assigned a nine-month-old boy residing in Szeged, Hungary.


After many months, it became evident that our adoption agency was both inept and powerless to assist us with finalizing the adoption of this little boy, whom our family had grown to love through videotape and pictures. I realized the only way we were going to be able to finalize it was to figure it out myself. So, I went to work talking to the U.S. State Department and having nearly daily conversations with American embassy officials in Hungary, working to find a way to adopt our son. I learned everything there was to know about international adoption. For purely political reasons, there were strong forces, both in the U.S. and Hungary, at work against the success of these adoptions.


In the end, I traveled to Hungary to try to bring to fruition the adoption of our son, as well as twenty-seven other orphaned children waiting for their American parents. I met with Hungarian parliament members. I wrote letters. I made speeches. I became a presence in the Hungarian media. I was followed by at least one person each time I left my hotel. I don’t know who was following me, or why, but I suspect that I was creating discomfort for officials both in the Hungarian and the American governments. I could tell my telephone calls were being recorded and were likely being listened to by local authorities.


A week later, three other waiting mothers joined me, and our presence was something for which the government was not prepared.


During the six weeks I was in Hungary, my daughter, Laura, was celebrating her tenth birthday at home. The temperature was hovering near 100 degrees each day, there was no ice for our drinks, and I was both emotionally and physically exhausted. I missed my family and my daughter’s first double-digit birthday. I considered giving up. I cried on the phone with my family, and Laura said to me, “Mom, don’t come home without my little brother, Alex. He will be the best birthday present ever!” Her words gave me the will to stay and fight.


I went to a small courtyard behind the hotel and softly cried all alone. I asked God why he was allowing this to happen. All I want to do is to take our little boy home and love him for the rest of my life. Why are you making this so difficult?


Within a few seconds, a calm peace settled over me. I knew in that instant there was a reason for the trials of the past year. I also knew we would be successful in getting our children to their families.


Five days later, the American embassy told me the Hungarian government had given us permission to take our children home!


Although this sounds like the end of the story, it was really only the beginning. Two months after I returned to St. Louis, I was contacted by a pair of Russian-born American physicians who had a strong desire to assist orphaned children from their homeland, and to find loving American families. They’d learned of my efforts with the Hungarian children. I agreed to become their partner and to run the adoption program. I discovered in myself a driving need to make adoption easier for future families so that no one would encounter the pain, fear, and difficulty I experienced.


The rest, as they say, is history. Indeed, there was a reason for all these trials. As of August 2006, we have assisted approximately 1,600 Eastern European children in finding loving homes!


Brenda Henn 






A Miracle of Joy 


Amiracle is a work exceeding the power of any created agent, consequently being an effect of the divine omnipotence.


Robert South


As I stood at the gate in the busy airport waiting for my plane, my mind went back to all the changes in my life during the past months. My marriage had crumbled, leaving me shattered and very confused. My dream of a happy home and children had been dashed. But somehow God was restoring my sense of purpose and desire to follow wherever he led.


It was just a few days before Christmas. In a matter of minutes, I would board the plane and be on my way to Russia to adopt a six-month-old baby girl.


How it had all happened was amazing in itself. I remember sitting in the living room with friends and quietly sharing my desire for a child. “Well, there’s no reason why you can’t still be a mother,” my friend assured me. “Singles are now adopting.”


I remember how I had smiled at the idea, reminding him that I wasn’t young anymore.


“Oh, I don’t think it will take that long,” he responded, “and anyway, it doesn’t hurt to ask.”


With that, a seed of hope was planted that I could be a mother. In just six months, I was on my way to Russia to adopt a baby girl named Oksana. Questions flooded my mind. Would she be there when I arrived at the orphanage? Would she be healthy?


I continued to pray as I stuffed my baggage in the overhead compartment. I glanced again at the little picture I had of Oksana. “Lord, please lead me to other people going to Russia to adopt.”


How I feared traveling alone, but there was no one to go with me.


Before long, in little snippets of conversation, I overheard the words “Russia,” “babies” and “orphanage.”


