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This book is dedicated to and in loving memory of my grandmother, Anna Dimm.

Thank you, Memaw, for teaching me kindness, gentleness, and compassion. Your love influenced my life in ways that will live on in my children and generations to come.

You were a truly beautiful person with a genuine spirit. I will see you again one day. Until then . . . I love you more.


Friday

October 18, 2013

2:02 a.m.

Wesley—

Here I am in the hospital thinking about you and missing you and wishing you were here to hug and hold. I hope that I will be around to see you grow up and become a wonderful man that I know you can and will be. I am proud of you and grateful that you have been a strong and big boy to have been able to accept the changes that you have been through over the last three years. Although I don’t know what is to happen from here—at this point—I do know that I will try to do whatever I can to live as long as I can so that I can be with you. If I have to leave you, I will find someone for you to be with and be happy. Another big change in your life may be coming. But I know you will make it through!

I love you,

Mommy



Introduction

It was the Friday afternoon before Mother’s Day when the school bus screeched to a halt in front of our house. I had just baked a fresh batch of chocolate chip cookies and was placing them on a plate to cool. The door slammed, and I heard the usual hustle and bustle of backpacks slung to the floor, but then little footsteps came up behind me.

“This is for you.” Wesley held up a beautiful purple petunia planted in a clay pot, a rich shade of blue—my favorite color.

I paused, a bit stunned, then set down my spatula. “Is this a Mother’s Day gift, for me?”

He nodded and grinned. “Yeah.”

The combination of the purple flowers and blue pot was far from a coincidence.

“Thank you,” I said, touched beyond measure. “It’s perfect because blue is my favorite color and purple was your mommy’s. Did you make this as a present for both of us?”

His grin broke into a full-blown smile. “Yep. That’s why I picked those flowers out of all the kinds to choose from and the bright blue paint.”

My heart pooled into a combination of love, surprise, and gratitude. So far, I had taken very cautious baby steps, helping him with his homework, tucking him into bed, packing his lunchbox, and seeing him blend in with my other children as they went off to school. I had read him stories, made sure he brushed his teeth—everything I did with my other kids. Yet I wondered if he would ever give me a sign that he felt safe enough to truly accept me, not as a caregiver or any kind of replacement, but as the second mother God chose for him after the only mother he had ever known had to leave him to go to heaven. Would he ever open his heart to me, as broken and shattered as it was? As I stood weak in the knees with this potted petunia cupped in my hands, I knew that was exactly what he just gifted me.

“I love it,” I said, meaning it more than he knew. “And I’m sure that your mommy does, too.” I swallowed back tears, gave him a huge hug, and kissed him on the top of his head. He smelled of shampoo and fresh country air.

“Where should we put it?” His gaze scanned the room.

“How about the windowsill above the sink?” I turned and placed it there in a golden patch of sunshine. “That way everyone can see it.”

The other kids came barreling into the kitchen joining Wesley for some warm cookies and milk. As they laughed and talked, joked and giggled, I leaned against the counter and embraced every second to save as a beloved memory. This is one of the things this unexpected journey has taught me. Simple moments and family time are what the heart should hold on to. If you get too caught up in life’s fast pace and trivial things, you could all too easily miss them. I took a moment to remember my promise to Wesley’s mom, my beloved friend Trish—to tell her remarkable story. What were the chances I’d learn so many lessons from a brief encounter in a hospital room? Who would have guessed a stranger would enter my life and I would be forever changed as a mother, a nurse, a wife, and a person? What were the chances one “hello” could have led us all here and change my family forever? Then again, it wasn’t chance at all and that’s where this story begins . . .



