"There's a time when you have to explain to your children why they're born, and it's a marvelous thing if you know the reason by then."—Hazel Scott

Another year has gone down in history for both Oliver and Senger family trees…a child was born.  The NICU at Scott & White Memorial Hospital reserved a spot for Matthew Tobias Oliver, knowing he would be born four weeks early with immature lungs.  Weighing in at 9 lbs, 3 oz, on February 18, Matthew was a giant amongst the other preemies.  The nurses thought him to be sweet natured by the way he'd stretch and yawn and snooze with his heels propped on the edge of the bed-warmer.  For 17 bruising days, he endured the oxygen, blue lights, IVs, blood tests, and constant noise.  Again, déjà vu…Cody's stay in the NICU was 3.5 months, while Ethan's lasted only 10 days, and kangarooing them all has helped ease their stress.  It was a difficult recovery for mama this time, due to a hernia repair following the C-section, forcing Stephen to serve as nurse, nanny, and maid for six solid weeks…truly the Father of the Year!  We were so very grateful for the break provided by Grandpa and Grandma Senger during those weeks.  At nine months, Matthew appears to have adjusted to the noise level in this household quite well, and the best part is he's been sleeping through the night since the age of eight weeks, just like his brothers.

The foreign exchange students living with us, Cody, 3.5 years, and Ethan, 3 years, are busy teaching us their language.  Did you know that the equivalent of a five o'clock shadow is "cactus?"  That cherry tomatoes are "seed balls?"  Their heathen-like behavior ranges from roaring like lions and bears, using hands versus forks at mealtimes, unwrapping crayons, to sitting on each other—even with the threat of timeout hanging over their heads.  But the times when they embrace Matthew in a headlock and declare, "My baby!"—when they hold hands out of the blue and apply imaginary Band-Aids to imaginary owies and clean their room to delay naptime and tickle the baby and sing the Barney song to him—those are what fill our hearts.  After dedicating this entire year to familiarizing the boys with the porcelain throne, we are proud to announce that Cody and Ethan have graduated "summa commode."  Cody has astonished the Speech Therapist with his rapid 3-month progress and is now at the level of a three-year-old, attributable to the surprising fact that he was not exposed to day care very much during that timeframe.  Stephen, using a trunk-full of learning aids, has been devoting week mornings to "school" for the boys, and this one-on-two contact has helped their development tremendously.

Jennifer continues working at a civil service job she loves, where the folks there make it all worthwhile and opportunities abound.  She's busy with a couple of volunteer committees, finding assisting devices for disabled coworkers, delivering layettes at the hospital, playing an Oscar-worthy part in a play for the Women's Equality Day luncheon, singing in public for the first time in over 17 years, garnering a nomination as Volunteer of the Year.  She has recently joined a choir at St. Paul's, where the Irish priest, Father Richard, is an inspiration and a delight.

As the househubby for a better part of this year, Stephen has converted three lots across the street into a "front yard" with a flagstone patio and rock-bordered herb gardens thick with gigantic elephant ears, oregano, cinnamon basil, thyme, rosemary, fennel, parsley, and the like—the dehydrator hums constantly with the fruits of his labor.  Scattered throughout the "front yard" are stone benches, hanging lanterns, miniature tables on tree stumps, and other natural whimsies.  And our on-going fixer-upper?  Stephen constructed a gorgeous vanity in our master bedroom, using drawers from an old pedal sewing machine, and the border that he created showcases my collection of antique compacts.  The lovely kitchen cabinets have been installed—one major step closer to a real kitchen!  The first-floor bathroom, dubbed the "funny farm," has an old biscuit cabinet with a porcelain top that Stephen modified to accommodate plumbing and a narrow railroad sink from the turn of the century…these complement the farm animals tiles, milk bucket (i.e., trash can), hay hooks (i.e., toilet paper/towel holders), and horse tree (i.e., curtain rod).  It's a wonder that Stephen can make time to turn our dreams into reality while the boys compete for his attention!

We continue to count our blessings, work hard, play hard, enjoy each day, much like the saying, "Yesterday is history, tomorrow is a mystery, and today is a gift—that's why it's called the present."

Our love to all as the season descends upon us from the heavens…keep your light burning year-round for all to see!










