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Friday, December 4, 2009

As another happy, pre-Christmas day began, the Duggar household was bustling with busyness.

Our seventeen children still living at home hopped out of their beds early to get ready for the arrival of a film crew coming to do a story about our supersized family. This one, from Australia, was coming to do a segment for a television newsmagazine there.

The children got dressed, brushed their teeth, combed their hair, and came downstairs for breakfast. The younger ones put on their notecard-sized chore packs, which list and remind them of their responsibilities and activities for the day. Besides household chores, each child would spend time on homeschool assignments and music practice for upcoming performances: a Christmas pageant sponsored by their music teachers, a harp recital at the mall, and then a piano and violin recital.

Ten of the older children were planning next week’s mission trip to El Salvador with Jim Bob and thinking about what they had to pack and what gifts would be needed for the children they would see there.

The Australian TV production team arrived, and after we introduced our family and showed them around the house, they began videotaping the day’s many activities. The children enjoyed meeting this crew and marveled at their beautiful Australian accents; the kids asked them as many questions about their country as they asked about our family.

As we went through the day, Michelle, twenty-four and a half weeks pregnant with baby number nineteen, started experiencing a lot of pain. Years before, she’d had a kidney stone that caused excruciating pain, similar to what she was experiencing now, so she thought maybe another stone was starting to pass. She slipped away to rest in the afternoon, but by that evening, when the production crew had left for the day, the pain had become unbearable.

Jim Bob called Michelle’s doctor, who recommended that she come to the hospital for some tests. Grandma Duggar was staying with us at the time, and she stepped in to watch the kids while we were away. We told everyone we would be home in a few hours and headed out the door.

There was no indication that our happy lives were about to be turned upside down, that our relationship with each other would be challenged, or that our strong faith would be sorely tested.

We had no idea that within twenty-four hours our children would gather around their somber-faced daddy and hear him tell them the most frightening news imaginable: their mama’s life and the life of the new baby were in grave danger.

“Pray hard,” Jim Bob would tell them as tears welled up in his eyes. “Pray to God for Mama and for the baby; pray like you’ve never prayed before!”



PART 1
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Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed;
for I am thy God: I will strengthen thee;
yea, I will help thee.

—Isaiah 41:10a
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Lo, children are an heritage of the Lord: and the fruit of the womb is his reward.

—Psalm 127:2



We believe that children are a blessing from God, and twenty-two years ago, in the fifth year of our marriage, we decided to let Him decide how big our family would be. By early 2009, He had given us eight daughters and ten sons—eighteen wonderful children—and an amazing life filled with enduring love, incredible joy, and fun-filled adventure. We were amazed at how God had entrusted us with so many blessings.

Sure, there were challenges along the way. We had endured some very stressful times in our marriage, when feeble income and overwhelming work and responsibilities had threatened to tear apart our dreams for our family. And we had suffered hard losses, including the death of Michelle’s mother. But with faith and prayer we had survived all those difficult times, and as 2009 began, we felt confident that nothing could ever shake our relationship with God or with each other.

We never dreamed that by the time 2009 ended, we would find ourselves living in a whirlwind of fear, anxiety, and turmoil. Now, a year after the overwhelming challenge that turned our lives upside down, we’re writing this book to share what we’ve learned from the experience and also to share how our faith in God and the Bible principles we live by have sustained and guided us through a traumatic season of our lives, one that may not be over yet.

This is the story of how we survived the upheaval that swept through our family—and how we manage our family in everyday life. Because of the audience that watches our large family move through daily life on the TLC reality series 19 Kids and Counting, we have had many people express interest in our faith, principles, and experiences. We hope this book answers some of the many questions we receive in hundreds of e-mails and letters every day from people telling us they watch our show or they’ve read our previous book, The Duggars: 20 and Counting (a number based on our then eighteen children and ourselves). We are very conservative Christians, and many of the writers introduce themselves by telling us how different they are from us: “I’m Jewish...” “I’m Muslim...” “I’m an atheist...” “I’m a flaming liberal...”

Sometimes they go on to say that they don’t share any of our beliefs and they think our parenting practices are outdated, narrow-minded, misguided, ridiculous, and a host of other adjectives, some of them too harsh to print here.

And yet the majority of the letters—even from those whose beliefs are different from ours—also tell us that they like the end product of what we do and believe: a close-knit, love-filled family bustling with well-behaved, respectful, fun-loving, adventurous, and smart children who cherish their parents and siblings and show courtesy and kindness to those they meet.

One of the most frequent comments was that we’d never experienced “real life,” with all its hardships, challenges, setbacks, and pain. The truth was, we’d been through plenty of hard experiences, but none as difficult as those we’ve experienced in the last two years. In this book we hope to communicate how the faith and principles that guided us through all the good times have kept us strong through the bad times too. Our hope is that through our story you’ll find ideas for enriching your own family’s life together, building love, joy, wisdom, and strength that will see you through good times and bad.

