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        Grace for Grief is an incredible memoir that will teach you to be a better human being. When faced with unfathomable tragedy, McCarty takes your hand and guides you through the darkness to find light and love through memory and action. It’s a page-turner you may go back to when searching for your own strength.

      

      

      
        
        —Dr. Niles Reddick

        Pulitzer Prize-nominated author of Who’s Going to Pray for Me Now?

      

      

      
        
        Grace for Grief: A Mother's Journey of Love and Loss is a heartfelt memoir that gently walks readers through the realities of love, loss, and healing. With honesty and compassion, McCarty shares her personal journey through grief, offering comfort, understanding, and hope to anyone facing the pain of losing a loved one. This book serves as a reminder that even in sorrow, grace can be found.

      

      

      
        
        —Susannah Lewis

        USA Today bestselling author of Can’t Make This Stuff Up

      

      

      
        
        With honesty and compassion, Pam McCarty honors her daughter Morgan’s life while sharing the painful, tender, and ultimately healing journey of grief. For any parent who has lost a child, or anyone seeking comfort and hope after loss, this book offers wisdom, companionship, practical advice, and the reassurance that healing is possible. It is a generous and meaningful gift to all who grieve.

      

      

      
        
        —Debra Landwehr Engle

        Author of The Only Little Prayer You Need

      

      

      
        
        Having walked the painful journey of sudden grief and loss myself, I deeply connected with the emotions expressed by author Pam McCarty in her debut memoir, Grace for Grief. Loss is a universal experience, yet its impact leaves deep and lasting scars on the hearts of those left behind.

        Finding the path to forgiveness is a journey all its own, deeply intertwined with grief. It is not easy, and it rarely comes quickly. It requires grace, deep faith, and the courage to pray for healing even when the heart feels shattered.

        Grace for Grief gently reminds us that even in our darkest moments, healing is possible.

      

      

      
        
        —Michelle Cowan

        Speaker, author of Better Not Bitter

        Podcaster on From Loss to Light

        Screenwriter of Whispers From Heaven

      

      

      
        
        When a parent grieves, the most meaningful gift is a book that reaches out, holds their sorrow, and reminds them they’re not alone. Grace for Grief offers that kind of comfort. 

      

      

      
        
        —Karen C. McCord

        Author of The Lessons of the Lilies
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        This book is dedicated to my loves,

        Mike and Kirk, who lived this journey with me.

        You were my anchor in the

        present while I visited the past.
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            THE CALL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Darkness sets in; there is no sun.

        —Unknown

      

      

      With tornado sirens blaring and torrents of rain flooding the streets, my husband and I had already experienced a frightful night. It was past eleven o’clock when we were plunged into the worst nightmare of our lives with one phone call, the call no parent wants to receive.

      When tornado warnings happen in our city of Jackson, Tennessee, we listen. A mere three years earlier, in 2003, an F4 tornado had decimated the downtown area, ripping through East Jackson and leaving hundreds without homes. North of town, Union University was torn apart, and the city was left with eleven fatalities. Thankfully, the storm had raged through on a Sunday night, when the downtown community was not working. Otherwise, more lives could have been lost.

      So, when the shrill tornado sirens sounded on Friday, September 22, 2006, Mike and I rushed to the safety of our basement and remained there until the television weather team assured us the danger had passed. It was a violent storm that extended both before and after the official tornado warnings. In its wake, many shattered windows and downed trees remained. I can still hear the torrential rain beating the house, gushing from our gutters, as hail pounded the windows and the roof.

      Only after the winds had died down did we feel safe to come upstairs from the basement. I had just found my nightgown and was brushing my teeth when the phone rang. Assuming it was my sister calling to check on us after the storm, I kept brushing my teeth in the en suite bathroom while Mike answered the phone in our primary bedroom.

      “Yes?” exclaimed my husband in an unusually tense tone. “What happened? Is she all right? Where is she?”

      Hearing the sheer panic in his voice, I ran out of the bathroom, wringing my hands, asking him to tell me who was on the other end.

      He put the phone on speaker so I could hear as a nurse explained that Morgan had been hit by a car and admitted to the University of Tennessee Medical Center. “You need to get here as soon as possible.”

      With panicked eyes and his voice growing more desperate, Mike nearly shouted into the phone. “What’s her condition?”

      The nurse responded, “Critical.”

      “We’re on the way,” Mike stammered as he collapsed on the bed.

      In an isolated moment, I stood frozen and confused. My brain couldn’t process the shocking news. “How can this be? I just talked with her a few hours ago, and she was fine.”

      Tears filled my eyes. “Do you think she’ll be all right? I need to talk to the nurse. Call her back.”

