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An Interactive Feature

This is one couple’s love story, and it bears the uniqueness of 
their life together. But their journey has been marked by the 
same stages and challenges faced by most people who fall in love 
and then try to follow where that love leads.

We think that some of the key moments in the life of Tim 
and Sue may well have parallels in the lives of many readers. For 
this reason, we have created Questions for Couples in Love  
at the end of the book. Not only have we generated engaging 
questions from the Muldoons’ story, but we have alerted you 
when a particular aspect of the story has a correlating question 
in the discussion section.

Throughout the book, when “See Question #” appears in the 
margin, this means that a question in the discussion section is 
related to this part of the story. You might choose to turn to that 
question right then; sometimes it helps to begin with the topic of 
someone else’s situation before moving into an honest exploration 
of your own.

Or, you can go to your own discussion at a later time. Please 
use this feature in the way that’s best for you. We encourage 
people to approach the questions as individuals and also as 
couples. May your time with these pages offer food for thought, 
hope for your life together, and a richer engagement with God, 
the author of our deepest desires.

Questions 
located 

on pages 
135–145
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Where We Never  
Thought We’d Be  

(December, 2000)

My mind is beginning to settle down, now a moderate hum echo-
ing the sound of the engines outside our window. The eupho-
ria of anticipating our adoption that accompanied us onto the 
plane hours ago has brought us to sheer exhaustion, the result 
of accumulated stress and hope, pain and longing. I am nodding 
off, then awakening, trying to find a position in the cramped seat 
that will allow for at least a semblance of sleep.

Sue has never looked more beautiful. Her face is peaceful, 
resting on a pillow against the window. I imagine that what she’s 
dreaming is hopeful. The thought of her dreams is a consolation, 
knowing as I do how often over the past five years her dreams 
have been fraught with heartache. She was made to be a mother, 
yet denied the obvious route to her heart’s desire. I want to touch 
her face, as if this physical contact might grant me passage into her 
dream world. Many times I have prayed for the ability to take away 
her pain, to enter her dreams like the angels of the Bible and assure 
her that God has chosen her for a different kind of happiness, a dif-
ficult yet deep and lasting happiness. More than once over our ten 
years together we have learned the hard wisdom of perseverance.
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Eventually, I give up trying to sleep. My mind is crammed 
with thoughts: fragments of conversations, images of our life 
together, expectations for the near and distant future. We are on 
a plane to China. To China! How did this happen? How did I get 
here? In my semiconscious state I’m looking down at us, a couple 
who have chosen to cross boundaries of family and culture, who 
have already traversed a hard road and who have decided to press 
on toward something altogether new and therefore both exciting 
and frightening. I am seeing myself from a distance: still in many 
ways a kid being led by a woman of purpose, trying to keep up. 
Her certainty about this decision came long before mine, and 
often since the onset of her alternately forceful and gentle per-
suasions I have found myself facing this reality like a brick wall. 
Are we really adopting an orphan from China?

To slip into a comfort zone, I exercise my mind. Meiyou 
guanxi: “don’t worry,” I’ll say to her, that ten-month-old whose 
blank stare at the camera has tethered my heart even before our 
first meeting. “Ta shi nide mama; wo shi nide baba.” Perhaps by 
using these words in the tongue she’s accustomed to hearing, I 
can make her understand what is happening when they place her 
in our arms. “She is your mom; I’m your dad.” The scene becomes 
controllable when I imagine how to use the Mandarin that my 
Chinese-born tutor Fran has been teaching me. This language 
will serve as a handrail on this runaway train. I can focus on 
how to speak well; I can arrive as the young American professor 
and engage our hosts in cross-cultural dialogue; I can enjoy the 
trip as an exercise in social anthropology. This image is, at this 
moment, the only way I can even begin to wrap my brain around 
the situation, for in reality I’m trying to be courageous.