We’re not parenting experts. We don’t have all the answers; we’re still learning every day. These are just the guidelines we follow, the practices that work for us. Since we’re unable to respond to the hundreds of daily inquiries that come to us, we hope this book will provide answers and insights that will not only answer your questions about the Duggars but will also inspire you to look for ways to become the best possible parent and role model to your own children.

DIFFERENT NOW

As we write, our family’s life seems to have returned to something like normal after experiencing events that turned our world upside down. But we are different people now than we were when 2009 began. We’ve experienced firsthand how quickly and cataclysmically everything can change, and now we value even more the beliefs and principles that sustained us through our ordeal—not only in matters of faith and of the heart but also of the home.

In the chapters to come we’ll share how our parenting methods worked, failed, or evolved under duress. In reading about our experiences, perhaps you’ll find ideas for developing your own household systems for managing things like schedules and organization. As you learn about our child-rearing practices, maybe you’ll gain insights about how to shape your own children’s hearts and minds lovingly and effectively.

Our primary goal in this book is to encourage you to recognize the God-given blessings in your own life and help you find ways to fill your family with everyday joy as well as lay a foundation of faith that will sustain you through difficult times. In short, we want to help you find ways to infuse your family with faith, fun, and hope for a bright future.

JIM BOB’S DAD MOVES IN

During our nearly twenty-seven years of marriage, God has given us constant joy through our big, expanding family; but to keep life interesting, He’s also sent plenty of challenges our way. For example, in our first book, we described how we coped with having five children under age five when we lived in a nine-hundred-square-foot home that was also the sales office for our used-car business.

Now we live in a seven-thousand-square-foot home, but we still live frugally, and we still encounter challenges, as well as joy, on a daily basis. We finished our first book in October 2008, when our joy about the marriage of our firstborn child, Josh, to the delightful Anna Keller was tempered by the sober awareness that my (Jim Bob’s) dad, J. L. Duggar, had been diagnosed with a terminal illness, an advancing brain tumor.

When we built our home in northwest Arkansas (a nearly four-year family project completed in 2006), we intentionally included a handicap-accessible living area for family members who might need our assistance as they coped with health issues. Shortly after we moved into the house, that guest area had been put to good use by Michelle’s dad when he lived with us following a terrible car crash with a drug-impaired driver. He stayed a year and then moved back home to Ohio to live with Michelle’s siblings, leaving the guest area ready for the next time it was needed.

A few months later, my dad was diagnosed with a medullo-blastoma—a brain tumor. This stage of our lives began one day when Dad felt a little knot on the back of his head. He thought at first it was a bug bite, but when the “bite” got bigger instead of going away, he went to a dermatologist, who sent him to another specialist, who sent him to another specialist, until finally the tumor was identified. The doctor who diagnosed the problem told us he’d never seen anyone survive past about age fifty with that kind of tumor. Dad was seventy-one when he was diagnosed.

His doctors said the tumor had started in his brain and had eaten through his skull to protrude out the back of his head, causing the bump. One surgery was performed, but the surgeons said they couldn’t remove the entire tumor without causing brain damage. Dad chose not to go through chemotherapy and radiation; he wanted to avoid the side effects of those treatments so he could enjoy being with his family and especially his grandchildren during the remainder of his days here on earth.
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Our kids love celebrating our family’s special days together, including Grandma and Grandpa Duggar’s forty-eighth wedding anniversary.

For a while Dad’s overall health held steady, but gradually his condition began deteriorating. We welcomed him and Mom into our guest room, and while Mom insisted on providing almost all of Dad’s daily care and devotedly worked to preserve his dignity, our children loved having them there to play games, listen to stories, go on outings, and share meals with us.

It was truly a joy to have my parents living with us, even though it was hard on all of us to see Dad’s health steadily fail over the next eighteen months. Mom put him on a special diet that she credits with prolonging his life and keeping him active for much longer than anyone expected. In addition, a wonderful physician friend, Dr. Doty Murphy, came to our home frequently to manage the IV treatments that kept him from getting dehydrated.

Dad remained active, but nothing could stop the inevitable growth of the tumor. When it extended into the part of the brain controlling motor skills, the change seemed to happen overnight. One day Dad was at the park with Grandma and the kids. The next day he could no longer stand or feed himself.

COMPOUNDING PROBLEMS

By January 2009, Dad was unable to speak. But he remained an important part of our family; we visited his bedside often, and whenever he felt up to it, we wheeled him out to the living room or to the dining table to join us for family time. The kids interacted with him whenever he felt like coming out. They would sit and carry on conversations with him, even though he couldn’t respond, telling him about their music lessons or the new phonics sounds they were learning or some funny thing one of them had seen or done.

