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Becoming a Family


Call it a clan,


call it a network,


call it a tribe,


call it a family.


Whatever you call it,


whoever you are, you need one.


~Jane Howard
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Our Sunrise


What greater thing is there for human souls than to feel that they are joined for life — to be with each other in silent unspeakable memories.


~George Eliot


The only light in my hospital room came from the hall outside my door, yet I couldn’t sleep. Across the room, the nurses had set my husband up in a bed of his own, but I didn’t hear his usual snores.


“Are you asleep?” I asked.


“No,” he replied. “I can’t sleep a wink!”


With that, I scooted my enormous body to the edge of my bed, as best I could.


“Come on over,” I said. “It’s almost morning.”


As he climbed in with me, we were silent. Both of our minds were racing with thoughts of what had brought us to this point, what this day would bring, and what our futures would hold, depending upon this very day’s outcome!


We did not have to speak of the six years of infertility, all the procedures, the disappointments, the devastation of being told that we would never have a child of our own, and finding the strength to keep trying anyway. There were no words to describe the miraculous day when we found out we were finally pregnant via a payphone in a restaurant lobby. We both fell to our knees, sobbing. Weeks later we saw the three heartbeats on the monitor!


Triplets!


We did not discuss the crazy, fragile pregnancy we had endured, the emergency room trip when I went in to premature labor, nor the eighty-five-day hospital stay that had brought us to this very moment. We just lay there together, lost in our thoughts, with me remembering my husband as the annoying little schoolmate who had become much more interesting in seventh grade. We’d been together since we were thirteen years old and this wonderful man had stuck with me through so much.


Now, the lump in my throat closed off the words of gratitude and love I wanted to share with him on this last morning we would share alone. As the sun began to come up outside, it bathed the hospital room in a subtle, beautiful pinkish, orange light, seeping slowly through the slats of the window blinds, and quiet tears began to slide down my cheek as he held me close and rubbed my belly.


“Do you realize this is the last morning we will ever wake up as just Tommy and Julie?” he whispered.


“When the sun comes up tomorrow morning, we will be ‘Mommy and Daddy,’ and there will be three brand new human beings on this earth, all because of you and me.”


“I was just thinking the same thing,” I smiled.


“I know,” he said. And, he did, because he could read my mind.


At that point, Tom got out of bed, walked over to the big window, and opened the blinds.


“This is our sunrise,” he said, as he climbed back in beside me.


And, then, we watched it magically float up toward the cloudy winter day that would change our lives forever. It was one of the most beautiful moments of our lives.


Six hours later, with our family and friends down the hall, along with nineteen nurses, doctors, and various hospital staff in the delivery room, we watched three tiny miracles take their first breaths of life, as Emily Hope, Katie Beth, and Cari Marie entered the world — living, breathing proof that doctors don’t know everything, good things come to those who keep believing, and love can make miracles happen.


The sun has risen and set many times since that perfect, glorious day seventeen years ago. And parenting triplets has brought us many days of ups and downs, laughter and tears, doubts and fears, memories and unimaginable joys and pains. We had no idea what was in store for us that morning.


From the very first day we brought our babies home, there has never been a “dull moment.” From the feedings that came every fifteen minutes in the beginning and the thirty diaper changes per day, to the school days, packed lunches, house packed with teenagers, all the way to junior prom, there are days Tom and I find we’ve barely had time to talk to each other.


It is a busy, crazy, wonderful life in our home, very different from the quiet life the two of us had for the first six years of our marriage, when we chased our dream of parenthood so fiercely.


There are still times though, when we find a private moment together, when the two of us remember that moment, so long ago, when time stood still and the sun rose just for us. That day, our minds took a photograph of all we were as a couple right then, all we had been in the past, and all we hoped to be in our new role as parents, in the future.


And, we knew, in that moment, no matter what happened, we would always have our sunrise, and we would always have each other.


~Julie Speece
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Sleepless Nights


If you have a mom, there is nowhere you are likely to go where a prayer has not already been.


~Robert Brault, www.robertbrault.com


Mom wasted no time returning my phone call. “Don’t put the baby on eBay,” she urged. “I’ll be over in an hour to give you a break.” She showed up in a few minutes and removed my screaming newborn from my arms. She proceeded to rock her grandchild and sing to him while I went upstairs for a nap.