“Are you going to Moscow?” I asked the woman to my right.


“Yes, my husband and I are going to adopt two children.”


“So am I!” I squealed. “I mean, I’m going to adopt a baby girl.”


From then on, we both talked incessantly. I discovered that they were heading to the same orphanage to be met by the same coordinator. We became fast friends. I whispered a prayer of thanks to God for answering my earlier prayer.


When the plane landed in Moscow, it was cold and dreary. I immediately sensed the strangeness of the different culture and my language barrier. But then I met our coordinator, who turned out to be a very friendly Russian woman who spoke no English. Her big, warm hugs were so reassuring.


“Is Oksana there?” I asked, having heard stories of people getting to the orphanage, only to discover that the child was no longer there.


“Da,” she answered with a twinkle in her eyes.


“When can we go to the orphanage?” I inquired, ready to go on the overnight train immediately.


“Soon,” the translator said.


“By Christmas? Will I see her by Christmas?”


“Da. Da,” she answered with a big grin.


I stayed in a simple apartment of a young couple and their three-month-old daughter, Anastasia. Their generosity was overwhelming. Although their living conditions were simple, they willingly shared what they had.


In just a few days, I left with two other couples to travel eight hours north. When we arrived at Borovitchy, we were tired but so excited. After only a few hours of sleep, we went to the orphanage. Walking inside the large brick building that was home to about 400 children, I whispered another prayer. “Just let her be healthy, Lord.”


As I walked the long hall, I met staff members who were warm and friendly. I saw that the facilities were neat and clean. A tall Russian doctor joined us and smiled when he asked if I was ready to see Oksana.


Was I? I thought my heart was going to burst with such a strange combination of excitement, fear, longing, hope.


Together, we walked down the cement steps, through the long, narrow hall to the infants’ room. They led me to a small room while they went to get the baby. In only a few moments, they were back.


Oh, I’ll never forget that moment for as long as I live! They placed her warm little body in my arms and discreetly stepped out to leave us alone.


“Oh, my,” I whispered in awe. “You are beautiful, darling.”


I gazed at her big brown eyes and flawless skin. I held her hand in mine, counting each finger. I held her close and sang to her softly, “Jesus loves me.” Time stood still.


It was a holy moment, a Christmas moment, a time when the Greatest Giver filled the arms of a hurting single woman with a priceless gift—a baby.


We left the orphanage on Christmas Eve at midnight. My tiny daughter, Noelle Joy Oksana Brani, was wrapped in a soft pink blanket. As I walked out into the night to catch the train back to Moscow, the snow was gently falling. And I thought I could hear the angels singing.


Sharon Beth Brani 






Entwined Hearts 


No cord or cable can draw so forcibly, or bind so fast, as love can do with a single thread.


Richard E. Burton


After our son was born, my husband, Dick, and I were advised not to have any more children. We had always planned on having two, not wanting our son to be an only child. So we talked with several agencies about adoption, but were given very little encouragement. Someone recommended we become foster parents. Being young and energetic, the idea appealed to us.


We contacted our county agency and completed the necessary background checks, application, and training. We opened our home to any child, any age. Over the course of the next twelve years, we fostered nineteen children, ranging in age from nine months to seventeen years. Some stayed only a few hours. Most stayed a few months.


One day, the agency called to ask if we could accept a thirteen-month-old for a few days. At the time, our son was six, and we were already fostering a five-year-old and an eight-year-old. When asked if we could help out for seventy-two hours, we said, “Sure, we can do anything for seventy-two hours.” We hurriedly borrowed a crib, some clothing, a high chair, and a playpen from various families within our church.


The caseworker brought her to the door about 9:00 PM with nothing but the clothes on her back. I stretched my arms out to her, and she came right to me. She reeked of cigarette smoke and sported a very soggy diaper, so I carried her upstairs for a bath. She happily played in the tub, even allowing me to shampoo her hair.