Then a major ice storm struck our area, possibly the worst in northwest Arkansas history. Many homes and vehicles were damaged or destroyed by falling trees. Without power, businesses couldn’t open. Schools were closed. The governor declared our area a disaster area, and residents struggled to recover from an estimated seventy-seven million dollars’ worth of damage.

Our yard turned into a giant ice rink (a wonderful thing, our middle six boys would tell you, when they were allowed to go out), and throughout the region ice-crusted power lines either fell on their own or were brought down by ice-coated trees falling on them. Huge limbs from the massive shade trees in our yard broke off and fell to the ground, littering our lawn with gigantic ice sculptures.

Roads were closed, and simply being outside was hazardous, with trees or limbs constantly falling and power lines dangling or already on the ground. But our devoted film crew, which for several months had been videotaping our family for the TLC reality series, called to say they were heading our way, determined to capture the Duggar family’s reaction to the weather-induced woes and wonder.

That was a blessing for us because just as the power went out and trees started falling, Michelle realized we were running short of diapers. She called associate producer David Felter and asked if he could pick up some diapers on the way.

David, a single guy who’d never been anywhere near a discount store’s baby department, gamely made the purchase and headed our way with producer Sean Overbeeke. They drove around a ROAD CLOSED sign only to end up in a ditch a little later. Passing firefighters pulled them out and set them on their way again, and eventually they slid down our driveway, delivered the diapers, and started filming.

To our younger kids, having the power go out was a grand adventure. Our family almost never watches broadcast TV, so nobody missed that at all, and if you’re a little boy with a bunch of younger brothers, what can be more fun than having to use the bathroom by flashlight? The kids were excused from doing most of their schoolwork because there was no power to run the computers, and they found creative ways of entertaining themselves, as always, whether it was Rollerblading through the living room or conducting circus acts such as balancing a stick horse on their noses.

On the other hand, to Michelle, the mother of a newborn (our eighteenth child, Jordyn Grace, had been born about a month earlier, on December 18, 2008) as well as the sixteen other children then living at home, having no electricity wasn’t all that wonderful. Exciting, yes, just not the ideal.

And this wasn’t just a short little power outage. No, power was out throughout our region, and at the Duggar home, for nine long days!

WATCHING DADDY’S RESPONSE

Thankfully, I (Michelle) am married to a creative and smart husband who’s also a devoted father. He knew that lots of little eyes were watching how he would cope with the ice-storm disaster, and his optimism and good humor never waned throughout that long, difficult time. Jim Bob rarely gets rattled; he’s always rock solid in his beliefs and in working toward the parenting goals we have set for ourselves. He looks at everything as an opportunity to teach our children something new. The ice storm was no exception.

We hold to the truths of the Bible, in which the apostle Paul wrote, “I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be content” (Philippians 4:11). How could we teach our children those words and then show frustration, fear, anger, or some other destructive emotion when an ice storm made our lives a little more complicated?

Seeing the vast amounts of damage to the trees in our yard, Jim Bob might have had a few moments when he felt completely overwhelmed, wondering, How am I going to get this huge mess cleaned up? What if the power stays off for several days? How can I get my family through this calamity? But those little eyes watching him never saw him hesitate. Instead they saw him thank God that everyone was safe, fed, and relatively warm, and then ask Him for strength and wisdom to meet the challenge. And through it all, the smile on his face and the love sparkling in his eyes never faded.

However, one thing did change. There have been very few times when Jim Bob has done anything without one or two kids in tow, especially work outside, but on that first icy morning he told everyone to stay put while he cautiously stepped out onto the frozen yard to assess the damage. What he saw was breathtaking. Everywhere he looked, the ground was covered with frozen trees, limbs, and power lines creating a massive, impenetrable thicket of ice.

Normally, our home would at least have had radiant floor heat, thanks to the nine thousand feet of Vanguard PEX pipe embedded under the floor tile that was connected to our outdoor wood-burning furnace, but a few days earlier, a part on that system had malfunctioned and we were still waiting for its replacement when the ice storm struck. With no electricity to power the forced-air fans on either the wood-fueled or natural-gas furnaces, our house was quickly growing cold. That situation would have been stressful enough under ordinary conditions, but we had a sick, bedridden grandfather and a newborn baby to think of, in addition to the twenty-one other family members living in our house (ourselves and Grandma Duggar plus our sixteen other living-at-home children, in addition to Josh and Anna, who fled their frozen home in town to seek refuge with us).

We were all looking to Jim Bob to figure out how we would survive this trial, knowing that he was relying on the One who had all the answers. Thus we moved through the icy day with a sense of adventure rather than fear.