It was a well-deserved rest. I had gone without a good night’s sleep for the first four weeks of my child’s life. While everyone else in the world counted sheep, I counted down the minutes until the baby’s next feeding. That was when the room would finally be peaceful again. Then, in the early morning hours, I burped, changed, and rocked my baby as the sun rose on a new day.


There were times when my fatigue caused me to be a bit short tempered with my mom — a very silly thing to do when someone is offering you help. “You are not the only new mother who has ever felt stressed and overwhelmed,” she reminded me. “We’ve all been there.”


My mom told me about spending late nights and early mornings in the rocking chair. “There were times when I tried everything to get you to stop fussing. I was at the end of my rope. But those days passed quickly for me. They will for you too.”


I knew she was right. It would pass quickly — too quickly — and then there would be other reasons for staying up all hours of the night: driver’s licenses, proms, dates, etc.


I remember coming home a bit late from a date when I was a teenager. I slid my key in the lock, quietly turned the door handle and closed the door behind me. I tiptoed past the squeaky floorboards in the dining room and headed towards my room. Then, a light flicked on and there sat my mother, waiting for me in the living room.


“Where have you been?” she demanded. “You were supposed to be home at eleven o’clock.”


“It’s only midnight,” I argued. “What difference does an hour make?”


My mom grounded me for arguing with her and for breaking my curfew. She tried to make me understand that she was only angry with me because she was worried. I thought she was mean and unfair. It would take me years to realize otherwise.


There were several other occasions when my mom went without sleep because of me. She tossed and turned when I moved two states away and she undoubtedly paced the halls when I announced that I had withdrawn from college. I kept her awake with the kind of worry that only a mother can feel.


It’s four o’clock on a Wednesday morning and my baby and I are wide awake. He has eaten and has been changed but he will not stop fussing unless I hold him. So together we sway in the rocking chair, his tiny head against my chest and my head drooping from exhaustion.


Years from now, I will be awake for other reasons. He will be late for curfew, driving for the first time, or going away to college. I will wonder where he is and whether or not he is okay. I will long for the late nights and early mornings that we spent together in the rocking chair. Then, when the sun rises and the rest of the world is awake again, I will call my mother. She will understand.


~Melissa Face
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Outside My Reach


However motherhood comes to you, it’s a miracle.


~Author Unknown


My friend Mandy fashioned her black hair into a lovely bun at the nape of her neck for the special day. After all, she’d been asked to present each mother of the congregation with a delicate rose. When she greeted the women entering the church, her cheeks flushed with pride — until she turned to me. The moment remains like a stubborn stain that cannot be removed. “Oh,” she said with a glance, “you don’t get a rose. You’re not a mom.”


Being childless for many is a respite, a relief from worry and responsibility, but for me it was an aching emptiness that could not be filled with anything material or spiritual. Infertility was a psychological mind-bender, a riddle of fate, or chance, or providence. At age thirty, after several years of marriage and infertile for no known reason, I never thought I’d be a mother.


When children didn’t come into my marriage, I went back to finish my college degree. I threw myself into my studies and found a deep satisfaction in learning, but it was never a substitute for the ache of childlessness. I reasoned that with my husband in graduate school, me finishing a degree, and both of us working that it wasn’t convenient to have children.


My community service in our neighborhood, however, threw cold water on my patience. The day I visited sixteen-year-old Gina, who was pregnant with her second child, I decided I’d had enough waiting and life was cruel like that.


A summer internship for my husband in another state became available, so we welcomed a change of surroundings. After three short months in the small town, one domino fell on the next until it changed my heart forever.


“I know an unwed mother who is willing to place her baby with you,” a friend confided one day. Hopes, prayers, and arrangements ensued for the next seven months. She delivered early, so a blur of activity sent me on an airplane immediately, while my husband arranged to follow.


I wept in the hospital elevator after seeing the pink bundle through the maternity window. I wrapped her tiny fingers around mine in the back seat of the car while my friend drove us to her home. And in the morning, even before my husband arrived, the birth mother changed her mind.


To visit my older sister during a school break, I stepped over a bulging plastic lawn mower and nearly tripped on an array of balls, stuffed zoo animals, and a princess wand before tumbling into her sticky, cereal-laden kitchen. Kids. The footprints and fingerprints of her daily life was a cruel reminder that I was the sister who had none.


