My Journey … 

It's Friday morning in Moscow, and I can't believe the week I've had.  Jan is sleeping, and I'm too excited (overwhelmed, tired, whatever) to sleep.  I'm holed up on the bathroom floor in my 'temporary workstation' and wanted to send you guys all a note.  It's a little long, but full of details and lots of love.

 

What a trip this has been.  We're 1/2 way around the world, and I have found my daughter...

 

Monday - 

Departed LAX headed to Frankfurt (thru San Francisco).  You would never know that I was an experienced traveler.  In an effort to 'consolidate' carry on bags, I chose to bring a weekender that had my laptop, books, snacks, etc.  Didn't want to carry it, however, so I had a little wheelie thing.  I kept having so many problems with it!  If I were Jan, I would have left me back at the gate in LAX.  However, she's a total trooper and just hung in there.

 

Tuesday - 

Arrived Frankfurt.  Was surprised to be able to connect to the internet and to have Blackberry coverage!  

 

Arrived Moscow at 6pm.  It was overwhelming to finally be here!  Streets are slushy with new (and very dirty) snow.  We met our driver and headed to the hotel.  I had previously made contact with another family, and we had dinner with them and another single mom.  

 

I had contact with Natalia, our coordinator (she's really the adoption angel who makes sure that the children are adopted from Samara).  She had some disappointing news in that a family joining us had Visa problems and we would be delayed in our departure to Samara.  While I was extremely disappointed, this did give us some time to adjust and recover from the flights.

 

I got the most touching gift from Jan.  For those of you who remember my frantic search for a padded picture frame...  The whole point of that is to leave it with the child - so that they'll have a picture of their future family.  I couldn't find one, and almost snapped!  Jan finally told me that she would take care of it.  Tuesday night, Jan pulled the most amazing thing out of her suitcase - a pillow (which matches my crib bedding selection).  She had gone back to Bergstroms and purchased it on Sunday.  She put my picture in a 3x4 plastic sleeve and sewed lacy brick/brack and pink ribbon around it.  She also sewed long pink ribbons to the corners so that My Baby could have it in her crib.

 

Wednesday -
We are to meet Natalia at 4:30, so Jan and I tried to decide how to spend our day.  What a surprise, we slept (Jan did way more of that than me).  I surfed the net at the Business Center (did a little work, but not much).  At 4:30, we met up with Natalia and headed to the Moscow airport to head to Samara.

 

This flight gave us the experience of flying 'domestic' in Russia.  Once clearing Inspections and checking our bags, we headed to the waiting room.  All flights domestically have passengers taken by bus to the tarmac for remote boarding.  This means that you have to navigate thru the slush to enter the bus (and not fall down when climbing on the snowy steps), then you have to walk thru the icy slush to the stairway, which is also covered with slippery, icy slush - I think you get the picture.  

Another thing about Russians is that they 'bundle up'.  They wear layers of clothes and fur coats.  In addition, all buildings are heated to the max.  Needless to say, I've been running around in a short sleeved shirt and not buttoning up my coat.  Natalia had a fit that I wasn't buttoned up; I blew her off at first, but then I realized that she was serious.  Russians find it a bit offensive and expect that you will bundle up like they do.  She told me to stop running around 'naked'.  She wasn't kidding; I started at least wrapping my coat around me while rushing thru the slush.

 

Hmmm....  Samara Air - not sure how to describe it.  It was kind of like the airline "Bu-Bye" skit from Saturday Night Live.  All of the seat backs pushed forward.  The seat cushion bottoms came up if you stood.  People were talking on their cell phones as we departed, and many had their seats reclined.  Not much discipline going on there.  In general, the Russian people are stoic and rigid.  You can tell that we stick out like sore thumbs and most Russians have expressed disinterested disdain for us.  You can tell that they think we're obnoxious, but they are a little curious.  So, they express it by casually observing us, but snubbing when they can.  Also - the flight attendants didn't speak a word of English.  I have no idea what we would have done in an emergency, other than push them out of the way.

 

Samara must have business activity, because our flight was almost full with business travelers.  On our short (1.5 hr flight), the flight attendants served soft drinks, a light 'meal' (more on that in a second), and some cocktails.  The meal consisted of a Styrofoam container of 2 rolls, some kind of scone thing, and mystery meat.  Let's just say that Jan and I were mooching Goldfish from another adoptive family!  During the cocktail service, Jan asked for 2 glasses of wine.  The only way to get wine on the flight was to buy a whole bottle.  Let's just say that when I returned from the bathroom, Jan had acquired a bottle of wine!  It was served kind of warm, but they let us take the bottle with us.  (Nothing here is served very cold, and they don't have Diet Soda - I'm jonesing for a Diet Coke).