Later that first morning Jim Bob made another trip outside, carefully maneuvering over the ice to the storage shed in our backyard. He retrieved a small generator and fired it up on the front porch to operate the furnace fans, which brought a little relief from the steadily increasing cold. But he quickly realized we would need more fuel to keep the generator running—it had to be refilled about every ninety minutes—so he asked Josh and our next-oldest son, John-David, to try to get to town to buy gasoline. They were gone several hours, not only because they had to drive so slowly on the ice, even in a four-wheel-drive truck, but also because so few service stations were open. Power was out everywhere, which meant that only stations with generators could operate their pumps. It took them a long time to find one that was open.
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The weight of the ice caused dozens of trees to fall on our property.

While they were gone, we looked out the windows and watched in amazement as frozen limbs fell minute by minute and splintered trees covered our property—and stared at the utility pole leaning precariously in our backyard, the broken line coming out of the box dangling ominously in midair. Then, while some of the children watched, a huge tree fell on the storage shed where the generator had been stored, totally crushing it.

When he saw the destroyed building he’d just entered a short while earlier, Jim Bob’s mood momentarily changed. He sat the children down at our long dining table and earnestly explained how dangerous their outside world had suddenly become. No one, he said, was to step foot outside until he gave the okay—and that might be several days away. “Just like that tree that fell squashed the shed, a tree or limb could fall and squash you. I love y’all, and I don’t want anyone to get hurt, so no one goes outside until I say so,” he said, his eyes focusing on each child in turn and waiting for an acknowledgment.

One day passed and then another. We normally do eight to eleven loads of laundry a day, and by day three, with none of our four washers and four dryers running, the mountain of dirty clothes in our laundry room threatened to equal the mountain of ice-covered debris outside our house.

Then Jim Bob had a brilliant idea. He carefully walked, slid, and skidded his way over the ice field to the shop building several hundred yards away where we park our bus. Ever so slowly, he navigated the giant vehicle up and down the hills in our driveway and cautiously pulled it up next to our frozen-over house. He turned on the bus’s generator and plugged in some electrical cords, and in what seemed like a wonderful miracle, we were able to power one washer, one dryer, two furnace fans, and several strings of low-wattage LED Christmas lights to provide some nighttime illumination. Our home filled with a web of electric cords snaking along the floors and stairs.

It still wasn’t easy to catch up with the forty loads of laundry that had accumulated and then keep up with the ever-growing pile of dirty clothes, but by running the single washer and dryer constantly we made progress, slowly but surely.

The outdoor temperatures were so cold we simply lifted the garage door on our home’s massive pantry (the space that would be an ordinary garage in other homes is a pantry in ours) so that the food in our three large chest freezers stayed frozen. Fortunately we still had water, and our cooktops and ovens run on gas, so we could still cook.

“Isn’t this something?” Jim Bob asked the children one night as we all settled under the glow of the Christmas lights strung around our eighteen-foot-long dining table. “Even though we don’t have power, we can still enjoy a healthy, hot meal, and we’re all together and safe. We have so much to be thankful for!”

A PERFECT TIME FOR COMPANY

We thanked God for His blessings and His protection during the ice storm, and we asked Him to keep us strong and hold us close during the difficulties we knew were coming: not just during the complications from the ice storm but also Grandpa Duggar’s declining health. Dr. Murphy faithfully continued to come to our home to check on Grandpa and set up his IVs, despite the icy conditions. On one of those cold, hard days, he warned us that Grandpa was failing fast and might have less than a month left to live.
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On the second day of a major ice storm, our baby, Jordyn, had to be hospitalized due to a respiratory problem. In this photo, Jordyn is about one year old.

About that same time we worriedly noticed that Grandpa wasn’t the only one having health problems. Our six-week-old baby, Jordyn Grace, had what first seemed like nothing more than a runny nose for a day; we assumed she’d been infected with the same minor cold symptoms that had passed through the rest of the children a few days earlier. But when you’re just a month old, a minor cold can progress into a serious respiratory problem in the blink of an eye, and that’s what happened to Jordyn. On the second day of the ice storm, her minor symptoms suddenly evolved into a struggle to breathe. A woman who’s mothered eighteen children recognizes when one of her little ones is in distress, and that evening, I (Michelle) knew it was time to head for the emergency room.

When doctors at the hospital in Springdale said Jordyn needed to be admitted for observation and respiratory treatments we couldn’t provide at home, especially since we had only limited power provided by the generators, we both stayed with her. Jordyn was struggling to breathe, and we didn’t feel comfortable having just one of us stay with her; with two of us there, one could attend to Jordyn while the other slept or grabbed a bite to eat. We often rely on “tag-team” parenting when things get too difficult for one parent to handle alone.