We are about to be new parents, which is enough to give 
panic to most men I know. But our daughter has been born in 
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a different country, and we know very little about what her first 
months of life have been like. She was abandoned by her birth 
mother and has since lived in an institution with less-than-
optimal attention. Over time, we will deal with race issues 
(what’s it like to be Asian in America?), adoption issues (“Why 
didn’t my parents want me?”), medical issues (is she lactose 
intolerant? malnourished? susceptible to leukemia?), educa-
tion issues (will she be affected by the change in language?) 
and God knows what else. I can’t say that I ever really desired 
to live a normal life, which would likely be pretty boring, but 
now the finality of having a mixed-race family means that the 
option to be perceived as normal is, well, long past. Let the 
stares begin.

My mind wanders back to the lessons. They have nestled in 
my brain, the result of the many hours I spent on the long com-
mute to work each day, listening intently to my Walkman. “Hen 
gaoxing jian dao nin,” slowly, then a pause, “I’m very pleased to 
meet you,” double pause. “Wo shi meiguo ren,” pause, “I am an 
American,” and so on. Every week I read the chapter, recorded 
the lessons, then replayed them during the commute. The long 
country road to the college, without stoplights or turns, was the 
perfect setting for these language lessons; even now I associate 
certain lessons with specific places and weather conditions. I 
doze off, imagining a rainy day in early autumn: I’m heading east 
on Route 422 near Penn Run, somewhere in chapter six of the 
lessons, on ordering food in a restaurant . . .

“What are you thinking about?” asks Sue.
“Huh?” I mutter, as a crick in my neck makes me wince.
“You were saying something in Chinese,” she says, perhaps 

a little defensively now, realizing that I was talking in my sleep. 
“Sorry about that.”
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I can’t remember what I was dreaming about, but the word 
yangnu—“adopted daughter”—is on the tip of my tongue. 
Before we left I’d been thinking about how I would commu-
nicate to other people why these random white people would 
have a Chinese infant in tow. Maybe I thought that the common 
language would normalize the situation. I’ve been meeting with 
Fran for three months already and have thrown myself into the 
lessons. I am good with languages; I’ve studied four already and 
learn quickly. It’s at least one dimension of this whole life change 
that I feel any competence in.

“It’s fine. I was just imagining what I might say to people who 
want to know about what we’re doing there.” My response is 
one of those small signs of growth that I’ve recognized in recent 
months—I’ve successfully avoided the guy-speak temptation 
to say “Oh, nothing.” I’ve learned that this is the answer I reach 
for when she’s asked something I find hard to talk about. It’s 
the shut-down-the-conversation-before-it’s-begun answer, the 
I-find-it-difficult-to-admit-I’m-really-unnerved-by-this-whole-
thing answer. I’ve left the door open for her to respond.

“Jenny and Dave talked about the grandmas who would come 
up to them and try to bundle up the baby,” she says, reminding 
me of our friends who traveled about a year ahead of us for their 
adoption. “They were in eighty-degree heat and humidity, and 
the grandmas would scold them for allowing any of the baby’s 
skin to show.” She smiles and seems completely at ease. What is 
she thinking about?

“What are you thinking about?” I say, proud of myself.
She pauses. “The gotcha moment.” Another pause, looking seri-

ous. “How I’ll feel when I am able to hold her for the first time.”
She is a counselor. This is both a job description and a charac-

ter description; she counsels, comforts, embraces, and sustains. 
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She understands people like no one I’ve ever met. To say that 
she is sensitive is like saying that the pope is a religious man. In 
the statement she’s just made I hear not only a comment about 
a passing thought; I hear the tip of an emotional iceberg that she 
has been probing and analyzing both in dreams and waking 
moments for probably the past several hours. How will she feel? 
She will be able to use penetrating adjectives, rich metaphors, 
and insightful analogies. She has already engaged questions of 
what the baby has experienced, what we have been through, and 
how our own emotional fragility has carved out a space that the 
baby will enter.