When I unbolted my door each day to go out, I realized that the only way to keep my sanity was to wear blinders to all the unwed teens and abusive parents who mauled and killed their children and the women who conceived as easily as breathing.


“You don’t make enough money,” the woman on the telephone at the adoption agency said. My mouth went dry and my brain numb, groping for a response. The list of adoption agencies that considered us worthy parents diminished with each phone call.


Finally, at our two-seater kitchen table in a dilapidated duplex on the east side of Dallas, my husband and I held hands and set a serious goal to bring children into our lives. We calculated the exorbitant cost of an adoption in light of our meager income and changed our perspective. After all, we were young and able, in a time when jobs could be had.


My husband worked from three in the morning to sun up delivering newspapers, attended graduate school in the daytime, built swimming pools until sundown and studied at night. In between those hours he washed windows on mansions at the far end of town. I added a secretarial job to my home-based calligraphy business while finishing my bachelor’s degree.


Within four weeks, the phone rang. “You’re invited to a baby shower for Jane!” the lady said. “Haven’t you heard? They adopted a baby girl this week!” I slammed down the phone and refused to talk to anyone for days.


However, Jane’s speedy adoption turned out to be the answer to our quest for an agency. Her agency told us, “We care more about your character than your income.” I did a cartwheel in our cramped duplex.


My husband and I continued to work hard and resisted spending our hard-earned money on new wardrobes and excursions. We ate beans and rice, watched PBS movies with homemade popcorn and dreamed about the fruit of our labors. By the end of the summer we had saved enough to cover adoption fees.


The same phone that was wept over, slammed down, and cursed rang at the beginning of November. “It’s a boy,” Rhonda from the agency said. I repeated it over and over until I realized it wasn’t a dream or a bad joke or a miscarriage, but the birth of our son.


Mandy peeked through the screen door to see me rocking a squirmy newborn and smiled. She brought me an offering of flowers from her garden to celebrate my new life — motherhood.


More than one well-meaning friend told me that as soon as we adopted, my womb would open and I would be pregnant. It was not to be. Instead, over the next ten years we were blessed with the adoption of another son and eventually twin daughters. Each adoption came to us through sacrifice and perseverance, the lessons I learned from wanting something outside my reach.


~Krisan Murphy
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Baby Steps


In the eyes of a child . . . there is joy, there is laughter . . . there is hope, there is trust, a chance to shape the future . . .


~Air Supply


I knew things had changed the moment I stopped a lady on the street and complimented her — on her stroller.


My old driver’s education teacher once said you don’t really learn to drive until after you get licensed. I’ve heard a professor say you don’t really learn how to work until you leave school and join the workforce. I have another universal truth to add to the collection — you don’t learn about parenting until after the little bundle of joy is already in your house, screaming like there’s no tomorrow.


Ironically, I really thought I was prepared. I watched episodes of A Baby Story over my wife’s shoulder. I practiced disciplining my nieces. I watched (and judged) other parents in public settings. I even spent three Saturdays in baby classes at the local hospital. I thought I was ready. I was wrong.


The moment when I realized I was in way over my head will be forever etched in my memory. In the midst of yet another sleepless night, I arose to perform a diaper change. After reaching the changing table, I was confused by my inability to get my son to lie flat on the table. His legs seemed oddly strong for a seven-day-old. I turned the light on to discover that I had picked up my cat instead of my son. I knew it was time to get some sleep, or to get some therapy. Or maybe both.


Those newborn days were nearly a year ago, but in many ways they feel like just yesterday. Those first few months were the hardest for my wife and me, but somehow I already miss them. For weeks and weeks, you love and care for the baby and ask nothing in return. Then, one day, it happens — an awkward, toothless smile emerges that warms your heart in an instant and make all the troubles of the world seem insignificant. No matter how bad my day is, that smile never fails to instantly melt the troubles away.


As much as my son has changed over his first year, I think I’ve changed even more. While I was never really a daredevil, I nevertheless find myself taking more care with my physical well-being, whether it means locking the doors, eating healthier, or deciding I really don’t need to hit fifty miles per hour on a downhill run on my mountain bike. Let’s just say I don’t want to miss what lies ahead for us if I can help it.