CHAPTER 1

Room 173

The blinds were drawn to keep out the unwelcome afternoon sun as my patient lay sleeping. Her hair was dark, disheveled, and straight, spilling like ink across the starched white pillowcase. Her head slumped a bit off to the side while her glasses slid slightly off her nose. Her features were delicate. Lips thin. Her chin small and pointed. Both of her rail-thin arms were extended by her sides, IVs inserted in each bend. The previous attending nurse filled me in on this patient’s condition before I took over her shift. She had just gotten out of surgery where doctors performed a laparoscopy to take biopsies from her stomach wall due to her having persistent pain. Her post-op vitals were set up and her condition was stable. Gently, I touched her cheek, willing her eyes to open. Being in the nursing profession for twenty years, being one of the first cheery voices a patient hears as the cobwebs clear when coming out of anesthesia, was a rewarding part of my career. I checked her water pitcher and smoothed her blankets, then skimmed over her patient report. She’d come around soon. All I could do was wait.

“Tricia Somers,” I said softly, reading her name off her chart. It struck me because my name is Tricia Seaman—our first names are the same, spelled the same, and we share the same initials, T.S. “Well, if that’s not a coincidence.”

I read further down her report and spotted something right away. She was a single parent with an eight-year-old little boy and lived here in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. My heart went out to her, being a mother myself to a ten-year-old son and three teenage girls. I was blessed to have Dan, the greatest husband and father to my children I could have ever asked for. This woman was parenting on her own. The report also noted she had no family in the area. Even more unsettling was there was no one at her bedside waiting for her to wake up. The papers went on to say she had been diagnosed with a very rare liver cancer only a few months ago. She was now back at Community General, one of PinnacleHealth’s hospitals, to determine why she continued to feel severe stomach pain after the initial reports stated the tumor was isolated to the liver.

“The poor girl,” I whispered, gazing at her.

She mumbled something I couldn’t decipher and rolled her head to the right. The anesthesia was wearing off. I walked over to the dry-erase board hanging next to her bed on the wall and wrote my name in big, loopy letters so she’d be able to see it easily. As I turned back around, she was fighting to hold her eyes open, watching me, sizing me up, and blinking slowly as her surroundings still blurred.

“Well, hello there,” I said. “How are you doing? My name is Tricia and I’m going to be your nurse today. It’s really going to be easy to remember your name because it’s the same as mine and it’s spelled the same way, too.”

She unstuck her tongue from the roof of her mouth and groggily formed some words. “Oh . . . that’s kind of neat, isn’t it?” she said, gazing sleepily at the board.

I went around to the pumps at each side of her bed and checked the settings. Her side table was covered with a child’s drawings and handmade crafts. That swirl of heaviness returned to my heart. So many questions trickled through my mind. So who was taking care of her child since she didn’t have any local family listed on her report? I believed that all she had as a contact was a close friend. No father for the boy. No parents to rally around her. It was rare if ever I came across a patient in the oncology wing who had no one to bring him or her “Get Well” balloons. Usually there were family, friends, a circle of love around the patient. At least someone to lean on and hold their hand. This woman was like an island, alone in a sea of trouble. All I could do was say a silent prayer that her biopsies would come back normal.

I hovered nearby and let myself look at the drawings a bit longer this time. I could only imagine how hard it must be for her to be away from her son. As if reading my mind, she popped open her eyes. I’m sure she was fighting to get back to him as soon as possible.

“You can call me Trish,” she said, picking right back up where our last conversation left off. “Everybody does.” Her eyes struggled to focus through the glass lenses. She cleared her throat and swallowed.

“Trish it is. That’s good. So, how are you feeling?”

“I’m just trying to wake up.”

“So, how did the procedure go?”

She went to nod and must have thought better of it. Too much, too soon. “Good, I think. They were able to look at everything they needed to see.”

“Are you having any pain?” I adjusted her pillow a bit higher.

She closed her eyes again but stayed with me. “I’m just so tired. So, so tired.”

“Well, you had a pretty big day, you know. I’m sure you need a little rest.”

Slowly, she pulled her heavy lids open and focused on my face. I smiled softly knowing it probably didn’t even make a dent in the turmoil she must be feeling. “I’m just hoping they can get to the bottom of what’s happening,” she said, taking a cleansing breath. “I need to get some answers.”

