
Journey of Faith – Finding our Ukrainian Daughters

By

Michael S. Zollinger

Lynn and I were married in the Oakland Temple on December 19, 1981. When we began courting, Lynn explained to me how she had triumphed over a painful childhood in her native England. Her father was abusive and she and her two younger sisters were placed in children’s homes and orphanages from the time that she was eight years old. In later years, she was fortunate enough to be adopted by an American family, the Jeppersons, and came to America. Her sisters and her brothers were not as fortunate. With Lynn having lived through this experience, we both decided that someday, if we had the means, we would adopt children who were in the same circumstances and pay back the kindness she had been given. We never forgot our promise.

In the summer of 2003 we began again to discuss the possibility of adoption. One day, in July, I began looking at internet listings of children in foreign countries that were available for international adoption. I searched through the listings of children in the Ukraine. We were interested in adopting a daughter. Then, one listing caught my eyes. It told of three sisters in the Ukraine, who had lost both their parents. The oldest, Victoria, was 14, then Tatiana age 12, and the youngest, Anna, was 11. The description of the girls said that if Victoria was not adopted by age 16, she would be out on her own. I looked at the pictures, and something made me look again. I needed to show my wife.


Later that evening I showed my wife the pictures of the girls. We looked at other children as well, but we always felt drawn back to the first three that we had looked at. Lynn began checking out how to adopt and what agencies would charge. The cost was staggering. I was extremely discouraged, but Lynn kept researching. She became convinced that we could adopt independently. It was Lynn who made it all possible. She spent countless hours and days learning how to go about it. After looking at other children, she was always brought back to the picture of the three sisters. It reminded her of her own childhood, when she had been able to rise out of her hopeless situation with the aid of an American couple who later adopted her as an adult. She had left two sisters behind and it had always haunted her that she had not been able to rescue them. One of them had permanent emotional injuries as a result of the abuse that she had suffered. For Lynn, these three girls represented a chance at redemption, even though, there was nothing that she could have done at the time to help her sisters, she was now in the position to help others, and nothing would stop her.  It would be up to Lynn to see if it was possible. I should have known how determined by wife would be in this quest. 
For me, doubts remained. How would we ever find the money to accomplish this? Even without using an agency, it looked like it would cost us over $20,000.00! Being the materialistic person that I am, it shames me now that the money was my largest concern in the beginning. The answer was a home equity loan. All adoption fees would be given back to us in the form of an income tax credit. Finally, the day came when Lynn asked me if I was serious or not. This was a big question, and I had been dodging the answer for quite some time. I didn’t know for sure, it was a big commitment. How would it affect our biological children? Would they be jealous, upset, or worse? What kind of problems would the girls have? Were they even still available for adoption? Did they really exist? I was plagued with doubt. But, I would listen to my wife and realize that in the end, she would have most of the burden this adoption would bring. My contributions would be relatively small. The clock was ticking on our decision process. I looked at the three pictures again, and reflected on the fact that Victoria would be on her own at age 16 (July 19, 2004) if she were not adopted. We couldn’t stand the thought of that happening to her; finally I was impressed to believe as my wife already felt; that if the Lord wanted it to happen, we would be able to adopt these girls.

Over the next several months Lynn began filling out the paperwork required for the adoption. We needed to have a “home study” performed to prove that we would be fit parents. Lynn found an independent social worker, Nichoe Lichen, to do this. We needed to arrange for a translator and facilitator in the Ukraine. Lynn explored the US Embassy web site in Kiev, and emailed several translators who were listed there. Only one responded to her questions, a woman named Yulia Morozova. She answered all of Lynn’s questions, and it appeared that she could handle all aspects of the adoption for us. But, Lynn wanted to make sure that we could trust Yulia, and so she asked her for a reference. Yulia gave us the name and email address for a couple in Utah with whom she was working. The husband was home, but his wife was still in the Ukraine finalizing the adoption of their daughter. We phoned the husband, and discovered that he was an LDS Bishop! He gave a glowing report of Yulia’s abilities and dependability. We felt that this was yet again another sign of just how much the Lord wanted this adoption to take place. There was now no question in our mind that Yulia was the right person to handle everything for us.
Everyday we worried that someone else would adopt the girls before we could. The contact at the agency that originally published their pictures on the web would, Victoria Katz, would answer questions that Lynn had regarding the girls, but she was bound by company policy not to give us their names, or what orphanage they were in. Fortuitously, she left the agency after she grew uncomfortable with their business practices. She sent Lynn an email telling her to call her, because she had some news for her. She then told Lynn the full names of the girls, and what orphanage and city they lived in. With this new information, all the obstacles that had originally discouraged us; began to crumble with each passing day. Our paperwork that Lynn had doggedly kept pushing for over six months was finally completed. Then, one more snag hit us. The girl’s files, except for one, were misplaced at the National Adoption Center in Kiev. Until they were found, we could not get an appointment there. Yulia, living up to her reputation, spent one entire day in the National Adoption Center until she found them. I was home, ill, on Thursday, January 22 when the fateful email from Yulia came. We had an appointment on Wednesday afternoon, January 28 at the National Adoption Center in Kiev! 
I yelled to Lynn upstairs that we finally had an appointment, and immediately began making travel arrangements! We’d had months to prepare, but it seemed like we were unprepared when the time finally came. Arrangements had been made for a young couple in our ward to watch our children while were gone, so that was finalized, and we were now ready to leave.

We left for the Ukraine on Sunday, January 25 on an early morning flight from Albuquerque to Minneapolis on Northwest Airlines that lasted 2 ½ hours. After a three hour layover in Minneapolis we flew to Amsterdam on a KLM DC-10. The flight was 8 ½ hours and I found it impossible to sleep, as usual, on the plane. All the way over, my mind raced with thoughts and concerns about what we were doing. It seemed unreal that after 6 months we were really going to the Ukraine to adopt the girls. We arrived early in the morning of January 26th in Amsterdam. After a 4 hour layover, we boarded another KLM flight to Kiev. The flight lasted about 2 ½ hours and then, at long last, we landed in Kiev. We had arranged for a VIP service that whisked us through customs and helped us prepare our statements and declarations. We were literally through customs in 10 minutes and then met our facilitator, Yulia (Morozova) Shust (Yulia had married during the summer and we did not know it) and her husband Yuri, who drove us to our apartment in Kiev where we would stay from January 26 to January 29. We had an appointment in the Ukrainian National Adoption Center at 9 AM on Wednesday, January 28th. For the first couple of days we read books in our apartment and went shopping for food at the nearby market that was open 24 hours a day. The entire Ukrainian economy is driven by foreign currency. You can exchange dollars on almost every street corner in Kiev at a favorable rate. It was snowing in Kiev when we arrived and quite cold. I don’t think we saw the sun for the entire four days we stayed there. The people wear primarily dark clothing. Men and women wear the fur caps that you see depicted in pictures, or the men wear dark English racing caps. Colorful clothing is very uncommon. Our clothing was not exactly colorful, but it was pretty evident that we were foreigners.
The time seemed to creep by those first few days, and sleep was difficult. We seemed to be constantly preoccupied that something could go wrong, and that we would not be able to adopt the children. As we said our prayers, we would ask each time for the “Lord to remove obstacles in our path.” Little did we know just how many times the Lord would answer that particular plea.