I’ve tried to augment my new parent eyes by trying to see life from my son’s perspective. Strange as it sounds, I even got down on all fours and followed him around for a bit. I suddenly understood his fascination. The sofas really are like giant, soft cliffs. The edge of the bed is an endless abyss, but one worth exploring. A trip to the mailbox is like circumventing the earth, with a broad array of unfamiliar sounds, smells, and sights.


My son has recently begun to pull himself up to a standing position, though he doesn’t know how to walk, nor does he know how to sit back down again. The pattern is as consistent as it is comical — he’ll get to his feet, look around with a beaming smile as if to say “look what I just did,” then he’ll start to cry when he realizes he doesn’t know what to do next. Sometimes he’ll eventually sit back down with a thud, sometimes we’ll help him. Either way, he’ll try to stand again immediately.


Somehow I think we could all learn an important lesson from our children. How many of us have timidly shied away from a new goal or objective because we feared the unknown that followed. How many of us have focused so much on possible future problems that we failed to recognize the joy of standing up. It’s a good thing these “adult” sensibilities aren’t developed until later in life — otherwise, we’d all still be crawling on the floor.


More and more, my son impresses me. I’m impressed by his joyful approach to a world of mystery. I’m impressed by his total lack of fear and shame. I’m impressed that he has no self-doubt, despite the first haircut we saddled him with. I’m impressed by his ability to inspect a new toy with the same concentration as though he were doing calculus or disarming a bomb. I’m impressed by his understanding of what really matters — family, joy, food, fun, sleep, and love. Mostly, I’m impressed that he continues to stand up, even though he doesn’t yet know what’s next.


So, as we march blindly into year two, I have two goals. First, I will try to live my life with the same wonderment and sense of adventure as he does. Second, and most importantly, I will do everything in my power to ensure the next seventeen years don’t go by as quickly as the first.


~Rob L. Berry
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Our Sunshine


You are my sonshine.


~Author Unknown


I shook the hand of the seven-year-old boy in the church foyer after his foster mother introduced him to my husband Barry and me. “Someone ran into me today with a swing,” he tried to say as he held out the front tooth that had been prematurely knocked out, but the sound came out all “ethes.” Even so, his smile stretched from one side of his face to the other. His ears peeked out from both sides of his head like cautious mice on either side of his buzzed blond hair, and he wore cargo shorts and a striped green and blue T-shirt.


“Nice to meet you, Zackery,” I said, and then I quickly excused myself and ran to the bathroom, where I leaned against the door to steady myself. Something about that boy tugged at me. Why was he with that foster mom? He should have been mine. Yes, that was it: it felt as if he were my son. How was that possible?


When I came out, Barry leaned over with concern. “Are you okay?” I nodded yes. How could I talk about this? It made no sense, this connection I felt, and yet, ultimately, it did. In just a few short months his placement disrupted and we were asked to take him. We said yes immediately, and “Sunshine,” as I privately called him, moved in.


Though Zack was charming, as a younger boy he had been mistreated by a couple of women in his life and consequently did not like women. I tried everything to get him to like and trust me, but he remained distant, preferring to trail around after Barry and sit on his lap. As pleased as I was for the bond the two were forming, I felt jealous, too.


We didn’t insist that he call us Mom and Dad — that was a mark of affection he would have to decide upon — if he ever did. Of course my heart ached just a bit when I registered him for school, calling myself his foster mother, only to have him call me “Drema” in front of the teacher. I blushed and explained that he was new to our home.


“Give him time,” my husband said, and I knew he was right, but still it hurt to know Zack didn’t trust me simply because I was a woman. When I bent to hug him goodnight and he flinched, I was hurt, but not only for me. What had happened to this poor boy? How could I show him he was safe here?


He had been so severely neglected in his early years, we were warned, that he didn’t know how to care for anything, routinely destroying all of his toys. He didn’t know how to play properly. The box of toys he brought with him really consisted of only parts of cars and trucks, tiny riderless horses, and headless action figures.


One gorgeous day soon after he came to us I asked him if he would like to go outside to play. “Why?” he asked. That’s when I discovered that to him “go play” meant go outside and sit, maybe stare up at the sky. No one had ever taught him how to play! Well, maybe I could help with that.