Something happened during those initial moments with her. She captured my heart. Though never connected by an umbilical cord, in the space of a heartbeat, mutual cords of love joined this child and me. Wrapping her in a big, warm towel, I carried her downstairs and excitedly said to my husband, “This is the one.”


“What do you mean?”


“This is the one we are going to adopt.”


Always practical, he looked at me with incredulity and slowly spoke, “No, Pam, we only have her for seventy-two hours.”


I simply responded, “I know that’s what the agency said, but she’s the one.”


Ever protective of me, Dick shook his head and sighed. He gave me a look that said, “Oh, Pam, you’re setting yourself up for a big disappointment,” and then tried to lighten the moment by playing with Erin.


I dressed her in some borrowed pajamas and fed her a bowl of Cheerios. Then I took her into the living room and rocked her for a while. Contentment and peace flooded my soul. Although she had been with us less than an hour, I felt as though she had always been our daughter and had finally come home.


We did nothing to initiate adopting Erin. We simply treated her as our own from the moment she entered our home. We complied with everything the agency asked of us, and more. We willingly and gladly rearranged and adjusted every area of our lives, including our schedules, our finances, our jobs, and our furniture in order to truly parent this child. We couldn’t help ourselves. The love we felt for her was instantaneous, just like parents seeing their newborn baby. The difference was our baby weighed twenty-five pounds and could walk.


What began as a seventy-two-hour emergency placement turned into long-term foster care. Though the rights of Erin’s biological parents were terminated after three or four years, appeal followed appeal, dragging the proceedings out for seven long, uncertain years.


The wonderful phone call came one afternoon while my husband was at a class 150 miles away and both kids were in school. Knowing Dick would be stopping to visit his father on his way home, I phoned there and asked that he call me as soon as he arrived. When he answered the phone, he couldn’t understand my blubbering and thought something dreadful had happened.


“What’s wrong, Pam? Is one of the kids sick? Did the cat get run over?”


At last I was able to draw a deep breath and whisper, “We can adopt Erin!”


“Really?” was all he could squeak out before tears constricted his throat, too.


We sat in awed, thankful silence for several seconds before either of us could speak again.


Thirty days later, Dick and I met in a small county courtroom with our caseworker and a judge to finalize the adoption.


The judge asked, “Why do you want to adopt Erin? Why not just continue to foster her and receive a stipend to provide for her?”


We both answered, “We love her as our own and want her to legally be our daughter forever. We can never lose her. We knew from day one she belonged to us!”


Satisfied, the judge rattled off a proclamation. At last, the little girl we knew from day one belonged to us became our daughter.


Pamela D. Williams 






Roots 


And he took the children in his arms, put his hands on them, and blessed them.


Mark 10:16


“We need to get licensed as foster parents,” I said to my wife on the phone.


One of the things that had brought Beverly and me together was our mutual desire to care for children who needed and deserved a chance. Although we felt God was leading us in this direction, I’d been hesitant and concerned. What if we tried and failed?


Then I heard John Croyle speak. He was the founder of Big Oak Ranch, one of the most successful group homes in the United States, and his real-life stories pushed me to get started. That’s when I called Beverly.


We went through the process, and on July 5, 1987, a social worker called to say that we had been licensed as foster parents and would get our first child in about ninety days.


The very next day, she called again about a “unique situation.” They had two brothers, ages two-and-a-half and one, needing a long-term placement of a year or more. We went from expecting one child in ninety days to possibly two boys in three days.


Beverly’s response was immediate and definite. “If this is what God wants us to do, this is what we should do.”


For the next twenty-four hours, we ran around like crazy people. We borrowed a crib and a high chair. Then we went to a store to buy everything we thought we would need—diapers, wet wipes, Desitin, a few toys, some clothing, etc. When we got to the cashier with two full buggies, she asked if we were expecting a baby. My tall, slim, beautiful wife said, “Yes, two of them, tomorrow!”


The day the boys were to arrive, I was speaking two hours away, and I called Beverly every hour to see if she had heard anything. About 4:00 PM, she said the social worker had called and would be there in twenty minutes. I was home in an hour.


And there they were.