I glanced back at the drawings. It wasn’t my job to go any further than to monitor the patient’s condition and provide the proper care. I see many patients during the day, but something pulled at my heart the moment I met Trish—maybe it was because my boy, Noah, was close to her son’s age and also loved to draw pictures for me. I wanted to learn more. Something inside hungered to know her story.

I checked her IV bags and casually asked, “So, if you don’t mind sharing, how did you get to this point? Can you tell me about your journey?”

I wasn’t sure if I had overstepped my bounds. A sliver of silence hung between us. But then Trish opened her eyes all the way—as if the clouds had cleared and she was actually seeing me now for the first time. She pushed her glasses farther up her nose, wincing at the IV in the crook of her arm. I couldn’t read the expression on her face, but if I had to, I would have thought it was desperation. She wanted to talk—that much was clear.

Trish told me she had a Bernese Mountain Dog named Molly, whom a staff member at the hospital was now dog sitting. Trish had been walking Molly every day, trying to stay fit, and eating a healthy diet. She said she felt well and even though she was dropping weight, she thought it was from all of the exercise. Then, in the fall, she began having a nagging belly pain. She tried to ignore it at first, but it only grew stronger. When she went to her family doctor, they ran some blood work, but nothing remarkable showed and the pain kept getting worse. It got to the point where even sitting upright was becoming a challenge.

“I worked in customer service, talking to customers all day on the phone, fielding problems and such,” Trish explained. “The pain got so bad that I’d sit at my desk with one hand on the computer keyboard and the other bracing my stomach. I tried as long as I could to pay the rent and bills, but I had no choice but to quit working.”

Trish went on to say that in October of 2013, she went to the emergency room where doctors decided to do a CAT scan, which revealed a tumor on her liver. They scheduled a biopsy. The results showed that she had a rare form of cancer, but they thought it was controlled and hadn’t spread or invaded any other tissue. In fact, they didn’t even think it could be the cause of all her pain. From their conclusion, this area on her liver wouldn’t cause those kinds of symptoms.

“But I knew something wasn’t right,” she said, shaking her head. “I mean, I couldn’t work. I couldn’t sit up. I couldn’t even stand right anymore. It’s been unbearable, but I’m hoping now to finally find out what’s causing it.”

“Who watches your son?” I stood next to the table admiring one of his crayon drawings with a heart and the word “MOM” inside of it.

“I have a neighbor who watches him and then some trusted friends that I worked with. They take turns off and on because it’s just too much to expect any one person to care for him. He kind of bounces around, I guess you could say.”

I was going to suggest she must miss him, but before I formed the words, she had her phone out and was bringing up photos of him. “His name is Wesley,” she said as she smiled. I noticed how much better she looked just talking about him. “He’s eight years old in second grade. Look, here he is. There we are goofing around. I love his smile, don’t you? I wrote him notes when I was in the hospital before. I just needed to talk to him, and he wasn’t there, so I would jot down the things I was feeling. It just brings me peace even if he never sees them.”

His images melted me. I could tell he was a charmer, and I enjoyed the fact she was sharing with me. It was as if she were opening the door to her heart, letting me in and holding me there. And I wanted to be there. It wasn’t something I’ve ever felt before. Of course, I had compassion for all of my patients. I enjoyed conversing with them, trying to make them smile, and meeting their families . . . but this wasn’t in that realm. What it was, I didn’t know. It went beyond anything I’d ever experienced before. Yet maybe it wasn’t so odd. After all, it was only human to feel sympathy. It looked like she didn’t have a lot of resources and was struggling on her own with her illness. It must be terrifying to lie in this bed, alone and not knowing what was going to happen. She already had a cancer diagnosis. She was in such pain and must have sensed her condition was serious. So why did I begin to feel this strong tug toward her? Why did I want to identify this feeling and give it a name?