“Let’s play,” I said, and I helped him gather some trucks. Once outside I helped him construct an obstacle course from tree limbs and bricks for his tiny trucks. I talked in funny voices and made the trucks race one another. Soon he was laughing and playing along, looking at me periodically to see if he was doing okay. I smiled and nodded a lot.


“What’s that?” he asked as an ant scampered over a stick. “That’s an ant,” I said, and we trailed it all the way back to its home, a hole in the ground on our sidewalk.


After a while I sat on the porch with a magazine and watched Zack play. Now he was entering into the spirit of it, even making noises while sending the vehicles careening around sandy curves. Every now and then he would look up at me to be sure I was still there.


“When does Dad get home?” Zack asked, looking carefully at me. “In another hour,” I said, pretending it wasn’t a big deal that he had called Barry “Dad.” It was a huge step for Zack. Yet a part of me so badly wanted him to call me “Mom.” Patience . . .


After supper Zack brought me his stuffed dog, Fluffy. “Fluffy wants to play,” Zack said. I smiled, remembering a birthday party my mother had helped me arrange for a favorite doll. “Isn’t tomorrow Fluffy’s birthday?” I asked. “I don’t know,” he said, his blue eyes looking troubled. “I think so,” I said. “Why don’t we bake Fluffy a cake and throw him a party?”


The next day we worked in the kitchen together, Zack gleefully icing the cake. I sang to him as we worked. Then we put a party hat on Fluffy and surrounded him with all of his stuffed pals. “What do we do now?” Zack asked. “Why don’t we sing to him after we blow the candles out?” I suggested.


At bedtime Zack sat on my lap. “I liked throwing Fluffy a party. And I like ants,” he said. He dropped his voice: “And I like you, Mom.” I glanced at my husband through my tears as I hugged my son who, in a short year, would become our adoptive son. We smiled together, Barry and I, and though I don’t think he knew why, Zack smiled too. Our Sunshine.


~Drema Sizemore Drudge
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Breathing Easy


When you have brought up kids, there are memories you store directly in your tear ducts.


~Robert Brault, www.robertbrault.com


Moments after our daughter was born, the doctor held her up and pronounced, “She’s beautiful and perfect!” With her healthy cries ringing in my ears, I reached out and the nurse placed her in my arms. “Hello Summer,” I whispered. “Welcome to the world.” At my voice, her sobs quieted and she began to nurse. “Look at that,” I said to my husband Fred and my best friend Marcie. “She’s a natural!”


A heartbeat later, she turned blue.


The nurse’s happy expression turned to one of concern. “Doctor,” she said quietly. He looked over at the baby, frowned and in two strides was at my bedside. He observed her with concern for only a second or two before reaching out and gently lifting her from my arms, then turning to hand her to the nurse, who whisked her away to the bathing area across the room. Summer, upset at having her first meal so unceremoniously interrupted, began to wail again.


“Don’t worry,” the doctor told us. “We’ll just suction her mouth and throat and clean her up a little. I’m sure she’s fine.” A few minutes later, the nurse called out, “Okay, all better now — pink and perky!” and having wrapped her in a soft blanket, brought her back to me to nurse. Once again, she stopped crying to latch on greedily. Once again, within seconds, she turned blue.


“What’s happening?” I cried.


The doctor looked up from the chart he was writing in; his expression went from concerned to grave. In seconds he was at my bedside, taking her from me once more. “I think we’ll just go run some tests,” he said.


“What’s wrong with her?” my husband asked him.


“Probably nothing serious, but we’ll know more in a few minutes. Try not to worry, okay?” he told us. “See, she’s already looking better.” Summer was crying again and thankfully, turning pink as we all watched.


As he and the nurse left the room, Fred and Marcie and I all looked at one another with worried eyes. Reaching for my husband’s hand, I said, “She’s going to be okay, right?”


He nodded. “Sure. Of course.” Marcie took my other hand silently and squeezed it. The three of us spent the next hour staring at the door through which the doctor and our baby had disappeared.


When the nurse came back into the room, her troubled expression spoke volumes. Marcie cried, “Is she okay?”