So we called home and made arrangements with the older children and with Grandma Duggar, who quickly offered to step into the supervisory role (no wonder our children long ago nicknamed her Super Grandma!). While her main focus would be tending to Grandpa Duggar’s needs, she would be there to support our older children as they kept the household running.

A few days later, while driving through the winter wonderland to return home after Jordyn was discharged, one of our older kids called with a brilliant idea. Since many of the roads were impassable and we were holed up in a giant igloo with limited power and a horde of little kids who couldn’t play outside, they suggested that we invite our friends Gil and Kelly Bates and their seventeen children to come visit from Tennessee!

We quickly agreed. And no, we hadn’t completely lost our minds. You see, the Bateses are another huge family who share our conservative Christian beliefs and parenting philosophies, and they’re among our very closest friends.

Best of all, they own a tree-trimming service!

Gil had told Jim Bob recently that the middle of winter is typically the slowest time for their business. “Come to northwest Arkansas,” Jim Bob now told Gil on the phone. “With all the ice-storm damage, there’s enough business here to keep you busy for weeks!”

They took us up on our offer and arrived a few days later, when the roads had cleared, and we were delighted to see them. Our boys moved out of their large, dormitory-style room into our bus, parked outside, giving the Bateses a big room and bathrooms of their own. Our youngest children were deliriously happy to have some of their favorite friends to play with; all the older girls gathered comfortably in the kitchen to chat, cook, and bake, and the Bates and Duggar older boys went to work under Gil’s direction cleaning up the tree debris from our yard and at several other homes and businesses in our area as well.

John-David and Josh had already used a rented backhoe to clear away some of the debris from our driveway, but Gil and his teenagers taught our older boys and Jim Bob a lot about how to safely trim standing trees. The rest of us watched in awe as they fearlessly climbed the tallest trees, tethered to a safety line, cutting and clearing damaged limbs as they moved about the treetops as easily as monkeys.

Now, before we knew it, our yard was cleaned up, the dangerous tree limbs removed. The still-frozen hill in front of our house was perfect for sledding. Jim Bob retrieved a pile of old signs left over from his unsuccessful run for the U.S. Senate a few years earlier, and the children quickly transformed them into slick toboggans that skidded down the icy hill at lightning speed.

Northwest Arkansas was still trapped in an ice locker, but at the Duggar home there was, as always, plenty of fun to be found.

BIG NEWS AT THE BIRTHDAY PARTY

The power was still out and the Bateses were still with us when Grandpa Duggar’s seventy-third birthday rolled around on February 3. Grandpa felt well enough to be lifted out of his bed and onto one of our rolling office chairs for an appearance in the living room. Jana had baked his favorite banana cake and the kids had decorated the table with happy birthday banners and streamers.


GRANDPA DUGGAR’S FAVORITE BANANA CAKE

1 box yellow cake mix (plus ingredients specified on box)

2 boxes vanilla pudding mix (plus milk specified on box)

5 bananas

Prepare yellow cake as directed and bake. In a bowl, prepare pudding as directed on box. Pour pudding over cake. Slice bananas and lay slices on top of cake. Refrigerate until cold, about 1 hour. Serve and enjoy!

DUGGAR SIZE IT!

Use 1 industrial-size cake pan (or two 9 x 13 pans)

2 boxes yellow cake mix (plus ingredients specified on box)

4 boxes vanilla pudding (plus milk specified on box)

8 bananas



There was lots of laughter but also lots of tears. We all knew this would be Grandpa’s last birthday, and although we were at peace, knowing he would happily spend the rest of eternity in heaven with Jesus, we also knew how much we would miss him as part of our daily lives here on earth. By then the tumor had taken away his ability to speak, smile, walk, stand, or move his arms, but we sensed his happiness to be among us, surrounded by the family he loved. With him seated at the head of the table as my mom fed him his birthday cake and ice cream, we were sadly aware that he was living his final days. And our children were watching it happen—and watching the way we responded to that sad, slow decline toward death.

Grandpa’s last birthday was another momentous occasion for our family. The TLC film crew lined us all up in birth order—the Bateses and their sixteen children (Kelly was pregnant with their seventeenth), and the Duggars with our eighteen children plus daughter-in-law Anna.

The camera slowly panned over one set of smiling faces and then the other, and just when we thought the shot was completed, Josh cleared his throat and said, “Everybody, Anna and I have an announcement...”
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Josh and Anna surprised everyone when they announced they were expecting our first “grand-Duggar.”
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God blessed them, and God said unto them,
Be fruitful, and multiply.

—Genesis 1:28



Mackynzie Renee Duggar, our first grandchild, was born October 8, 2009. What a joyful event that was for all of us! If you believe, as the Bible says, that children are a blessing from God, then having a big family and a grandchild is simply over the top.