Now that Trish was fully awake, it seemed she needed to talk, and I had all the time to listen. She told me a little about her past, her dating history, Wesley’s father being out of the picture, both of her parents passed away from cancer, and she and her brother didn’t communicate much. It was a heavy first conversation, especially for someone who had just come out of surgery, but Trish’s words were like air rushing out of a balloon. She seemed pressured to release them. Every word spoken with such urgency. She then asked about my family, and I briefly shared about Dan and the kids. I almost felt guilty for having what she most likely ached for desperately. I also told her my parents divorced a few years ago, but that my mother lived just down the road from us in the same house I grew up in.

It had been nearly an hour and I had to move on to help my other patients. But I couldn’t stop thinking of her. Wondering about her. The things she said repeated in the corners of my mind. The photos of Wesley haunted me long after I went home that night and soaked up the smiles on my own children’s faces.



CHAPTER 2

The Request

After that night, I made it a point to stop and see Trish whenever I was on duty. I was no longer her attending nurse, but I wanted to be a friend to her and make sure she had everything she needed. At times, I would catch her with her coworkers and neighbors who had come to visit, and that did my heart good to see her with people who cared about her. They even seemed to know who I was—almost as if Trish had told them about me. Other times, I would find her alone, but if she’d had a visit with Wesley, she’d be wearing an ear-to-ear grin. As the days passed, she seemed more comfortable as her physical pain lessened.

After Trish had been in the hospital for three weeks, I noticed her room number lit up on the patient board signaling her discharge that day. I didn’t know anything about her condition or the results of her tests. I’d been praying for her and Wesley and was eager to check on her, but my roster was full and the hospital was extra busy. It was late afternoon by the time I made it to Room 173. I knocked on the door and poked my head in to find Trish sitting with the social worker. The cloudy April weather we were having seemed to have crept into the room and filled it with gray. There was a heaviness in the air. Something wasn’t quite right. Usually, whenever Trish saw me, even if she was in pain, she’d chime, “Hey, how are you?” or “You look nice today!” But now her face was stoic as she sat in a high-backed chair next to the hospital bed. The social worker was sitting on the edge of the mattress, explaining something about providing Trish services and transportation for treatments.

“Sorry to interrupt,” I stammered. “I didn’t know you had anyone with you. I just saw your discharge light and wanted to come and say good-bye.”

She waved me in. “No, I’m glad you’re here. Come in. The tests came back.”

My steps carried me forward as my mind spun with a crazy mixture of hope and fear.

“What is it? What did the doctors tell you?” I asked.

“It’s not good. The cancer has spread to other areas of my body. They said I’m terminal.”

The social worker sat among her forms and papers, staring first at me and then back down to her documents.

“Oh, Trish,” I gasped as she rose from her chair. I walked over and hugged her. She stayed there for a second before pulling back and piercing me with her gaze. There were no tears. There was no panic. What I saw was a firm acceptance with a definite spark that there was something else about to erupt here.

“I’m glad you stopped in because I have a question to ask you.”

I held on to her hand. It was cool in contrast to my clammy palms. “Okay. What is it?”

Trish took a deep breath and looked straight into my eyes. “When I die, will you and your husband raise my son?”

My knees almost buckled. I didn’t know what to say. Trish was essentially a stranger. But I also felt a tugging at my heartstrings telling me to say yes. But that was crazy, wasn’t it?

Trish was waiting for my answer. “Oh, my,” I finally stammered. “This is all happening very fast. You just got some terrible news, and I think it would be wise to give it time and think things through. You should consult your attorney and know your options. Don’t decide anything right now. I’m flattered, but—” I struggled to find the right words for the situation but came up empty. We were strangers. She barely knew me. We met only a mere three weeks ago and even then, we’ve only had a handful of conversations. She didn’t know what kind of house I lived in or what my family was like. She didn’t know our financial situation, or if I was a lousy cook, or even if my kids were little terrors. She had no idea if my marriage was stable or any clue about Dan as a father. How do you trust your child to a person you barely know who lives in a household of strangers? Yet, as she continued to stare while panic rushed within me, Trish seemed at peace with her unorthodox request. The social worker sat stunned on the side of the bed, silent, her jaw a bit slack, watching this moment unfold before her. I wanted to ask her what her professional opinion was but couldn’t find the words. The air grew thick, and I needed to get out. I needed room to breathe.