“The doctor will be in any minute now,” said the nurse evasively. As predicted, the doctor came through the door and before we could ask, he said, “Well, I’m sorry to tell you this but your baby has a very rare birth defect; it’s called a choanal atresia. It is a congenital disorder where the back of the nasal passage (the choana) is blocked, usually by abnormal bony or soft tissue formed during fetal development,” he told us. “In other words, your daughter can’t breathe through her nose at all. She needs to have surgery as soon as possible because babies don’t breathe through their mouths when their nasal passages are blocked. They don’t know how.” He moved to my bedside and explained further, “That’s why, when she was crying, she stayed pink — she was getting enough oxygen. But when she began to nurse — well, there was no air getting through her nostrils. She was suffocating.”


“Surgery?” I whispered. I was trying to grasp the enormity of this nightmare.


He nodded. “Fortunately though, there is a surgeon up on the hill at Oregon Health Sciences University Hospital who has actually had several of these cases before. I’ve talked to him already and he’ll be waiting to see her when she gets there.” He laid a comforting hand on my shoulder. “He’s very good. Try not to worry, okay?”


I blinked away tears and shook my head. How could I not worry?


“They’re sending an ambulance team from OHSU to pick her up. They should be here within the hour.”


“An hour? But she can’t breathe!” my husband said. “How are you keeping her alive?”


“We have a tracheal tube in place; she’s breathing fine for now. We’ll bring her in to you so you can hold her before they take off, okay?”


We nodded our heads, too overcome to speak, questions racing though our minds. How could something like this happen? Would she survive the surgery?


When they brought Summer in barely an hour later, she had a tube down her throat keeping her airway open. Surgical tape across her cheeks held the tube in place. They laid her in my arms; I held her and cried while Fred and Marcie stroked her little hands and downy hair and fought back their own tears. Finally, after too short a time, one of the paramedics stepped forward and said, “I’m sorry, but we have to go now. The surgeon is waiting to examine her.” As I handed my daughter to him, I had to turn my face away; I couldn’t watch him take her out the door, knowing I might never see her again.


It was one of the longest nights of my life.


•••


Three days later, Summer had the surgery. The surgeon drilled through the wall of bone at the floor of her nasal cavity, creating twin passageways for her to breathe through. When that was completed, he stitched clear plastic tubes, called stents into the passages to keep them open. “These will stay in place for three months,” he told us.


We left the hospital with our daughter two days later. Before we were allowed to take her home, however, we were given CPR training, and outfitted with a heart monitor and a suction machine to keep the tubes cleared of mucus.


The coming days were nerve-racking, especially after the three months became six months; but we made it! When the tubes were ultimately removed, Summer could finally breathe easy; and so could we.


Today, our daughter is a beautiful, healthy, twenty-eight-year-old woman. I look at her and thank God for the precious gift she is. I think about how easily we could have lost her and I reflect on how going through all the worry surrounding her birth deepened my appreciation of being a parent. Mostly though, I simply think about how blessed we have been and are, and I’m grateful beyond measure.


~Tina Wagner Mattern
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Reunion


To us, family means putting your arms around each other and being there.


~Barbara Bush


I barely heard my phone ring over the driving rain beating down on the windshield. “This is Andrea, how can I help you?”


“You don’t know me, but my name is Cozette. Is this a good time for you?”


“Certainly Cozette, what can I do for you?”


With that I opened the floodgates as she poured out her life story. She had recently lost “another” baby she said, as she began to cry. She could not seem to carry one to full-term. She needed to know her medical history — but she had been adopted at birth. She related how she had finally found her birth mother three years ago but still had not found her father. I quietly listened. She talked for close to ten minutes and then suddenly she got very quiet. I asked, “Honey, are you all right?” What she said next made my heart skip a beat.


“Yes, but I have something to tell you and I need to know that you are going to be okay . . . are you driving? Can you pull over?”


“What?” What had I missed? Had she said anything about calling from a hospital? What was wrong?


“You know how I told you that I was adopted and looking for my biological father? Well, I think your husband may be my father.” She began talking very fast trying to get it all out. My head was spinning and I was only catching snippets of her words now: “never told the father;” “unwed mothers home;” “birth certificate — Father: Unknown.” Once she realized I was not going to hang up she slowed down and filled in the blanks. Her birth mother had been reluctant to tell her who her father was at first but because of her medical issues she had finally agreed to help her find him.


I regained my composure and said, “Honey, I know you really want to find your biological father but I’m afraid you probably have the wrong person. I’m sorry, but we have been married quite a long time and I’m pretty sure it is not him. And what did you say your mother’s name was?”