Amazingly, a couple of months before we celebrated Mackynzie’s birth in October, we celebrated some exciting news of our own. In August 2009, when baby Jordyn was just six months old, Michelle asked me (Jim Bob), “Honey, could I talk to you about something?” She led me into our bathroom and shared a wonderful surprise. “You’re a father again,” she told me. An early-pregnancy test showed a positive reading. We were expecting another baby!

You probably won’t believe this, but I could hardly believe that. It just wasn’t on my radar for possibilities at the time. I knew that having another baby was completely possible—God had proven that again and again. But the timing was really surprising.
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A family portrait with our first grandchild, Mackynzie Renee Duggar, born to Josh and Anna on October 8, 2009.

Jordyn had been born December 18, 2008. We choose to follow some Old Testament directives about when intimate relations between a husband and wife should resume after childbirth. After the birth of a male baby, couples were told to abstain for forty days, and after the birth of a female baby, eighty days—almost three months (see Leviticus 12:2–5; 15:19). As Christians we aren’t bound by Old Testament law, but we’ve found that some of the practices laid down all those years ago for our biblical ancestors still have merit today. This is simply one of the practices we choose to follow. So our intimate relationship hadn’t resumed until March 2009.

In August, Michelle was still breast-feeding Jordyn, which works as a natural means of birth control for some mothers, but not for Michelle. Now she’d gotten pregnant again, and we were delighted to know that another baby would be joining us in March 2010, when Jordyn was fifteen months old, which is a fairly short time between Duggar births (normally Michelle can get pregnant again around nine months after the previous birth; this time she was pregnant again after only five months).

I try to be a good listener and confidante, but I do have one serious weakness: I’m totally unable to keep good news a secret for long. So even though we planned to wait a little while before telling the rest of our children that a new brother or sister was on the way, I spilled the beans much earlier than I had intended.

It happened that very afternoon. We had just bought a giant roll of black plastic sheeting, twelve feet by one hundred feet, to put under the concrete slab we were going to pour for a basketball court in our backyard. It was a hot, muggy day in northwest Arkansas, and all around me were sweaty little kids looking for a fun way to cool off.

One of the parenting ideas we try to practice is to keep our children on their toes, never knowing when some fun, new adventure is about to unfold for them. That day I looked at the black plastic, looked at the kids, and said, “I’ve got an idea.”

“What is it, Daddy?”

“What are we gonna do? Are we going somewhere?”

“Are we going to the park? Should we get everyone on the bus?”

“Are we gonna have an ice cream party?” (I assume this question came from the messiest Duggar when he saw me looking at the big rolls of plastic sheeting.)

I love building my children’s anticipation and enthusiasm. I smiled at them and said, “I’ve got a surprise.”

“Daddy’s making a surprise! Hey, everybody!” The first scouts tore off toward the house to raise the alarm.

I pulled out my cell phone and called John-David, who was working nearby at one of our rental properties. I asked him to bring the backhoe to the house.
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The Duggar kids were beside themselves with curiosity and excitement as John-David used the backhoe to help create Dad’s big surprise.

“Daddy told John-David to bring the backhoe!”

“What are we gonna do, Daddy?”

“Why do you need the backhoe?”

The tribe watched in wonder as I directed John-David where to dig. He scooped out a shallow hole at the foot of our sloping front lawn. Then we unrolled the black plastic all the way down the front-yard hill, brought out the garden hose, and greased up the plastic with Dawn dishwashing liquid and water. Voilà! A poor-man’s water slide and swimming pool.


FAVORITE DUGGAR FAMILY SNACKS

Some favorite snacks at the Duggar home are: dill pickles (everyone’s favorite!); canned green beans spread on a plate and spritzed with vinegar; black olives (which make great fingertip decor before they’re eaten); frozen-and-thawed or canned peas or corn eaten as finger food (they especially enjoy eating them frozen, without thawing, in the hot summertime!); as well as carrot and celery sticks, apple wedges, and banana slices (with peanut butter), orange slices, lemons, and limes. (Yes, lemons and limes! It’s not uncommon for someone to spend his or her own money at the grocery store to buy them. The only condition is that as soon as the kids eat them they have to go brush their teeth to remove the fruit’s acid.)

We also freeze blueberries, strawberries, seedless grapes, and banana slices (to name a few) to create yummy frozen treats. We buy large bags of mixed frozen fruit as a special treat.

Since we’ve had at least one toddler in the house now going on twenty years, we have daily snack times that are two hours before the scheduled lunch and dinner meals, and then another snack time at 8:00 p.m. before bath, Bible time, and bedtime.



The kids rushed inside to put on their swim clothes—modest swim-wear that covers everything from shoulders to knees. In a matter of moments, everyone was slipping and sliding and having a great time, and I was right there in the middle of them, slipping, sliding, and shrieking with joy just like they were.