      A return call gave us little more information. We only knew that our daughter was in critical condition in the ICU. Struggling to catch my breath, I grabbed the nearest clothes, threw one set on, and packed more into a bag. In a state of panic, Mike and I dashed about the house getting ready to go.

      By now it was 11:30 p.m., and the UT Med Center was nearly a five-hour drive from our home on a clear day. It would likely take longer in bad weather, especially so late at night. We knew several friends with small airplanes, but getting a plane up in tornado weather was out of the question.

      Within ten minutes, with overflowing bags stuffed with random clothes, we rushed out into the storm, determined to reach our daughter as soon as possible. Dripping with rain, I jumped in the car completely numb. My fingers were so cold I couldn’t feel them, and my nerves were raw.

      She’s alone. Morgan needs us. She’s alone.

      Overcome with fear and sadness, my bones physically ached knowing I was so far away from my child in her hour of need. I desperately wanted to be there with her, to soothe her and hold her, but I did not yet know what we would be told when we finally reached the hospital.

      I’d talked to Morgan several times earlier that very day. She’d been so excited that it was homecoming weekend at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville, where she had been enjoying her junior year. She was going on a date with a new guy and had even called me halfway into the night to say she was having a great time. She related all the places they’d gone with groups of friends, and she was happy to have run into friends from Jackson too.

      Morgan had beamed through the entire conversation. “I can’t wait to come home next weekend and see you and Dad.” She’d even ended the call, as she usually did, by overwhelming us with, “I love you! We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      Please, God. Don’t let that be the last time I hear her voice.

      She was having a wonderful time and enjoying life to the fullest. With strong academic grades and a thriving social calendar, she’d made the most of her college experience and even had plans to study abroad in Florence, Italy, her favorite city. This summer was to be the culmination of her dream to return to the country she loved and visited as a teenager. I was comforted to see her doing exactly what she wanted to do with her life. She was content and happy. What more could a mother want? And I was always grateful that we talked two to three times each day, usually as she walked across campus to class. I found such joy in hearing of her escapades, and I was thankful she shared so much with me.

      But now, I couldn’t reach her. All I wanted was to hear Morgan’s voice.

      With fingers trembling, I called my sister Donna and burst out the news in a distraught voice.

      “We’re already on the way to Knoxville,” I explained, adding that we’d been given very few details about Morgan’s condition. As a nurse, my sister tried to reassure me that this was probably just a minor injury. Still, she was going to be there to support us.

      “Oh, my gosh, I’m leaving now and will be right behind you,” Donna blurted. “I’ll pick up Kirk as I go through Nashville.”

      Kirk, our older son, was living in Nashville, where he had just started a new job.

      “Yes, pick him up.” My voice quavered as I thanked her for all her help.

      As the minutes passed, I called Donna again and frantically told her to get our other sister, Kandy, as she was driving through Nashville. I had a suspicion I was going to need all the family support I could get.

      What if? What if she does not make it? What will we do then? I can’t imagine life without our precious Morgan.

      Too anxious to wait, I called the hospital again, only to become frustrated when they would not give us any specifics about her condition. Due to their guarded answers, I feared the situation was not good. I glanced at the ceiling of the car, trying to grasp what was happening.

      In just a matter of minutes, our lives have been turned upside down.

      I started calling a few of my closest friends, asking them to pray for Morgan. Without any idea of what to pray for specifically, I asked God for help and for her to be alive.

      Tears shimmered down my cheeks as I stared out at the blurring scenery, trying to make sense of the irrational situation. Why wouldn’t the hospital give us any information? My life was breaking into pieces, and my heart had become shattered glass.

      Our speeding trip gave Mike and me time to digest what little information we had been given. However, it was also a dangerous four and a half hours for our frantic thoughts. A million things were going through my head, and I’m sure Mike was just as distraught.

      Surely, we can stop and rewind to the time when she was safe at home in her apartment.

      My mind ran through every possible scenario, and I began to fear the worst.

      Almost whispering to Mike, I said, “Injuries heal. We can take her home to recover. If surgery is required, I’ll stay as long as it takes to get her well.”

      Very calmly to myself, I asked God to take Morgan in his arms, and then, for a flash of a second, I thought, should I be mentally planning her services?

      No, I am getting too carried away and emotional. This may not be as bad as we believe.

      “How much longer do we have?” I asked Mike. The wait was too agonizing. “I want somebody to give us some answers.”

      This was not supposed to happen to our beautiful, twenty-year-old daughter who had everything ahead of her in life. With dread and numbness growing in the pit of my stomach, Mike broke the speed limit and raced onward through the stormy night.

      In the middle of blinding rain, Mike frantically drove into the emergency room parking area, and we rushed inside to be met by a pair of nurses. The whole scene had a charged feeling of anticipation as I fought tears. “Where is she?” I shouted. “I want to see her!”