“Deborah,” she quickly answered and then told me her last name. She was the last girl that my husband dated before we met. I remember the look of hurt and confusion as he told me the story when we started dating. They had been seeing each other about six months and shortly after Christmas she just disappeared. “Her mother told me she decided to go live with her grandmother in another city and attend school there. She never even said goodbye,” he said. He and I married the following year and I had not heard her name in over twenty-five years!


I had married young and was divorced with three small children when we met. While he always assured me he was perfectly content being a father to my children, I knew he had always wanted a child of his own and for years I carried a lot of guilt because of that. Could this really be my husband’s daughter — his only biological child? The magnitude of that began to sink in. She was babbling excitedly now — certain with that last bit of information that her lifelong quest was nearing an end. We talked the rest of my two-hour drive. She told me how she had contacted an agency to help her find her parents and had been coached on how to approach them. She said she knew that I might hang up on her or that her father might not want anything to do with her.


I remember thinking how silly that sounded. He had been waiting for her all of his life. I assured her he would call her as soon as he got home . . . and of course he did.


At fifty years old and after twenty-six years of marriage, we got our fourth child. She was an unexpected blessing who made our family truly complete. I remember assuring her at our first meeting that God works in mysterious ways and I truly believed that He used her prior health issues to bring our family together at last. I told her I had complete faith that she would now be able to carry and give birth to a healthy baby with no further problems.


That was eight years ago and not only did we get a new daughter but now two beautiful grandsons as well!


~Andrea Peebles
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My New Family


One good thing about Internet dating: you’re guaranteed to click with whomever you meet.


~Mongo


When I was twenty-seven years old I did something very uncharacteristic for me. I answered a personal ad on the Internet.


Most of the ads that people had posted were the regular old stuff. None of them really caught my attention until I came to his. The ad said, “I have four kids and they need a mommy.” Call me crazy, but there was just something about what he wrote that drew me in. I sat there for several minutes thinking about how I doubted he would be getting any responses with a headline like that. Most people wouldn’t be interested in taking on someone else’s family.


I sent him a message. We clicked right away. I worked first shift and he worked second shift, so I would eagerly wait up late at night for him to get home so we could chat. After talking via e-mail for a month, I learned his wife had abandoned him and the children and he was raising them on his own. That made me like him even more. I knew he was a responsible person to be raising four kids. We seemed to have so much in common and we got along so well that we agreed to meet in person.


On Sundays he took his children to the park close to his home and on this Sunday I was invited to join them. I very nervously drove the forty-five minutes from my home to the park. I parked my blue Dodge Neon and stepped out of my car, took a few steps onto the crunchy summer grass, turned around and got back into my car. I was too nervous to meet him. I thought to myself, “What if he doesn’t like me? What if he thinks I am unattractive?” I didn’t think I could handle the rejection.


Finally, I forced myself to go and meet him and the children. When I found him and introduced myself, we sat there for what seemed like a very long time, neither one of us having much to say. We were both very shy. We made small talk, talked about the ages of his children who were two, four, six and seven, and the hot June weather that day. The next thing I knew, a little girl came running by asking, “Who is that, Daddy?” She made a few more laps around us, checking me out, when she suddenly fell and skinned her knee, bursting into tears. I had a first aid kit in the trunk of my car, so we went and I cleaned out her wound, put a bandage on her knee and gave it a big kiss. The tears quickly dried and she asked, “Are you going to be our new mommy?” Caught by surprise I didn’t know what to say, so I just smiled at her and said, “Uhhhhh . . .”


As it was getting to be evening, it was time to go home. The boys were off playing on the opposite side of the park so we went to gather them up. We found them playing and running around like active children do, and all of us walked back to our cars, marking the end of the day. Paul was putting the boys into their cars seats, so Melanie decided she would invite me over to their home. “We just live down the street,” she said to me. I laughed at her, as she was very much the social butterfly, thanked her for inviting me, but told her we all had to go home for the evening.


After all the children were safely strapped in, Paul and I said goodbye. He held my hands for the longest time. I thought he was absolutely wonderful. I hoped he had liked me enough to want a second date. We said our goodbyes and went our separate ways.


People told me I was crazy to date a man with four small children. I heard everything from “there is no way I would do that” to “you don’t want someone else’s children, you want your own.”