Finally, the day of our appointment, January 28th arrived. Yulia met us at our apartment and we walked a few blocks to the Ukrainian National Adoption Center. The building, like all other federal buildings we entered, was decaying, and decrepit. The floor coverings were tattered, and no lights were turned on; perhaps one in a hallway, if that. There were several couples waiting for their appointment. Most, it seemed, were Italian, or French. We didn’t see other Americans that day, but later, on our return, we would meet many American couples. We were called in for an interview with a psychologist, who asked why we wanted to adopt. After our brief explanation of why, she retrieved a book that contained photos of the children. Technically speaking, you are not supposed to preselect children. And indeed, if we had just relied on the photos that were in the book, we would have never recognized the girls compared to the photos that were on the internet! Yulia had spent an entire day in the National Adoption Center finding their files. Because we had been able find out their names before traveling, this was possible for Yulia to do. It was a miracle that she found their file.
It took a whole day to get our referral to travel to Shatersk, to meet the girls. Yulia and her husband decided that we would drive so that we would have a car to drive back and forth in once we got there. Yuri arranged to get off work for a week. They arrived at our apartment on Thursday evening, January 29th at 8:30 PM. At that point began our long drive of 500 miles though sleet, snow, rain, ice, and numerous semi-trucks from Kiev, to Donestk. Sleep was impossible and the road could not have been charitably called a highway by American standards. The going was slow. At one point Yuri proudly announced that we had driven 100 miles in three hours! He was elated, I was discouraged. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I could drive 100 miles in a little over an hour in New Mexico! It seemed that we would never get there! In every small hamlet, we were stopped by the local militia, who stand by the side of the road, and use white batons to motion you over for traffic violations. In each case, Yuri would give them some money and we would be on our way. Far from being viewed as extortion, or bribery, this is considered a normal way of life by Ukrainians. They have to supplement their meager salaries in some fashion!
Yuri also liked to stop and ask directions to make sure that he was headed in the right direction. He did this on numerous occasions. As the night droned on, we found it impossible to sleep, we were tired and worn out, but we could not rest. Finally, after 12 hours we arrived in Donestk. We stopped at a hotel, but rooms would not be available until later in the day. The only sensible thing to do was to head to Shatersk and the orphanage. Shatersk was sixty-five kilometers away. Again we drove on, this time in the daylight. We had a chance to see the landscape now, a mixture of rolling hills and farmland, with evidence of large mining operations all around. Donestk is very rich in mineral resources, but the people remain very poor. We passed a large Nuclear Power Plant that looked very out of place.

Finally we arrived on the outskirts of Shatersk. After stopping and asking directions, we turned down a narrow dirt road. The poverty and humble living conditions in this part of the town reminded me a lot of my mission days in Argentina. Many of the homes were shanties with tin roofs. The street was a muddy quagmire of potholes and trenches. Our sturdy Honda CRV handled the conditions beautifully, and Yuri often muttered encouragement in Russian to keep it going. We had now been awake for 24 hours straight, and it was draining. Then, the orphanage was finally in our sight. Known as the “Boarding School,” it was nearly fifty years old and constructed of bricks. I can only speak for myself, but as we pulled into the driveway, a deep wave of emotion came over me. We had arrived in a place so improbable, so far from home, so removed from anything I could have ever imagined in my life to adopt three more children. It was profoundly spiritual. I could not control my emotions, and neither could my wife.
As we got out of the car, there were a few children waiting in the outer lobby of the school. One I recognized as Tatiana from her picture. She kept looking at us shyly with a smile on her face, as we were escorted to the Director’s office. I noted the conditions of the school as we walked down the hallway. The floors were covered in a mixture of tile and linoleum, badly tattered and worn, but clean. All around the school, children and adult workers scrubbed the floors. The children were dressed neatly in clean clothing, and they all appeared to be happy. The building was cold, at best 55 degrees, and we would freeze every minute of the day that we were there. There were very few lights that were on, as the orphanage did not have the money to pay for utilities. We learned that there was only running water for two hours every day from 7 PM to 9 PM.
The Director, Olga, welcomed us to her office cordially, and asked us to sit down. We caught a glimpse of Victoria, Tatiana, and Anna, waiting outside the office anxiously as the door closed. Through our translator, Olga welcomed us to the school and then asked why we wanted to adopt children. We explained to her about Lynn’s background, and our desire to help others. We told how we had discovered their pictures on the internet. After about thirty minutes, Olga asked us if we wanted to meet the girls, and she ushered them in.

My first impression of them was that they were so tiny and petite for their age, but, they smiled nervously at us, and we began to converse through our translator. Again, a deep wave of emotion overcame me. We had come around the world to find three needles in a haystack, and the Lord had led us to them! Lynn had brought a stuffed bear and photo album for each of them that had pictures of our family, our community, and our extended family. They smiled at us, and nodded, and looked eagerly at the pictures. Then, we asked them if they would like us to adopt them, because we wanted to adopt them as our daughters. They all nodded vigorously, and said “Yes!” in English. I guess being sleep deprived makes you more emotional than normal, but it was one of those moments that you can never forget!