 

We arrived in Samara at 9:30; got luggage and hit the road in the luxurious Frank Foundation van.  This van had no shocks, cardboard seats and a wonderful aroma of exhaust fumes.  Our ride was over an hour, while driving on icy country roads.  When we entered the 'metro' area of Samara, we were in pot-hole city.  Let's just say that I was dying with a full and beat up bladder by the time we arrived.

 

At 11pm, we arrived at The National Hotel.  This hotel is the best hotel in Samara.  As Linda Lawrence would say - 'What a dump'!  The doors to the room are steel and have skeleton key locks.  I can't even explain how eerie and drab this place is.  I have video and still photos to show the strange bedding, bathroom and Living Room Suite.  No one there spoke English, and they truly made no attempt to try to communicate.  

 

Jan and I did locate the 'snack bar' where it took us 20 minutes to get the girl to understand we wanted a glass of white wine (we thought it would be colder than our airline wine) and each got a bag of potato chips.

 

In order to get to sleep, I took 1/2 of a Tylenol PM and hit the sack.

 

Oh - I think I forgot to mention that the last meal we had was at 11am on Wed.  More to follow on that one ...

 

Thursday -
This is THE day.  At 9am, we met in the lobby to head to the orphanage.  Didn't have breakfast because we couldn't find the 'cafeteria' and no one could/would understand us asking where it was.

 

The drive to the orphanage was 15 minutes.  The building was painted yellow and a little run down - not nearly as I had expected.  There are play yards, but they are covered in snow and they don't let the children outside in the winter.

 

One thing you have to understand about Russians is that communicating with them is very difficult - even the ones who speak English.  Natalia was never clear on most of her logistics instructions, so I was kind of getting used to it.  Half of the time, she would just start walking somewhere and expect that we would follow.  The orphanage staff was the same way.  Everything was all a flutter - all the time.  We were shuffled to the director's office, shuffled to a waiting room and told that we had to sign some papers.  Then, they started bringing in the children...

 

The first children brought in were Katia and Elia - an 18 month old girl and 4 year old boy being adopted by John and Kandy.  Katia was dressed in a make-shift Pippy Longstocking outfit.  She had on orange-colored knitted tights, a little dress, and a white sweater.  Somehow, they got a huge yellow bow in her thin hair (the kind that would be on a big-old professionally gift wrapped box).  She had rosy cheeks - John and Kandy were immediately smitten with her.  Elia was dressed in a flannel shirt and leggings.  John and Kandy gave him a picture book of their family and home.  It was so wonderful to see how excited that little boy was with his new parents and the picture book.  It was never out of his sight.

 

It's really weird, but you can plan ahead of what you will do at this moment, but it all goes out the window when you see the children.  John left his camera on the seat and forgot that he wanted to capture every moment - you just get wrapped up in it.  Jan and I were scurrying around trying to figure out how to work his equipment - God knows what we got on tape/film.

 

While all the hub-bub was going on re: Katia, and Elia  the staff brought in this beautiful baby.  She had huge blue eyes, a tiny nose, and little pouty lips.  Her eyes were shining and very bright.  I thought that was my baby, but didn't want to hope - until they handed her to me.  I lifted her in the air to look right into her eyes, and she gave me a huge smile.  She is now mine!  I will refer to her as My Baby because the name thing is later...

 

My Baby is beautiful, bright, strong and opinionated (sound familiar on that angle?).  At 7 months, she's crawling like crazy, pulling herself up - especially to see herself in the mirrors - and playing with toys like the busy baby that she is.  I'M GOING TO HAVE MY HANDS FULL!  The other 7 month old baby wasn't doing anything, my baby was totally interactive, happy and bright.  She is going to be such fun - Debbie - she can already do some tricks!!  The only time My Baby cried was when I took off the hooded sweatshirt she was wearing.  It was a little too big, and it kept blocking her face - not to mention that it was 100 degrees in there.  Now that I understand this whole 'naked' thing, I realize that she's probably never been allowed to be bare in a T-shirt.

 

The third child was a 7 month old girl for Karen - a single mom from San Diego.  Karen is going to name her Lauren.  Lauren is beautiful - she has huge brown/black eyes and has Uzbek heritage.  Lauren was pretty withdrawn and very quiet.  Karen is quiet, so it will probably be a good match.  That's about all I saw of Karen and Lauren's interaction, because I was b-u-s-y!

 

I got to spend about 2 hours with My Baby before they told me that they had to feed her.  During this time, Ludmilla, the orphanage speech therapist - and general angel over these children - was in the room.  I spoke to her and passed on a message from my agency.  I think that this warmed her to me.  When they were to take My Baby to be fed, I asked it I could go - she said YES.  Jan and I were on her heels in 2 secs - cameras in tow.  Neither of the other families had this experience, so this was very special.