After only four months of dating, we eloped in October 2000 and I became the new mommy to four wonderful children. I had no doubts that I was doing the right thing and we have never looked back.


The kids are now fourteen, sixteen, eighteen and nineteen. I can’t say there have never been bumps in the road, but they have been the best years of my life. I have loved every minute of being their mother and being Paul’s wife. All four children have made us very proud as they have grown into responsible teenagers. At eighteen, Melanie is still the social butterfly, just like she was back when I met her at age six. Cody and Wyatt are still rambunctious and are growing into responsible young men. Ryder is a wonderful fourteen-year-old who still exhibits the same personality as the toddler that was sitting on his father’s lap the day I met him. Paul has been the husband I always wanted. I couldn’t love him any more than I do now.


There is one thing I know for sure. We are a family. I have not been raising someone else’s children. I have always been raising my own.


~Karen Lynn Filek
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All in a Day’s Work


Pleasure in the job puts perfection in the work.


~Aristotle
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Juggler Extraordinaire


Our greatest danger in life is permitting the urgent things to crowd out the important.


~Charles E. Hummel


“Play with me, Mom! Please! Come play Memory with me!” my daughter, Alicia, would plead.


When the kids were young and the house in a state of chaos, I would feel the pressure of divided loyalties — clearly both the house and my children needed my attention. When I made the choice to sit on the floor and play the Memory game with my daughter, I would comfort myself by saying, “No one is going to remember if on (fill in the date) your house was clean or not, but your kids will remember if you had time for them.”


In those years when the kids were young I decided to go back to college and finish my degree. I became a juggler extraordinaire. We would pick a favorite park and, in between rescuing a child dangling from the monkey bars, I would work on my statistics homework. We would spend an afternoon at Chuck E. Cheese, a pizza parlor filled with noisy arcade games, where I would dole out tokens while grappling with a calculus problem. I would cheer my son around the baseball bases after a big hit and at the same time crack the books to cram for an exam.


Finishing my degree led to a corporate job, and more juggling. Over the years I did my best to divide my loyalties wisely. I wish I could say I always prioritized in favor of my children, but sometimes it wasn’t possible. But I can say that I have never regretted the times I chose my children over other demands. It was a juggling act that I continued to practice even as the children grew into adulthood.


When Alicia graduated from college she took a job that required her to move across the country. “Mom, will you come out to D.C. with me? Could you stay with me that first week, Mom? I have so much to do!” Life was busy at home with our own business, but I knew when I looked back on that week in July of 2006 no one would remember what work I did, but my daughter would remember the time we spent together. How could we forget the drive from the airport in D.C. in the convertible rental car? It was so small that we had to drive with the top down and sit the luggage, the bulk of her belongings, upright in the back seat like two large, lifeless hitchhikers. Or the hours spent picking out work clothes to get her started in her new career with confidence. The week went by fast. She settled into her new job and soon weeks became a couple of years, and then I got the call.


“I think he’s the one, Mom.” I could tell from the sound of her voice that he was. I thought back over the years, the beaus that had come and gone. The drop-everything-I-need-your-help talks on the phone about heartache and healing. I thought about the juggling, the prioritizing, the wisdom, the growth and the love.


It was decided that the wedding would be in Georgia, where my daughter’s fiancé was from. It was hard to be of much help planning a wedding from so far away. At a time when mother and daughter would normally tackle the task together, we were many miles apart.


“Mom, I’m going to e-mail you a link. I think we have found the place. It’s absolutely beautiful! I wish you could see it!” She was right; it looked gorgeous. A Tuscan-themed winery, with the Georgia mountains as a backdrop, would make the perfect place for a wedding. Her words, “Mom, I wish you could see it . . .” echoed in my mind.


“I know you’re busy, Mom, but what would you think about going with me to Georgia? You could meet Drew’s folks and we could get stuff done for the wedding.” You couldn’t keep me away.


It was a week spent meeting new family and taking walks with the mother of the groom, who became a new friend. There was cake tasting and flower viewing. And then there was the drive to Dahlonega, a quaint town and home to Montaluce, the winery location for the big day. I was charmed the minute we drove onto the property. A gently winding road wove its way through what looked like a little Tuscan village. Villas dotted the hills and a congregation of homes in a little valley had me imagining that people lived there who spoke Italian with a southern twang.
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