As soon as they said “yes,” Olga started into action. She immediately had Yuri take her to the Chief Judge in the town, whom she was close personal friends with, to get the adoption court hearing assigned to a favorable woman Judge who had presided over an adoption case by another American couple just two weeks earlier. She told us that in the thirty-six years that she had worked at this orphanage, there had been only two adoptions before us. One by a Ukrainian couple several years ago; and one by the American couple two weeks before us. Never, had three siblings been adopted at the same time. The full impact of her words weighed heavily on us. We looked at the children around us; one hundred-fifty students; 60 available for adoption. None of them could ever reasonably hope that they might be adopted. Most were facing a future of poverty and deprivation. Most of the girls turn to prostitution to survive; many of them commit suicide before age 21. Yet, we had the ability and the blessing to rescue three daughters of our heavenly father. I felt humbled, grateful, tearful, and overwhelmed. It was very hard to speak the rest of that day without choking up. Lynn and I both felt an immediate bonding with the girls as soon as we met them.
We left immediately to meet with a social worker in the Department of Education. She was a wonderful person, who did everything possible to expedite our request for adoption. We then took Olga to meet the judge who would hear our case. Arrangements were made for court date. It would have to be February 10th according to the Judge. Olga and Yulia pressed gently for an earlier date. The Judge agreed to make room on February 5th! Again the Lord was removing obstacles. We then met the District Attorney, another woman, who agreed to free up her schedule. We returned wearily to the orphanage and were treated with a wonderful, warm lunch, with hot borscht (soup), appetizers, and a main course. Still, we had not slept in now almost thirty-six hours. We were exhausted, and the food had a tremendous reviving effect. We said goodbye to the girls, and promised to return the next day. We stopped one more time to get a document notarized. This required an “expedite fee,” but we finally got it done. We left for Donestk, weary, but happy, to find a comfortable bed to sleep in. On the way we witnessed the grisly aftermath of a hit pedestrian. The poor victim had been decapitated, and looked like a mannequin lying in the road. It was a sobering end to an otherwise remarkable day. We crawled into bed at about 6 PM and slept soundly until 8 AM the next morning.

On Saturday, January 30, we traveled to Shatersk after the best night’s sleep we had to the point on our journey. The adjustment to being 9 hours ahead of the USA was difficult for us. I suppose we might have adjusted easier if we were not constantly thinking of where we were, and what we were trying to do. Once in Shatersk, we again met with the girls and had an enjoyable time getting to know them. We communicated through Yulia, but also attempted to communicate through drawing pictures, hand gestures, and our trusty Russian phrase book. The girls laughed at our attempts to use Russian, but we had a very good time. Tanya and Anna read from their English textbooks to prove that they could speak English, and Vicka tried to solve Algebra problems with me. They were eager to show us that they wanted to live in America. They also decided that they wanted to take our last name of Zollinger, and that they wanted to choose American names. We explained that all of their given names would be okay in America, but we let them decide what they wanted. Vicka chose to keep her given name, and selected Victoria Lynn Zollinger. Tatiana preferred to go by her nickname, Tanya, and chose Tanya Kim Zollinger. Kim was the name of the woman who came two weeks before we did. Anya decided that she wanted to have Anna Marie Zollinger. Victoria, though, chooses to go by her nickname, Vicka.
Once again we were treated to a wonderful Ukrainian mid-day meal by the Orphanage cook. The mid-day meal is the big meal of the day, and we began looking forward to it in earnest, as there was never enough time to eat more than two meals a day. We often survived on one meal a day during the trip. We would shop at the grocery store and keep some items in the refrigerator at the hotel. We were only able to stay two nights in the Hotel Victoria, and they had no more reservations for the duration of the trip. We spent one night in a horrible motel with people walking up and down the corridor all night and talking loudly. The rooms were ice cold as well. In the morning I told Yuri and Yulia that we did not want to spend another night. It was truly a seedy motel, and my better instincts told me that we shouldn’t stay there. I should have obeyed the promptings, but I did not want to be a difficult client for Yulia. I was relieved when they vigorously agreed that they did not want to stay either. We moved to the Hotel Ukraine in central Donestk and stayed there for the duration of our time in that region, until we returned to Kiev.

While at the orphanage we discovered that their cassette player that they used for their weekly disco dance was broken. We decided that as a gift, we would buy a boom box for them, with a microphone so that they could use it as a sound system as well. Yuri was excited at the prospect of doing this and wanted to help us pick it out.
Sunday, we did not go to the orphanage, but used it as a day to sleep and relax. We knew that Yulia was exhausted, especially in light of the fact that she was five months pregnant. We were not able to attend church while we were in the Ukraine. It is one thing that we wish we would have been able to do. There was simply no time, and we did not know where the meeting houses were. When we go back, and I feel that someday we will, we want to attend church with our family.

We purchased a boom box for the orphanage and took it back with us when we returned to Shatersk on Monday. Yuri was very excited, and he insisted on being the one to uncrate it, and set it up. The girls were excited to be able to tell their friends that their new family was giving them a boom box. When we turned it on, it was evident that it was going to be popular.