Stephen, at two-and-a-half, was a cute fellow with freckles and a one-word vocabulary . . . an angry, strong “No!” to our every question and statement. Randall was a different story. The difference in their dispositions was like night and day. While Randall was with his grandmother since birth, Stephen had been hauled all over the country with his biological mother as she committed armed robberies. He’d been exposed to things that most people could not even conceive.


The boys were with us for about two years when our social worker, who was as close to an angel as you will find on this Earth, called to inform us that the state had decided to terminate parental rights, which would make the boys adoptable. We were thrilled—until she explained that we would probably not be eligible because of a now-outdated law that said that foster parents could not adopt.


“What do you mean, we can’t adopt them?” I protested.


I made three trips to see the governor to appeal to him.


“Sir,” I pleaded, “if you take a tree up by the roots and transplant it, it has a chance to survive. But if you uproot it a second time, it will probably not make it. These are not trees; they are children, and it really is in their best interest to stay with us. We are really the only parents they know.”


On our third visit to the governor, we made a deal. If we would move 100 miles from where we lived, the governor said we could adopt them. The theory was that this way the boys would not, in the future, run into their biological parents, who had been sent to the penitentiary for a long time.


Beverly and I didn’t really need to discuss what to do.


We moved.


Of course we did.


We moved out of state with our little saplings, where they had better foster-care laws and a better educational system—where they could stay rooted with us.


It wasn’t all peaches and cream. By the time we adopted the boys, Beverly delivered our birth son. We experienced many challenges, as do all parents, adoptive or not. We continued to be foster parents and had the privilege of taking care of fifty children in a period of about ten years. Those children gave us far more than we could ever give them. Some of the older ones are still in touch with us, and our fiftieth child, whom we call “our Golden Girl,” still calls us Mom and Dad.


Stephen, now twenty-one, said “yes” to serving our country in the United States Army and has been in Iraq for almost a year now. Randall is twenty and works very hard as a young businessman. He works with a large tree service, and he also cuts and splits firewood to sell as the weather gets colder—quite fitting for transplanted saplings who found their roots and grew.


Dave Gorden 


[image: 9780757398223_0047_001]

“Do you think he’s letting his being adopted go to his head?”
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The Delivery Rooms 


A happy family is but an earlier heaven.


Sir John Bowring


Until that night, the idea of a delivery room brought images of bright fluorescent lights, heart and fetal monitors surrounding a sterile white-sheeted metal bed, and a mask-clad medical team at the ready. How was I to know that it wasn’t imperative for a mother awaiting the arrival of her children to have a doctor or midwife nearby to experience this rite of passage? I discovered that a well-equipped kitchen and an airport terminal would do just fine.


Our first child, Matthew, was born on a late fall morning after twelve hours of an exhaustive and difficult labor. The pushing, panting, waiting, and pushing-again dance of the final delivery process produced our baby. When the doctor held him up for me to see, red and squalling, I became an instant believer in miracles. Later, my focal point narrowed to the small bundle I cradled at my breast. A nurse wrapped us in heated covers and dimmed the lights. She left my husband, Gregg, and me together in the delivery room to peer with awe at the new life we had created. Only then did I find the strength to marvel at the pain, the effort, the sheer joy of it all.


Six years later, in the middle of a long-awaited night in May, sleepless and alone, once again I found myself in the midst of the final delivery process. This time, instead of a noisy hospital room, I spent the hours before the delivery of our twins in restless agitation, pacing the rooms of our darkened home. The nesting instinct gripped me. I headed for the kitchen and gathered bowls and utensils from the cupboards.


The clock over the sink read 2:30 in the morning when the oven’s timer beeped to announce the first batch of chocolate-chip cookies was baked to perfection. Whiffs of melted fudge and warm nuts scented the air. As I eased the tray from the open oven, the wonderful aroma of freshly baked dough swaddled me like a cozy blanket. A soft kitchen lamp cast a pool of light over the countertops, where the ingredients for my grandmother’s recipe were spread out, enveloping me in a cocoon of warmth. Night shadows darkened the rest of the room. Restless and anxious, I crept across the wooden floor in stocking feet, careful not to awaken my sleeping husband or six-year-old son before it was time. While my fingers formed rounded spoonfuls of batter onto another tray, my thoughts flew through the night sky, over the ocean, and into the cabin of the red and white DC-10 that raced toward our home near Los Angeles, carrying our adopted babies from their birthplace halfway around the world to me.