 

I was able to meet Valencia - My Baby's caretaker.  She is a voluptuous older woman who is full of love and probably a little discipline.  These children are loved so much.  My Baby recognized Valencia and started smile and gurgle (probably because she knew she was gonna eat!).  Valencia changed her into a little onesie thing and wrapped her in a cotton blanket like a papoose.  This kept the baby's arms wrapped up and made feeding very easy.  Again - the bundling thing.  I swear, I don't know how these people breathe...

 

Here's where the name thing starts.  My Baby's birth name is Anastassiya.  I think this is beautiful, and I've realized it's part of her.  Her birth mother gave her this name, and I think it's so important for her to keep it.  However, Anastassiya is a long name, and I have been looking for something shorter.  The caretakers lovingly call her "Nastia".  The way they pronounce it is very musical.  I'm starting to think that I like this pet name, but am still not sure...

 

After My Baby ate, Valencia informed me (thru Ludmilla who was the only English speaking person around) that the baby would sit on the potty.  Apparently, they start potty training at 6 months.  My little darling is 7 months, so she's in The Program.  They sat her on a little potty and waited for her to pee.  It was the cutest thing.  She was looking around, leaning from side to side, flirting with me, etc.  I thought - "There's no way she's going to potty."  Sure enough, after about 5 minutes, she let out a little whimper.  Valencia picked her up and she had gone potty!

 

Valencia changed My Baby and let me hold her before putting her down for her nap.  They have a very regimented schedule for the 61 children in the baby house.  They are all so precious!

 

While My Baby slept, we saw other children and took some videos/photos for the Frank Foundation agency.  They then can use these for future families and their referrals.  One of the most precious memories Jan and I have is of the boy's dorm where they had 10 boys (around 12 months) all sitting in a room on their potties.  You've got to imagine how cute they were - 10 little boys sitting on these little potties, looking up at us.  We have video footage of that!

 

We also were able to spend time (and have a little tea and cookies) with the social worker, who was the key to tell us all background information on our children.  Most of what she shared, we already knew.  However, there are some residual questions about My Baby's birth mother.  We never really got to the bottom of it.  The social worker was pretty passionate about some things, but she was speaking Russian.  Ludmilla was translating, and it was obvious that she wanted to select her words carefully.  It's very apparent that they want to protect the children and make sure they are adopted; they don't want to say the wrong things to the adoptive parents.  My brilliant friend, Jan, video taped the whole thing...

 

At 2:30, Ludmilla informed us that we should start getting ready to leave - the driver would be there soon.  I said 'what about seeing the children again'?  My Baby was still napping.  Ludmilla was very resistant to letting us see the children again, but I pushed.  We were able to run up and see My Baby before we left.  She was in a little walker, playing with another caretaker.  She smiled when I walked in!  I had a bunch of toys, and the pillow.  When I put the pillow on the walker tray, My Baby started hitting it, grabbing it and babbling.  She knew it was something special!

 

Leaving My Baby in the baby house was very difficult.  Not going to write about that now...

 

Ludmilla herded us all into the Luxury Bus and we headed back to the airport.  After the hour-long spring-shock ride (you have to know how brutal this van is...), we ended up in the Business Lounge at Samara airport.  This is where Natalia informed us that if we have our papers in order, our second trip would be February 21!!!  We all committed to do that, and will probably see each other within 3 weeks to bring our children home.  My challenge will be obtaining INS clearance...

 

After a the plane ride back, we herded into another van and headed to our hotel.  By this time, it's 8pm on Thursday; if I haven't mentioned it, we haven't eaten a meal since 11am on Wednesday...  Jan and I ordered room service and crashed.  I was totally exhausted.

 

Today, I'm up and ready to conquer Moscow.  More to come later.

 

*********************

 

One thing I wanted to accomplish on this trip was to get 5 minutes with Natalia to thank her for my quick and wonderful referral.  When I started talking to her, I was very emotional.  Tears welled up in her eyes, and she said, "We should be thanking you.  These children, MY children, need good homes and families to love them.  That's why I do this."  Remembering this, as well as the children in the orphanage, makes me cry again as I write this.  (Remember, I'm sitting on the bathroom floor as well...)

 

*********************

 

My Baby - After much thought and soul searching (as well as surveying other families on the trip), I have chosen Anya as My Baby's name.  I will retain her birth name on her Russian and US birth certificates, but call her Anya.

 

Anya will be home by March 1st!

 

Thanks to all for your love and support.  It won't be long now...