Lynn and I spent as much time as we could with the girls when we were not out meeting with the Judge, the Inspector, or doing other things. They were growing closer and closer to us, and began to call us “Mama” and “Papa” almost immediately. Vicka seemed to be very popular and had a lot of friends who would come with her when she met with us. Those most frequently with her, were Anya, a tall blond girl who looked sad quite often. We learned that she was not available for adoption. Zlata, also tall with auburn hair; Sasha (Alex) a boy who Vicka seemed to be sweet on, but she denies that fact and says only that they are good friends; a Gala, a very pretty blonde girl, who seemed to very intelligent. We visited all the classrooms in the orphanage and took pictures of the girls’ friends and their classes, along with their teachers. We visited their sleeping quarters and took pictures of them on their beds, and in their student lounges.  The orphanage was deteriorated, but it was always clean, even though they only had running water for two hours out of every day, from 7 to 9 PM. The bathroom facilities were very crude by American standards, and we would always do our best “not” to have to use them. Of course, nature being as it is, it could not be completely avoided. 
On Tuesday, February 3rd Yulia asked if we could get a FAX sent from our Pediatrician telling the Judge that the girls had a doctor’s appointment on Tuesday, Feb 17th. She felt that this would help her make the case to have the 30 day waiting period waived. She also asked if I could get a FAX from my employer on company letterhead that stated that I needed to return to work as soon as possible. She also felt that this would help waive the 30 day waiting period. So, we went to the central post office in Donestk to call the Pediatrician, and to send email to work. The Ukrainian Postal Service controls the telecommunication infrastructure in the Ukraine, including long distance phone service and the internet. We made the call and sent the email and returned to our hotel for the evening. It had started to snow quite heavily, and we watched the snow comfortably from our hotel window as we prepared to go to bed for the evening. Then Lynn asked, “You know, I keep reviewing your email message in my head that you sent to your boss, but I don’t remember you putting the FAX number in your email message to him!”
I started to protest that of course I had put the FAX number in the message, when I realized that she was right. If I did not send the FAX number, it was quite possible that the FAX would not arrive in time for our court date on February 5. I felt stupid, and then remembered that the Post Office as open 7 days a week, 24 hours a day.  I did not want to disturb Yuri and Yulia, since it was now almost 10 PM. I remembered where the Post Office was located, about two miles away, near the statue of Vladimir Lenin and the McDonalds in the central area. It was a straight walk from where we were. I pulled on my boots, (luckily I had bought snow boots in Kiev!), my jacket, and gloves, and headed out into the blizzard. Lynn was nervous, and so was I, but I knew I had to do this. I walked in the snow looking cautiously around me to see if any potential muggers were in the neighborhood. Fortunately, it was snowing so much, even the criminals were not stupid enough to out and about! I walked unmolested to the post office, sent my email message with the FAX number to my boss (who had responded to my email that he would be happy to send the FAX if I would give him the number!), and then returned to the hotel. It was now approaching midnight. I could see Lynn at our hotel window waiting for me. I waved at her, and she waved back. We didn’t tell Yulia and Yuri about my adventure until we had retrieved the FAX successfully. They chided me for taking such a risk as walking by myself in Donestk so late at night. I believe that I was watched over during that walk, besides, it was enjoyable!
On Wednesday, February 4, Yulia began to be concerned that we would not be able to keep our original court date of February 5 because we had not received out adoption approval document from the National Adoption Center. The center had changed the rules after we had departed from Kiev and was taking six days to process authorizations, and not the usual three. Nothing Yulia tried to do seemed to help speed up the process. We prayed that somehow the way would be opened for us, but her sources back in Kiev believed it was hopeless. We went bed the evening before the scheduled court date resigned to the fact that we would have to spend one week longer in Donestk. In the morning, Yulia told us that she had the sudden idea during the night to have Olga ask the Judge if we would proceed with the hearing pending the receipt of the document. This would save the Judge time, and would help us as well. To her surprise, the Judge agreed! We believe that Yulia was inspired to ask for this waiver, and that the Lord softened the Judge’s heart. We went from no court hearing, to suddenly going to court again. Lynn took the girls shopping at the outdoor market to buy clothing. They would have to leave their clothing at the orphanage when they left, so we bought them clothing to travel in, as well as winter coats, gloves, hats, boots, etc. I waited at the orphanage while they went shopping. As soon as they arrived back from their shopping spree, the girls changed immediately into their clothing, and modeled it for us. They were so excited and pretty! They each came up and gave me a kiss and said thank you Papa! Then, they ran off to show their new clothes to their friends.
That afternoon, on Thursday, February 5, we went to court. We were nervous, we knew that all would go well, but we were still nervous about the unknowns. Those who were present in the courtroom included ourselves, and Yulia, Olga as the Orphanage Director, the Department of Education Inspector, the District Attorney, and the Judge. The girls waited outside until they were called upon by the Judge. The Judge questioned us as to why we wanted to adopt. She seemed touched by Lynn’s own personal experience with adoption, and she seemed legitimately interested in the welfare of the children. We found out that there had been news reports of Americans adopting Ukrainian children for organ harvesting, and that they wanted to make sure our motives were pure. They wanted to know why after having five biological children, we wanted to adopt more. They asked about religious beliefs since the girls were Ukrainian Orthodox. We said that we were Christians, but we would allow the girls to attend another church if they desired, but we intended to attend church as a family. Then the children were brought in one by one and asked if they wanted to be adopted by us. Vicka was told that she would have more responsibilities because she was the oldest. She agreed to take that responsibility. Then, because we lacked the document from the adoption center, the court was adjourned until a later date to make a final ruling.
A television news crew was waiting for us. They wanted to interview us for Ukrainian television. Never had three children been adopted by one family before, and certainly not a family from America. So, we returned to the orphanage and were interviewed. During this time Yuri dashed in and Yulia dashed out with him. It turned out that the National Adoption Center would sign the needed document if we could get a FAX to them before close of business that day. Yuri rushed off to find a FAX machine downtown.

In the meantime, the children of the orphanage and their teachers had prepared a pageant for us. Lynn went up to the auditorium before I did, and then I was escorted up by two of Vicka’s friends. When I entered, the auditorium was filled with people and they all began to applaud. I looked at Lynn who was already crying, and I went to sit with her. The Master of Ceremonies then introduced the Director, Olga, who said “Today is a happy day because three of our orphans have found a family. It is also sad, because three of our friends will be leaving our school forever.”
That set the tone for the show, which was a mixture of song and dance by the children. They used the boom box we had bought for them, as well as the microphone so that they had a sound system. Tanya sang in two numbers, and Vicka performed a folk dance with her friend Gala, and her partner was Sasha. It was very difficult to control our emotions during the performances. It was even more difficult when a nine or ten year old boy sang, “All I want is a Mama and a Papa.” I wept, and Yulia could not translate as she to could not control her emotions. Tanya and Vicka were weeping at the end, they realized that they were leaving the only home they had really ever had soon, but little Anna would not let go of Lynn’s hand. Lynn asked Yulia to translate for her as she told those assembled, “that we had never felt so much love before, and if we could, we would take them all home with us.” In the middle of this Yuri entered the room and told Yulia that he had sent the FAX. Then Yulia’s cell phone rang, it was her colleague in Kiev; the National Adoption Center had signed the document. We would have it in the morning delivered by train.
By then, everyone in the room was crying at the prospect of never seeing each other again. It was a very difficult, emotional moment. Vicka and Tanya were nearly inconsolable. Vicka was sobbing with her friend Gala, and I went up to both of them and put my arms around them to try to comfort them. Little did I know then, that my brother Erik, would begin the steps to adopt Gala and her sister Masha just a few weeks after we arrived home in New Mexico. How the Lord wants all of his children to have a home!

I began to wonder if we were doing the right thing by uprooting the girls from their friends, but of course I knew that they would be better off with us, but it began to sink in that this was not going to be an easy thing. We had to leave for the evening, and I hated to leave the girls in such an emotional condition. But, we started to leave and went down the stairs. I saw a blur, and then a girl’s voice saying “Papa!” and Tanya was hugging me fiercely. She wanted us to know that she still wanted to leave with us.
As we drove back to our hotel that evening, we all commented on what a raw emotional day it had been. We had never experienced anything like it in our lives, and we never wanted to forget it. The Lord had again removed obstacles in our path, and he wasn’t done yet.

On Friday morning we picked up our document from the train station, and then went to the orphanage. We picked up the girls and then went to see the judge. It was another emotional moment as everyone in the school turned out to say goodbye to them. I just didn’t think I could go through this again, but this time, they seemed to handle it better. Yuri took the girls to get their passport photos while we waited for Yulia to finish with the judge. After about one hour, Yulia came out with the adoption decree. On February 6, 2004, the girls were officially adopted into our family! An overwhelming feeling struck us both at the same time; that they were always meant to be part of our family; that we were to find them in this part of the world. We then packed everyone into the car, and headed back to Donestk. 