While the last batch of cookies baked, I glanced once again at the clock, the second hand tick, tick, ticking methodically along at a painfully slow pace. I thumbed through my recipe card box, searching for the next culinary creation that would help make the time pass. In a few more hours, the long wait for this special delivery would be over. But it seemed that particular night would never end. I paused to study the latest pictures of Nicholas and Kimberly, which were propped against the teakettle. The social workers from Seoul, Korea, were kind to send us new ones for every month we waited. Staring at their tiny, precious faces, I knew there would be no rest for me until those babies were in my arms.


The jumbo Northwest airliner glistened in the noonday sun as it approached the runway at Los Angeles International Airport. All of the tension and emotions I held bottled up over the past two years through the international adoption process began to melt onto the terminal floor at my feet. I had pictured this scene hundreds of times, dreamed of it nightly, yet I wasn’t prepared for the calm that descended over me as the final moments approached. From the restless and busy night I’d spent baking, I expected to be exhausted. Instead, my composure was matched only by my alert and keenly aware senses. With steady, shallow breaths, I pressed my fingertips against the cool, smooth terminal window glass. My world narrowed, moving in slow motion. The chatter and bustle surrounding me dimmed as my focus pinpointed only on the plane as it rolled to the gate.


My family made our way to the entrance where the babies would be carried to us after going through customs. I watched as passengers from Nicholas and Kimberly’s flight walked through the tunnel and into the terminal. There were businessmen with briefcases, women with large bags, groups of students in festive moods, and parents holding the hands of their small children. Our babies were nowhere to be seen. My eyes burned from staring intently at so many people. I looked at the ground for a moment, and then blinked to clear the sting. I looked up again, and the social workers holding our children stood before me. Maybe I shouted out in a final release of pent-up tension, or maybe I acknowledged silently the instant relief of finally seeing my babies in person. I can’t remember.


The women placed a baby each in Gregg’s and my arms. We kissed them and kneeled to give Matthew a better view of his new brother and sister. We switched babies and exchanged a quick look of awe. The same feelings of peaceful contentment that engulfed me as I held Matthew for the first time in the hospital delivery room again swathed me like the warm blanket the nurse used to cover us after delivery. Gregg and I gathered our three children close for the first family picture.


Gregg drove cautiously out of the parking garage and headed for home. I couldn’t help but compare the memory of the drive home from the hospital with our first baby, and how nervous and proud he was to get us there safely. I basked in the afterglow of relief and comfort of having our completed family together.


I’m fortunate to have experienced two delivery rooms, each a different process. Now, as a mother of three, the most important long-term job of my life has begun.


The labor was worth it.


Sarah Jo Smith 
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An Unexpected Christmas Gift 


The heart of the giver makes the gift dear and precious.


Martin Luther


The sudden jangle of the telephone ringing brought Catherine back to the moment.


It was Saturday morning, December 23, 1939. The windows sparkled and the wooden floors gleamed, though the carpets were worn and the furniture was mismatched in the modest house. The Christmas tree in the living room was decorated with glass bulbs and paper streamers, and gifts wrapped in tissue paper encircled the tree like a festive wreath.


Before the phone interrupted her thoughts, Catherine had been thinking about how, just over a year ago, she had come as a new bride to this small prairie city. Her husband, a widower with one son, was dynamic, self-confident, and gregarious. Catherine was none of these things. She didn’t make friends easily, but she did love this man and adored his young son.


She was washing the breakfast dishes when Harry came into the kitchen and poured himself a cup of coffee from the percolator on the stove. She could tell by looking at him that he was disturbed by the phone conversation.
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