She has pondered the journey that she, in her longing to be 
a mother, has trodden, and the work she’s had to undertake at 
different stages to bring me, a less agile emotional traveler, along 
on the journey. She anticipates what we will need to do in order 
to care for this child and to share with her a vision of a world 
in which it’s possible to trust, even in spite of once having been 
abandoned. And she has likely begun to shape mentally the cho-
reography of those first moments after the Chinese ayi places the 
fragile child into her waiting arms. I have been practicing how 
to speak Chinese; she has been practicing how to speak to a 
Chinese baby.

“I can’t wait to see your face.” I say this peacefully, truthfully. 
It is the moment I have been waiting for these past several years, 
the moment of sheer happiness for her. I can imagine no greater 
happiness for me than to be part of that, and the realization is 
both consoling and startling.

Five years ago, at twenty-five, I couldn’t have imagined this 
moment. Back then when hope was young, our expectations 
were fairly straightforward and our anticipation was that our 
life book would read according to script: college, grad school, 
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marriage, baby. For her, the trajectory was as predictable as death 
and taxes. I was the careful one: “We have no money!” “Maybe 
I should be closer to finishing my degree.” “We’re both still 
young.” Good, rational reasons, but all irrelevant; she taught me 
that the heart has its own reasons. She, the object of my youthful 
desire and the muse who stirred in my heart the movements that 
sometimes trump reason—she began with patience (God bless 
her!) to work upon me. I, the ordinary guy but also the scholar 
and sometimes the brooding intellectual, gradually learned to 
listen to the language of the heart, an insistent and passionate 
language that over time swayed the jury of my will. She desired 
motherhood, and she desired my fatherhood. Against my pro-
testations, uttered lovingly yet with some anxiety, she steered me 
toward images of how life might unfold when our duo became 
a trio. Imagine the overflowing of love, she urged, when we can 
share what we have with someone else.

It certainly wasn’t that I was afraid of having children; I was 
only afraid of having them then. I had nurtured the desire to fin-
ish my PhD since my sophomore year of college, when some-
thing like an epiphany happened. It was after a winter training 
session, when I walked back to my dorm after a workout, rid-
ing an adrenaline high. I felt in my fast-moving blood a sense of 
being at home in my collegiate world, and I wanted to make it 
mine permanently. I just wanted to be a professor and teach at a 
university. After that day, I simply worked hard at that goal and 
assumed I would reach it without delay.

And so the thought of dealing with children before I had even 
completed coursework made me uneasy. Our early married life 
was, to me, miraculous; I didn’t want to upset the equilibrium. 
The rhythms of our days, the simple regularity of physical pres-
ence—a regularity we had prayed for early in our relationship, 
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when we were separated by an ocean—these were consistent 
graces, rewards for our earlier periods of patience and hope. It was 
perhaps the very intimate knowledge we shared of each other’s 
absence that made physical presence acute; we loved being able 
to look at each other every day and fall in bed together at night. 
My heart was already full.

But she was gently insistent. Whereas I enjoyed the garden 
of our young marriage, she sought the nest of a young family. 
Over time, the tenor of her suasion was hopeful, idealistic, even 
theological: God wants us to do this. I eventually found myself giv-
ing reticent assent, still ill at ease with the real questions of how 
we could afford to begin raising a family with a near-total lack 
of income on my part. The decision to bring children into our 
world was, then, about being willing to act upon trust, both in 
her and in the belief that God spoke to me most clearly through 
her. She was my sacrament. She was teaching me what it meant 
to love.

Ten years ago, I thought falling in love was about passion. 
She had walked into my life while we were students at Boston 
College, and I found myself simply wanting to be around her. 
There was no thunderbolt; it was more like the sprouting of a 
seed buried somewhere in the heart that I had otherwise kept 
quiet, in favor of being driven to succeed as a student and an ath-
lete. I had come to Boston with the idea that it was the perfect 
setting in which to develop these two dimensions of my person-
ality. To a kid from Chicago, Boston appeared cosmopolitan, 
elite, a launching pad to a life of intellectual rigor and cultural 
refinement. It was also a place where I might throw myself into 
training for one of the competitive rowing crews on the Charles 