When we arrived in Donestk we dropped Lynn and the girls off at our hotel, while I went with Yuri and Yulia to get new birth certificates, and passports. Since they were legally ours, we only needed my signature on official documents, and notarized statements. The clock was ticking, and we had about three hours to get everything done, if we were going to make the evening flight from Donestk to Kiev. Yulia was simply amazing again. Not one minute was wasted during that time. We would drop her off and then Yuri and I would head someplace else. We would then pick her up, and go to the next place. In two and one half hours we got everything finished. Yuri sped to the airport and we checked to see if there were anymore tickets left for the flight. Yulia had her doubts because it was Friday; normally a very busy night for the flight. To our amazement, there were five seats available. While I bought the tickets, Yuri sped back to the hotel to pick up the family. He had about 45 minutes to get them back in time for the flight. By now we should have just stopped questioning, and just accept the fact that the Lord would make it all happen; which He did. It cost $270.00 to fly all of us on the airplane. Lynn arrived with the girls and we checked in for the flight. Yulia and Yuri left to drive the 500 miles back to Kiev. When we saw the plane, we both wished that had driven back with them. It was as at least forty years old, and in pretty rough shape, and it was a propeller job and held about forty passengers. Lynn voiced her concern and I told her that “the Lord did not bring us all this way only to crash and die now that we had found our daughters! All would be well.” We survived the white-knuckled flight, and the girls even pretended to get airsick just to make us laugh. It was a 2 ½ hour flight to Kiev, and we arrived there close to midnight. Yulia’s colleague picked us up at the airport and drove us to an apartment where we stayed for two nights. We had not eaten anything all day, and he was kind enough to order a pizza that was delivered to us. We all went to bed, but not before the girls had their first shower with hot water and ran the tank dry!
We spent the next day just being together. We went to shop at the local market, and watched videos. The girls cleaned the apartment from top to bottom, even sweeping the carpet at one point! They were so eager to please us. Later in the afternoon Yulia and Yuri came to pick us up and we went to dinner together at a cafeteria. The girls had never seen such food before, and wanted to order one of everything. We then took a walk on the central boulevard in Kiev, which is closed to vehicle traffic on the weekends. Families were out for an afternoon stroll. It was an impressive sight, to see so many people strolling around. We went to the central square to see the Ukrainian National Monument, a very tall monument to the youth of the Ukraine, and the hope of freedom. What a contrast from the days of the Soviet domination! While in the plaza an organ grinder approached us to take a picture with this monkey. The animal shook hands with Tanya, and the second time it shrieked and pulled her finger! I’m not sure who shrieked louder, the monkey or Tanya!
On Sunday we spend a quiet day alone as a family, watching videos and reading. We had to change apartments, and were now back in the same building we had stayed in when we first arrived in the Ukraine. At this point I began to get a bad chest cold, and wasn’t feeling too well. The lack of sleep during the trip was starting to take its toll, and Lynn and I began to yearn for home.

On Monday, February 9, went to the US Embassy and retrieved the paperwork we needed to go to Warsaw, and then Lynn took the girls to the American Medical Clinic for physicals. We planned to leave the next day for Warsaw, but then problems developed. The medical exam reports for Vicka would not be back until the next day. This was unexpected and Yulia was not pleased. It used to be a one day turnaround on results, but now things had changed. It looked like we would have to stay one more day in Kiev. To top it off, we were not pleased with the quality of the exam that the girls were given. Yulia suggested that we could fly to Warsaw as planned, and that she would send the chest x-rays and results for Vicka with another couple so that we could keep our appointment in Warsaw that we had scheduled for Wednesday, February 11. The embassy agreed that this could still happen, so after some initial hesitation, we agreed to leave for Warsaw.
The airport in Kiev turned out to be a little nerve wracking. We were forced to wait at a security checkpoint for some time while customs officials reviewed our documents and immigrant visas for the girls. The time for our flight departure grew closer and closer, and still we waited. We were not alone; there were several other American couples with adopted children who were waiting for the same flight. Finally, we were given our paperwork and made a mad dash to the plane. This airplane was a smaller commuter jet, but it was very comfortable in comparison to the airplane we used form Donestk to Kiev. Somehow we had been upgraded to business class, which made it much more comfortable for us. The LOT Airlines flight lasted about two hours, and then we landed in Warsaw. The Sheraton Hotel had two cabs waiting for us, and was very kind in taking care of us. They delivered Lynn and the girls to the Hotel, and then took me to KLM Airlines downtown office so that I could change Lynn and my ticket’s departure date and time, and buy tickets for the girls. KLM did not charge us a fee to change our tickets, and then gave us their best rate for the girls. The ticket agent explained that this was company policy for adoptive parents. The Sheraton also gave us their best rate.
I returned to the hotel and felt like I was in Shangri-La after staying in the Ukraine. This hotel was American through and through! When I arrived at our room the girls grabbed me by the hand and took me through their room with looks of wonderment on their faces! The room had three telephones, including one in the bathroom! It was beautiful! There is nothing more welcome to the traveler than the wonders of American sanitation in a bathroom! I felt like we were in heaven! We went and ate at the buffet, and had a wonderful meal. I didn’t care about the cost; we felt we were one step closer to home and being united as a family.

The next day we went to the US Embassy and showed our passports and walked to the front of the line. It was nice to be treated like royalty! After filling out more paperwork, we were called to the interview window where we were met by a Consul Officer. He explained that he would now help us as much as possible. He said, “I see from your paperwork that you were sealed in the Oakland Temple.”

Lynn and I tried to think of how he would have known that fact.

Then he said, “So was I. I was born and raised in Concord, California!”

What a small world we live in. From that moment on, he did everything he could to facilitate our needs. When we explained that our medical paperwork would not be arrive until later in the day, he told us not to worry. He gave me a pass so that I could come back before 2 PM and complete the process. Visas were not usually given out until that time.
We had some time, so we took the girls shopping downtown and bought them some clothes. They turned out to be very picky in what they bought. I then left them shopping and went back to the hotel to meet the couple who were bring our paperwork. Right on schedule I met them at the check in counter. Then they told me that they had accidentally left Vicka’s chest x-rays at a security checkpoint. I tried not to show my disappointment, and thanked them for bringing the medical report. I tried to reason that the x-rays were not important, that surely, the medical report was all that was needed.

I walked to the embassy and went to see Charles Boudin. He quickly put me at ease and told me that he had all that he needed. Then he processed our paperwork, and gave me the immigrant visas for the girls ahead of schedule. We were finished! All we had to do was get on the plane in the morning and head for home!