Carrying fresh-from-a-nap Jordyn on her hip, Michelle came outside to watch the children having the time of their lives. I quietly asked Michelle if this might be a good time to spring the news to the kids about the new baby we were expecting. She smiled and nodded, so we gathered up all the kids and told them we had a surprise to share. When we broke the news, the children gasped, flashed wide smiles, clapped their hands, and cheered, understanding the amazing blessing we’d been given.

PREPARING FOR A NEW GENERATION

It was fun for me (Michelle) to be pregnant at the same time as our daughter-in-law, Anna. Jim Bob and I, along with Josh and Anna, even went to a couple of doctor’s appointments together. Jim Bob told the receptionist, “My wife’s having a baby—and my baby’s having a baby.”

Since their marriage, Josh and Anna had been living in a small home they rent in nearby Fayetteville, about eight miles away from us, and they work together at Josh’s car lot, where they sell pre-owned cars to support themselves. Once Josh left our home, the heart ties between us remained strong, but the apron strings were cut. We had done our best to prepare him for adulthood and family responsibilities, and as soon as he and Anna said, “I do,” they were financially on their own.

From the beginning, however, they were already a step ahead of where we were when we started out. After we were married in 1984 we lived in a mortgaged, nineteen-thousand-dollar fixer-upper home and sold used cars out of the front yard, in addition to Jim Bob’s job at a grocery store. Then we moved to an even smaller home on a busy street where we could have a real used-car lot out front.

For a while I ran the car lot during the day, relaying customers’ questions by phone to Jim Bob at the grocery store or, later, on the wrecker after he had left the grocery store and started a towing service.

Josh and Anna were following a similar path with a couple of important differences. For one, they are committed to living debt-free, a concept that we didn’t adopt until a few years into our marriage. And they’ve kept their home and business separate, rather than turning their front yard into a car lot (something that newer zoning codes don’t allow anyway).

But they’ve chosen, on their own, to adopt one idea that both Anna’s and Josh’s parents followed. They’re letting God decide how many children they’ll have in their family; they even included that promise in their wedding vows.

Two months after they were married, Josh and Anna joined Jim Bob and several of our children on a December mission trip to El Salvador. While the rest of the family members came home healthy, Josh and Anna managed to contract mononucleosis while they were there. Despite that setback, by early February, when we gathered during the ice storm to celebrate Grandpa Duggar’s birthday, they were far enough along to confirm Anna’s pregnancy.

Josh not only got to break the news to the rest of the family, the day before he had the privilege of letting Anna know she was pregnant! She had already gone through several early-pregnancy-test kits only to be disappointed by negative results. She couldn’t bear to go through the suspense and possible disappointment again. So she asked Josh to look at the test stick first and tell her what it said. She left it in a cup in the bathroom for him and then busied herself in the kitchen.

As the film crew’s cameras rolled, Josh checked the test and then settled down beside Anna on the couch. “I have some news for you, babe,” he told her gently. “You’ve joined the mommy team!”

PREPARING FOR PARENTHOOD

One of the joys of owning a car lot is getting to drive all sorts of fun vehicles. In all our family’s history, we’ve never owned a new car, but we’ve had lots of interesting ones. When Anna’s mom and sisters flew from Florida for the baby shower our girls and I hosted for her, Josh picked them up at the airport in a limo he’d recently traded for!

Jim Bob has taught our children that the secret to successful buying and selling is to always buy big items, like used cars and equipment, for a bargain price so that later the purchases can be resold for a price that lets the next buyer get a good deal while you make a fair profit. He tells them, “You make your money when you buy something!”

Following that guideline, Josh uses his astute business sense (we’ll tell you more about that later in the book) to buy all sorts of vehicles for his pre-owned car lot, things he knows he can resell. He follows other advice Jim Bob teaches the family: “Always negotiate to buy items at a price you could instantly get back if you decide to wholesale it.”

As a result, at various times Josh has owned, through the car lot, everything from Jaguars and high-end SUVs to Hondas and Toyotas. His lot can hold cars he’s bought at auctions or from new-car stores that they got as trade-ins, as well as older clunkers that individuals have traded to Josh when buying newer vehicles.

Unfortunately, when they were on their way to their first prenatal appointment with Anna’s obstetrician, they were driving one of the latter—a pickup truck that broke down on the highway!

Josh had traded for the truck the day before. He drove it home that night, and it had run fine. The next morning he’d had a little trouble starting it, but once it got going it seemed to be all right. But then, on their way to the doctor’s office, the pickup started lurching and hesitating until finally Josh steered the sputtering vehicle into a parking lot on the side of the highway, where it coughed another time or two and finally died.

A short while later, they finally arrived at the doctor’s office—riding in John-David’s tow truck!