I hugged Trish good-bye and told her she’d be in my prayers. When I left the room, I felt a sense of relief as the door closed behind me. We had never exchanged phone numbers and had no way to communicate after Trish’s discharge. It was against hospital rules to look up someone’s information in the medical records. Once I walked away from her, I honestly believed I would never see her again. In that moment, I sank against the hospital wall, relishing the cool feel of something solid to lean into. Slowly, I took deep breaths to calm my racing heart as I struggled to make sense of my thoughts. What just happened? As I finally got my footing and began to walk down the corridor to finish the next three hours of my shift, I realized her words followed me like a shadow I couldn’t shake off. When I die, will you and your husband raise my son? And along with the question came an image. The two went hand in hand. An eight-year-old boy with a sweet little smile who had no idea that the only person left in his world to love and protect him was slowly fading away.



CHAPTER 3

Baby Fever

My husband’s expression was unreadable. I fought to stay glued to my chair as he and I talked in hushed tones at the kitchen island. “Dan, I mean, it’s unbelievable, isn’t it? She doesn’t even know us. How could she really want us to raise her little boy?”

The kids were upstairs, just off to bed. In the other room, a State Farm commercial was filling in for our momentary wordlessness. Someone must have left the television on.

Dan leaned back in his seat next to me, pondering, calm as always. I bit my bottom lip to keep from saying anything more. It was his turn.

“I think we just have to take this a step at a time,” he said, folding his arms, weighing the matter. “From what you’ve told me about her having no family or other options, we can start by trying to find out what her immediate needs are like groceries, or even the ability to get her medications. Things like that.”

“Of course,” I answered. It was reasonable. A good next step. “That’s certainly something we can do.”

“Obviously, she’s had a lot to take in. Just give her time to process the hard news she received today. We’ll keep her in our prayers and go from there.”

“Like where, exactly? Where could this go?”

I fidgeted with my hands, twirling my wedding ring on my finger. I’ve always searched Dan’s eyes for answers. They were usually hazel, but on days when he wore blue, they’d mimic a clear summer sky. If he wore green, they’d transform into orbs of jade. His eyes were one of the first things that captivated me about him. Now, as he got lost in his thoughts, I saw beyond color. They were misty pools of compassion searching for answers and holding my reflection.

“I don’t really know, Tricia,” he admitted. “I think we need to trust God on this one and see what is meant to be.”

“You’re talking about the adoption, I’m sensing?”

He paused and then gave a nod. “It could be God’s way of providing the right little boy that we’ve been waiting for from the foster care agency. Maybe the reason we weren’t chosen for that last referral was because there is another child who needs us more.”

I stared at the speckled countertop in front of me, holding my raw emotions in check. So much was coming back to me in waves and images. Dan and I had met years ago when we were attending the same church. I never thought of him in “that way.” In fact, I actually talked more with his twin brother, David, than I did with Dan simply because David seemed more outgoing. When Dan left for college, we lost touch for a number of years. I finished high school and began college and worked toward my nursing degree. Then the summer before my senior year, I helped at church teaching Bible school. One evening I walked into the kitchen where the ladies were preparing the snacks. Many of them had known me most of my life, since pigtails and braces. They asked how I was, how college was going, and, of course, if I was dating anyone.

I groaned. “All the good Christian guys are taken,” I retorted. “I’ll probably end up in a convent.”

I remember the ladies’ hugs and reassurances that love often comes when we least expect it. I didn’t quite take it to heart. I figured I’d be married to my nursing career and that would be that.