That night we called our family and told them that we were finally coming home, it was an emotional moment. On Thursday, February 12, 2004, we boarded a KLM flight for Amsterdam that lasted three hours. At Amsterdam, we boarded a flight for Minneapolis that lasted eight and one half hours. This was the hard part of the journey. It was very boring for the girls, and I again found it impossible to sleep. At the conclusion of this flight, everyone was exhausted, and Tanya was not feeling well. We went through customs and by law, the girls were now US citizens. Because Vicka was over fourteen, she had to take an oath. Then we boarded our flight to Albuquerque. In three hours we were finally back in New Mexico. It was very late, 11 PM to be exact, and I had not slept for 24 hours. We drove home and at 1 PM we arrived; exhausted, thrilled, and happy. Our boys woke up and met their sisters, and we showed them their new home, and bedroom. They were so excited to finally be in America, and we were finally a family!

As of this writing (May 2004), the girls have met their paternal grandparents; their Aunt Kirsten; Aunt Carolyn and Uncle Erik and their cousins; and their brother Jamie. They have not met their California relatives; or anybody on their Mother’s side yet. They will not meet their brother Mark until he returns home from his mission in December 2005; but they pray for him on his mission, and they’ve seen his pictures. They go to church with us, and are integrated in very well in Primary and Young Women. I have no doubt that when they receive the discussions in May that at some point, they will be baptized. My brother Erik and his wife Carolyn have announced that they want to adopt two of their friends from the same orphanage, Gala and Masha, sisters. The girls will no longer be just friends, they will be cousins. Another couple in our ward has already filled out the paperwork to adopt a 15 year old boy, Sasha, from the same orphanage. He is good friends with Vicka. Carolyn’s sister, Kristen, in California has also announced her desire to adopt as well. The Young Women in their stake are planning a service project for the orphanage. Carolyn’s other sister, Wendy, also wants to adopt.
When we started on this adventure, Lynn and I never dreamed that others would be influenced to do the same thing. Now, yet another couple in our ward are also trying to adopt. We feel humbled and blest to be able to have influenced in some small way the actions of other.

The girls seem to have been a part of our family forever. We know that Heavenly Father wanted them to come to us. My wife’s background was a necessary element in this equation. It has made her desirous of helping others, and has provided her with an inner strength to be able to carry out this task. Without her, none of this would have been possible. I am quite certain that in the pre-existence, we knew that this was our mission; to raise five wonderful sons, and then find our missing daughters, a world away, in the Ukraine.
EPILOGUE – June 14, 2005


In the past year there have been many changes to our story. In September 2004 our daughters were baptized and confirmed members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. Our chapel was filled to over flowing for the event in the Los Alamos Ward. What a beautiful day, and how beautiful they all were! At nearly the same time, my brother Erik and his wife Carolyn left for the Ukraine to adopt Gala and Masha. Accompanying them on that trip were Brett and Kate Kettering from our ward who adopted Sasha, another friend of the girls.


On December 25, 2004 our family made a surprise visit to Gilbert, Arizona to visit the newest members of our family, Gala and Masha. We called them on our cell phone at their front door and friends from the same orphanage in the Ukraine, who were now cousins, had a tearful reunion. That day, Gala and Masha were baptized members of the church in a beautiful “white Christmas” ceremony. On December 29, 2004, both families were sealed in the Mesa Temple for time and all eternity. The Temple President allowed both families to come back together in the sealing room to share that glorious moment together. Our sons had a glimpse of the eternities as they hugged their sisters. We are now all “stuck” together as Vicka says, and no matter what happens, or what she does, she reminds us that will not change.

Earlier this year, Sasha Kettering was baptized and confirmed a member of the church. At the conclusion of the service he asked if he could say a few words. In his halting English he thanked our family for coming to the Ukraine and finding him a home in America. Lynn and I were too moved to speak. A few weeks ago Sasha blessed the Sacrament with his father and grandfather. As of this writing our Bishop and his wife are in the Ukraine adopting a boy and a girl. We did not dream that others would follow us, but they did. We know we’ve been part of something special and bigger than we are. We are grateful for the experience.
Journal Entries

January 25, 2004


Today Lynn and I left for Kiev, Ukraine on our quest to adopt three girls from Shatersk; Victoria (15), Tatiana (13), and Anya (11). We started thinking about doing this six months ago. Through a series of miraculous events and the tenacity of my wife, we have completed all the bureaucratic steps to undertake this endeavor. We left our home at 5 AM this morning and flew from Albuquerque, New Mexico to Minneapolis, Minnesota. Then from there we will fly to Amsterdam, and then on to Kiev. We feel the Lord’s hand is in this decision and pray that he will remove obstacles in our path.

January 26, 2004


We are now in Amsterdam awaiting our connecting flight to Kiev. Our first flights in this journey went without incident. It is very foggy here and I don’t know how the pilot managed to land the plane safely. Right now it does not appear that our flight will be delayed, but we shall see.

January 28, 2004


We spent the day relaxing yesterday and went to the Tikal Market down the street to boy our food. Things are pretty cheap here in comparison to the USA. You get 5.3 grivna per dollar. We ate lunch today at the pub across the street for 26 grivna, about $5 each. All went well at our appointment at the National Adoption Center. We were given a referral to travel to see the girls after just one or two questions from the Psychologist.  We have to wait until the paperwork is finalized. We hope that we will be ready by 5 PM today. Yulia (our facilitator/translator) and her husband Yuri will drive us to Shatersk, about 500 miles away. We would rather fly us all there, but Yulia seems to prefer to drive. We trust her, and her husband. She is quite a little domino! Because of her leg work, we saved a lot of time today. It seems unreal that we will soon see the girls. The files said their mother’s rights were taken away, but does not match the story we’ve heard from others, so we will have to wait and see what the truth is.

January 29, 2004


Today we waited around all day to go to Shatersk. Lynn washed our clothes by hand because we could not figure out how to work the washing machine. We went to a hotel a short distance away and rented the internet. Hotmail was still having problems, but were able to use Lynn’s yahoo email account to send email to the kids, Mom and Dad, and my team at work. We received a call from Victoria Katz. She said that the girls are ready for our arrival. We hope that they want to come and live with us. We also went shopping at the mall where I bought some Columbia boots for about ½ the price I would have paid in the US. We ate at a restaurant where Lynn ordered what she thought was a Caesar salad. It was a salad, but we don’t know what was in it for sure! I had Chicken Filet Lamotka. It was very tasty and Lynn was jealous. I gave her half of mine.