Josh is blessed to have a wife who’s unflappably patient and understanding. She’s shown those qualities repeatedly in the two-plus years they’ve been married. And as we write, she is pregnant again with our second grandchild.

EARLY ARRIVAL

Josh jokes that he’s chronically late for almost everything, but his firstborn daughter may be the one who’ll break that mold. One morning more than a week before the baby’s due date, Anna woke up in labor.

When Josh called with the news that baby Mackynzie was on her way, we were with the rest of the family attending one of our favorite yearly family events: the Advanced Training Institute Homeschool Conference at the ALERT Academy in Big Sandy, Texas. Jim Bob excitedly passed on the news to me, and I immediately started repacking my suitcase. No doubt Anna would have preferred to have her own mother and one or more of her own sisters to be with her as she gave birth to her and Josh’s first child, but in their absence I was delighted to be able to assist—assuming I could get there in time!
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Michelle and our daughter-in-law, Anna, had fun being pregnant at the same time.

We talked it over with Josh and Anna, and with our older daughters, and it was decided that Jill would fly home with me. Within an hour or so of Josh’s call, we were in the car, and Jim Bob was driving us to the nearest airport. As our plane landed in northwest Arkansas, I called Josh to see how Anna was progressing.

“You need to hurry!” Josh told us.

They had decided to do a home birth, and Jill and I walked through the door just as Anna started to push. She was so calm and focused, breathing through the contractions and coping bravely with the pain. Josh was excited but as steady as a rock. Watching him (which you can do on the TV series videos), it’s hard to believe he’s a first-time dad, joyfully catching his baby girl as she made her entrance into the world.

Mackynzie Renee Duggar was here! What an amazing moment that was in so many wonderful ways. We’d just become grandparents, incredibly blessed by God to watch the creation of another generation.

Meanwhile, in the Texas campground where the rest of the family was attending the homeschool conference, Jim Bob hurriedly packed up all the gear, loaded all the children, and headed home. He couldn’t wait to see his first grandchild, and he glowed when a friend said, “Congratulations, Grandpa!”

It was a wonderful milestone in our lives. And in a few more months, Lord willing, we’d be going through childbirth again ourselves, welcoming the nineteenth child into the Duggar family.



3

[image: image]

[image: image]


Likewise the Spirit also helpeth our infirmities:... the Spirit itself maketh intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered.

—Romans 8:26



Our roller-coaster year rolled along. January’s ice storm and Grandpa Duggar’s death in mid-February had gotten 2009 off to a rocky start, but Michelle’s positive pregnancy test in August and Mackynzie’s birth in October lifted our spirits and filled our hearts with joy. In our big, active family, it seems there’s a major or minor crisis about every thirty minutes, but most of 2009’s crises seemed to get resolved according to our most frequent advice: wait a minute; it’ll pass.

Then came Thanksgiving, when we welcomed family members from near and far to join us. The house was full of loved ones sharing happy sounds, delicious aromas, and a rich sense of thankfulness and contentedness.

And with Thanksgiving came... a stomach virus. Or was it the flu? Something was sweeping through the family, infecting one child after another. Fearful that we were all coming down with the H1N1 virus—swine flu—which was causing such concern around the country at that time, we took the first couple of young patients to the doctor. Tests showed it wasn’t swine flu but some other kind of virus.


BROCCOLI CHEESE SOUP

An easy way to feed a crowd on a cold winter day.

7 pounds frozen broccoli

2 pounds Velveeta processed cheese

1 quart whipping cream

Enough water to cover and cook broccoli

1 cup cornstarch mixed with cold water to thicken after soup is hot

In a large soup pot, cook broccoli first. Add Velveeta and whipping cream. Heat on low until cheese is melted, stirring constantly. Slowly stir in cornstarch blended with cold water to thicken. Serves a crowd!



The illness progressed through the whole family, knocking each one of us out of commission for about three days each. When I (Michelle) looked at five-year-old Jackson’s throat and saw white spots, I nearly panicked. “We’ve got strep!” I told Jim Bob.

Back to the doctor we went, taking not only Jackson but also eleven-month-old Jordyn, who was showing symptoms of sore throat and fever. Again the tests came back negative for what we feared most. The doctor said the problem was the Coxsackie virus rather than streptococcus. The potential complications weren’t as severe, but many of the symptoms were the same.

By the time the virus had run its course through the Duggar household, fifteen of the seventeen children living at home had been sick, as well as Jim Bob and me. We were wiped out! A friend asked how we were holding up, and I told her, “I don’t know whether to say our nights are long or short. We’re not getting a lot of sleep at our house!”

I didn’t keep track of how many boxes of tissues and Popsicles we went through, but it had to be dozens. The last patient recovered just as everything was gearing up for Christmas—and a host of other activities.
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