The next evening at church, I was darting up the stairway as Dan was coming down. We both literally stopped in our tracks. After a moment of recovery, we exchanged pleasantries while I tried to keep from staring. I loved how his eyes twinkled as he flashed that irresistible smile. I mean, Dan Seaman, the shy guy, was now Dan Seaman, the man—and a very handsome one at that! He was dressed in a nice pair of shorts, a button-down casual white shirt, blond hair combed, cleanly shaven, suntanned, and smelling of musky cologne. I suddenly felt flushed and very aware of the three years since we’d spoken. Hopefully, he noticed that I’d done some growing up, too.

Our chance meeting on the stairwell led to a wonderful dating relationship. He was so easy to talk with—caring, relaxed, and genuine. I loved how his expression lit up when speaking of family and his faith in God. I never felt so comfortable with anyone before. It made it very easy to say yes when he proposed six months later on Christmas Eve 1993 under a covered bridge during a light snowfall. We married the following November (and Dan’s nervousness caused him to cut his neck shaving, which left a blood spot on the collar of his white dress shirt, and later backed his car into the Dumpster at the church). Our wedding was everything we dreamed it would be, surrounded by loving family and friends. After a honeymoon in the Bahamas, we settled into a cozy apartment in Middletown, close to Harrisburg. I finished my bachelor’s degree at Millersville University and Dan began his career at Highmark Blue Shield, a health insurance company. I also worked part-time at a hospital in Lancaster while I finished my classes. We loved having our own little space to call home and being near all the restaurants and shops. I quickly learned that Dan had a knack for decorating, too. Just another thing to add to the list of why I fell in love with this man.

In October of 1995, our marriage would endure its first real test. My grandmother on my father’s side suddenly passed away in her early sixties. Her name was Anna, and I was devastated. We were very close, and imagining never seeing her again tore my heart apart. I leaned on Dan like never before, and he was my rock, just as I knew he would be. But the loss hit me hard, and I started longing to leave Middletown and go back home to the country. It felt like everything inside of me changed. I no longer wanted to be surrounded by buildings, traffic, and busyness. In my grief, I yearned for simplicity, being close to family and in wide-open spaces. Dan and I made the move, and it was perfect except for one thing: we were ready to start a family of our own.

Soon we were able to experience a small taste of how it would feel to be parents when we babysat my three-year-old cousin overnight one weekend, taking her to Chuck E. Cheese’s and toy shopping. While I had a blast, Dan felt overwhelmed. He slumped against our sofa and raked a hand through his hair.

“I don’t think I’m ready yet,” he said. “I just don’t know if I can do that. It was exhausting.”

My mouth hung open in surprise, as I felt quite the opposite. I wanted to be a mother now more than ever. “Are you kidding? That was so fun. What part of that was exhausting?”

He eyed me cautiously. “I don’t really know if I’d be good at it. I’ve never been around kids or even changed a diaper. Besides, I’m not sure I’m ready to share you.”

Dan soon overcame his reluctance, and we were lucky to get pregnant right away. Our sweet little Anna was born on October 23, 1996. Although initially he was afraid he would break her, Dan soon got used to being a daddy and embraced every moment of it. Two years later came Jenna, born on October 27, ironically the same day my grandmother died. I always felt that was God’s way of saying I needed to have joy now. He transformed a day of sadness into a celebration of new birth and life. Jenna looks just like my grandmother, which I thought was very special. Anna was named after her, but Jenna resembled her. It was as if my grandmother were all around us. We were so happy with our beautiful girls that Dan and I decided to try for another child. Baby Emma was born on August 29, 2001. Dan took a first look at her and said it was like God took Anna and Jenna, put them in a bag, and shook them all up, creating the spitting image of both of them combined. Even today, she still looks like both of her sisters. Two years later, we were elated when we discovered we were pregnant again. I gave birth to our first boy, Noah, on February 20, 2004. It was with great amazement and a touch of shock that Dan went out to the waiting room after I delivered to announce to the family, “It’s time to buy some trucks! It’s a boy!”
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