January 31, 2004

Yesterday we met our daughters and my heart is extremely full with gratitude to my Heavenly Father for guiding us with his hand to this distant land. I have quite a story to tell of our adventures.

We got a referral (from the National Adoption Center) on Thursday, January 29th and left at 9 PM for Shatersk located near Donestk, 500 miles southeast of Kiev. We were driven by our facilitator, Yulia Shust, and her husband, Yuri. Yuri did all the driving in his Honda CRV (4 wheel drive). It was snowing lightly when we left and there slush on the roads. Yuri was a very cautious drive, but I found it impossible to sleep. We thought the drive would only take about eight hours, but Yuri could only drive about 40 MPH most of the time, because the small villages we drove through all had speed traps, and an endless number of trucks. The roads were only two lanes most of the time, and filled with an unlimited number of potholes. Yulia is only twenty-five years old, and Yuri is thirty years old. She is expecting their first child in May.

We were stopped by the local militia twice on our journey. The way the locals handle this is to bribe the officer with 5 Gryvna (about $1) to not look at their registration and so forth, so that they can be on their way. This worked in each case for Yuri. We even stopped one time to use the restroom and Yuri went up to the officers to ask directions and paid an expedite fee in advance to clear up any infractions.

We had to stop numerous times to ask directions, since Ukrainians will tell you how to get somewhere even if they don’t know how. We finally arrived in Donestk at about 8 AM. We couldn’t check into the hotel until after 12 PM, so we went straight to Shatersk and the orphanage. When we finally arrived in the city, it was shocking to see the crumbling ruins, the poverty, the lack of infrastructure such as paved roads and sidewalks. Except for the city center, the roads are barely paved, with mud everywhere. After asking for directions several times more, we finally arrived at Skol Internat (Boarding School). It is a brick structure, about 45 years old. When the car pulled up, we could see small faces peering out the window at us. We soon learned that Vicka, Anya, and Tanya were there waiting for us. We picked the girls out from the pictures we had of them. They are very beautiful girls, and very petite. Vicka has a beautiful smile. Tanya looks like she could be a member of the Pool family, and Anya is as cute as a button.

They were shy at first, but soon warmed up to us as we explained through Yulia about our family. We were exhausted with no sleep now for over 24 hours, but we wanted to spend as much time with them as possible. We then asked the girls if they wanted to be part of our family. They all three responded with a resounding “yes” in English. With that a furious paced course of events began to take place. It was now 12 noon. Olga, the orphanage director said that she was a good friend of the Chief Judge and would get him to have the Notary make sure that our papers were notarized in a timely fashion. We went to visit the Department of Education Inspector who needed to endorse our adoption petition. It began looking like we might be able to the necessary paperwork finished for train delivery to Kiev by Monday. There were a series of car rides and a delicious meal cooked by the orphanage cook of chicken noodle soup, chicken and potatoes. We had hardly eaten when we decided to get the Notary work finished. We waited in the car while Yulia tried to get our work done. I prayed continuously that obstacles would be removed. A few minutes before closing time we got the Notary stamp on the documents. We arrived in our hotel room (Hotel Victoria), exhausted, 36 hours without sleep, and went to bed immediately. 

We left in the morning again for Shatersk and were able to visit again with the girls. They had the opportunity to choose new names, and settled on Victoria Lynn, Tanya Kim, and Anna Marie. Then the Director took us to the Chief Judge who assigned our hearing to the same judge who waived the thirty day waiting period for an American couple a few weeks before. The Lord keeps removing obstacles. Our prayers are being answered daily, and our children at home are being taken care of in our absence. 

Olga is a true angel! She told us that she changed Anna’s birth date when she first arrived at the orphanage so that she could stay with her sisters. Otherwise, they would have been separated forever, because she was too young (four years old) to be there. She loves all the children in that orphanage. God has led us to these precious girls to be a part of our family. There have only been two previous adoptions from this orphanage in thirty-six years; one by a Ukrainian couple; and one by Kim. It is a miracle!

February 5, 2004

Many things have happened since I last wrote in my journal. We have met with the girls almost everyday. Their personalities are beginning to shine through. Victoria is very caring and conscientious. She looks after her younger sisters with great care. She has a very pretty smile and takes care to guide us around the Boarding School (Skol Internat). Tanya is very mischievous. She likes to tease and laughs a lot. We spent time yesterday drawing; and I drew a picture of her, and she insisted on drawing a picture of me, thus began a drawing war. She is a prankster and already has me wrapped around her little finger. Anna is shier than the other two. She is quiet, and is taking longer to warm up to us, but she gives Lynn a big hug every time we come. We are quite impressed with how well they speak English. They have been studying English in class and do quite well at speaking. I also spent time doing Algebra with Vicka. Mathematics is the universal language superseded only by love. As far as the legal process, obstacles have magically been removed. The National Adoption Center has been the only fly in the ointment so far extending their approval time frame from three to six days. We have a court date set for today, and don’t have the paperwork back from the National Adoption Center. But, last night Yulia was impressed to have Olga ask the judge if we could proceed forward with the hearing pending the receipt of the paperwork. The judge agreed. This will save some us some time because we will not have to wait for the paperwork to arrive and then set up a new court hearing date. I am certain that Yulia received inspiration from the Holy Ghost to offer this solution. We continue to pray for help and it is given. God answers prayers, of this I am certain.

February 6, 2004

Amazingly, we have three daughters! Yesterday we went forward with the court hearing. The Judge and District Attorney were very kind. They were thorough and very probing in their questions, but we knew that they were going to be in favor of the adoption. They explained the background of the girls; that their father died in 1996 of blunt trauma to the chest. Their mother became an alcoholic and unable to care for the children. They have three older brothers, who were not able to take them in. They had to beg for food, were dirty, had no shoes, and were not in school for one entire year before they were taken away from their mother in 1998, and placed in the Boarding School. She did not want this to happen, but she was unable to take care of them. She died in 2000 of a brain aneurism, probably brought on by her alcoholism. 

The girls were brought in one at a time to answer questions from the judge. She asked if they understood that they were going to be adopted and if they wanted to be. They said that they did. The hearing was then placed in recess pending the receipt of the approval document from the National Adoption Center.

We returned to the orphanage with a television crew from Shatersk. The adoption of three children was a big story, since so few had ever occurred there. We were interviewed as to why we had chosen to do this. We cited Lynn’s background and our desire to return the kindness that she had been shown. The Director was interviewed as well as the Inspector from the Department of Education. Then, it was time to attend the Pageant that the school had put together to honor the children and ourselves. Lynn went into the little auditorium before I did, and I followed a few minutes later. I was stunned when I walked into hear applause for me! I sat next to Lynn and she told me they had done the same for her. The entire room was filled with children and their teachers, and other members of the community. Thus began one of the most emotional experiences Lynn and I have ever witnessed.  The Master of Ceremonies, a teacher, introduced the Director, Olga, who said, “today is a very happy day, for three of our orphans are being adopted and will have a family, but it is also a sad day because three of our friends are leaving the school, and we will never see them again.”

The Master of Ceremonies then began her narration of the program, as she started, “every orphan wants a family, and now three of ours do.” Each class starting with the youngest then took turns with dance numbers, and songs. Tanya sang in two numbers, and Vicka danced a folk dance with her good friend Halla and the boy she is sweet on, Sasha. But, the number that made us cry, and made it hard for Yulia to talk, was a nine or ten year old boy who sang, “All I want is a mama and a papa.” During the middle of the performance, we received word that we had received the missing document from the National Adoption Center, and it would arrive by train early in the morning. Another obstacle had been removed.

 When the program was over, the Master of Ceremonies could hardly talk and everyone was sobbing. Lynn asked Yulia to help her say something to the audience, and she stood up and said, “I just want to say that we have never felt so much love in our lives, as we have felt here. And if we were able, we would take you all home with us.” Then each of the classes came up to retrieve their treat of a banana, a bottle of juice, and an ice cream. Our daughters were sobbing, Vicka and Tanya the most, Anna, very little. Vicka was huddled with her friend Halla, sobbing. I went up to both of them and gave them a hug. We couldn’t console them no matter what we did. Tanya was sobbing with her teacher. We needed to go back to Donestk, and as we left the sobbing crowd, I started to wonder if we were doing the right thing by uprooting them from the only family they had every known. As we walked down the stairs, Tanya came running towards me and flung herself into my arms saying “Papa, Papa!” She was still crying, but I knew then that she still wanted to come with us. The other girls did the same.

On Friday, February 6, we went to the train station and retrieved the document sent by the National Adoption Center. Then, we went to Shatersk to pick up the girls and take them back to the court house. They knew that this was the last time they would see their friends, and the whole school turned out to say goodbye. It was another emotional moment, but not as bad as the previous evening. Anna though, was eager to leave. She grabbed Lynn’s hand and would not let go. We traveled back to the courthouse and Yuri took the girls to get their pictures taken for their passports. Lynn and I waited for Yulia as she went into the Judge’s office. In about one hour, it was finished. We had an adoption decree in our hands, the girls were legally ours, and had new names, Victoria Lynn, Tanya Kim, and Anna Marie Zollinger.

We did not go back to the orphanage. Olga did not want to cause a big scene, so she said a quiet goodbye to them, and we left for Donestk. Time was again of the essence. Lynn went back to the hotel Ukraine with the girls, and I went with Yulia and Yuri to sign documents at various locations. We ran here and there, and everywhere. If things worked out just right we might make the evening flight from Donestk to Kiev. The prospect of driving all night was not something I wanted to do. The last hurdle was accomplished when we picked up their passports, and sped to the airport. When we got there Yulia and I bought the tickets and Yuri sped back to the hotel to pickup the girls and Lynn. Miraculously, there still enough open seats for us. It cost $280.00 to buy five one way tickets to Kiev. Never has $280.00 been so well spent! Yuri made it back with the family and we boarded the plane just in time. However, it was an old propeller job that held about 40 passengers. I wasn’t so sure that it was airworthy! The girls, of course, had never flown before, and didn’t know any better. But, I told Lynn, “The Lord hasn’t guided us this far only to crash and die just as we adopt them. We will make it to Kiev okay.”

The girls feigned airsickness just to tease me and we endured a 2 ½ hour white-knuckled flight to Kiev. At the airport we were met by one of Yulia’s colleagues who drove us to an apartment where we could stay for two nights. He was kind enough to order us a pizza since no one had eaten anything since lunch and it was now midnight. Then we settled down for our first night as a new family. The girls took showers for the first time and used up all the hot water!

Miracles

Here are the miracles that we experienced in our adoption process:

1. The Lord spent years preparing us to be in position to adopt, by providing employment opportunities, and influencing us to move to New Mexico.

2. The spirit moved us and prepared our hearts to be adoptive parents. Lynn’s background makes her a walking miracle

3. Our hearts were touched when we saw the pictures of the girls on the internet. 

4. The Lord removed financial obstacles and opened the way for us adopt.

5. Our facilitator in the Ukraine gave as her reference, a Bishop from Utah, not knowing that we are LDS.

6. The person who posted the girl’s pictures on the internet left her employment with the adoption agency and was able to give us the names of the children and their location.

7. Lost files in the Ukrainian National Adoption Center were found by our facilitator, Yulia, after an exhaustive search on our behalf.

8. The Director of the Boarding School (Orphanage), Olga, was impressed to change the birth date of Anna, so that she could stay with her older sisters. Otherwise, they would have been separated forever in different orphanages.

9. We drove through the night in snow, sleet, bad roads over 500 miles without accident, to meet our daughters.

10.  The girls wanted us to adopt them!

11.  The orphanage director, Olga, is close friends with the Chief Judge in Shatersk

12.  Another American couple adopted a child from the same orphanage two weeks before we did.

13.  A court hearing was set five days after we first met the girls.

14.  Rule changes at the National Adoption Center that threatened the court date were miraculously circumvented.

15.  Our facilitator was impressed (we believe led by the spirit) to request that the required document from the National Adoption Center be waived pending its receipt so that the court hearing could go forward. The Judge agreed, even though no one thought that she would, including Yulia.

16.  Exactly one week after meeting the girls, the adoption was finalized.

17.  We survived a white knuckled airplane flight from Donestk to Kiev!

18.  Required medical exams took one day longer than expected. We still flew to Warsaw without the results, having faith that this obstacle would be removed also.

19.  Another American couple brought us the exam results, but they lost the x-rays. The x-rays were not required, and the Lord removed another obstacle.

20.  The Consul Officer (Charles Boudin) at the Warsaw Embassy noted that we had been married in the Oakland Temple. He informed us that he was sealed there also. From that moment on he treated us as royalty; expediting everything he could to get us the immigrant visas for the girls. He was truly an instrument in the Lord’s hand.

21.  We all made it home in one piece!

22. Greatest miracle of all is that God led us halfway around the world to find our daughters, who feel like they have always been a member of our family. 

23. Unmistakable testimony that God had heard the prayers and desires of these children to have a family.
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