      A nurse took my hand and explained the situation. “Morgan was walking home. She was only a block from her apartment when a car came over the hill. It hit her and kept on going. The young man walking with her called 911, and the ambulance responded right away. She was given medical care and arrived here in less than ten minutes.”

      I would later learn that Morgan had called her roommates around 10:30 p.m. as she was walking home to share a pizza with them. She’d enjoyed a fun homecoming date and had no awareness that danger was near.

      Just one block away. She was so close to being safe at home.

      Little did I know that was the last time anyone would hear her voice.

      We rushed to the third floor, where we found our precious daughter in a sterile ICU room with a team of doctors surrounding her bed. Despite their somber glances, Morgan looked like she was sleeping peacefully. Although she had monitors attached to her head, not a single scratch could be seen on her. No bruising, not a drop of blood. Her makeup was still perfect, and her long, cascading blond hair spilled over the pillow. She didn’t look injured at all. In fact, she looked angelic.

      I felt like the whole trip had been a mistake. Morgan was lying in the hospital bed with none of the visible injuries I had imagined during our frantic journey from Jackson. I just knew she would open her eyes and continue the fun homecoming weekend she had planned.

      The weekend that was never to happen.

      The doctors explained that they had taken several scans and would continue to monitor her for any progress. “Morgan has suffered multiple internal injuries, and her brain activity has been getting weaker and weaker,” one doctor said. “Her body is shutting down from injuries to her major organs.”

      I could not believe what I had heard. Stunned, I questioned the doctors. “Is there anything else that can be done?”

      They gave us no hope of recovery.

      Shocked and not wanting to believe their dire prognosis, we all erupted into tears. Numbness took over my senses. As the doctors and nurses left us in our grief, we were faced with the realization that Morgan was not going to live through this tragedy.

      With tears streaming down my face, I struggled to comprehend the fact that my worst nightmare had come true. Mike and I fell into each other’s arms and sobbed.

      
        
        Even if I walk through a very dark valley,

        I will not be afraid,

        because you are with me.

        Your rod and your shepherd’s staff comfort me.

        —Psalm 23:4

      

      

      Soon, my two sisters arrived with our son, Kirk. My heartbroken family did not leave Morgan’s crowded room that night, and my husband and I never left her side. Spreading out on the floor, just to be near her, some tried to sleep, but sleep escaped me. Like a ship on rough seas, I was tossed and turned by restless thoughts.

      At some point, I glanced at the clock and realized it was now the early hours of Saturday, September 23, 2006. I had been up all night, praying and dreading the morning sun. Now we were entering the final day of Morgan’s life. Anger, frustration, and blind numbness came over me as I struggled to accept what the medical team had advised us to do—remove life support.

      “Why?” I screamed to God. “Why has this happened to our family?”

      Mike and Kirk were inconsolable, as were my sisters. Our entire family clung to each other, hoping to survive this unbearable situation.

      In retrospect, that day was tragic and incomprehensible, not only for us, but for hundreds of others who stood vigil outside the doors of the ICU.

      One of the nurses came into the room with her hands up and panic in her voice. “What do you want me to do with the crowd of her friends in the waiting room? They’re overflowing down the halls of the hospital.”

      By that time, a group of fifty friends had grown to hundreds, all waiting to know if Morgan would be all right.

      I asked the nurse to tell them, “Because of Morgan’s severe injuries, the daylong process of removing life support has begun.” That process has haunted our thoughts and dreams ever since.

      After a short time, the nurse returned. “They aren’t leaving. We’re overrun with anxious students who are inconsolable and weeping. It’s getting so crowded in the hallways. They’re sitting on the floor of the lobby, and we have nowhere to put them. Should we send them away?”

      
        
        But the Lord stayed with me and gave me strength.

        —2 Timothy 4:17

      

      

      My prayers came back as a silent form of stamina that I did not know existed in me. Somehow, God gave me the ability to handle what was coming next. It was as if I had been granted a sudden burst of clarity within my grief-stricken heart, a divine energy that held me up and told me what to do.

      “Let them come in, a few at a time, to tell Morgan goodbye,” I told the nurse. “Her friends were so important to her. They’re hurting too.”
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            MY MAN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A flower cannot blossom without sunshine,

        and man cannot live without love.

        —Max Müller

      

      

      Years earlier, in 1970, I asked the love of my life to go with me to a high school dance. Or so the story is told by my husband. Nobody seems to remember which of my friends called Mike from the bedroom at Anne’s house that day when we were in the tenth grade. You see, for a high school Kappa Chi sorority dance, girls were expected to do the asking. But the way I remember it, I did not even talk to Mike on the phone. My friends made the request for me and, with a yes from Mike, the deal was sealed without a word from me at all. So, I will leave it up to you to decide whose memory is right. Either way, our first date was that Christmas dance when we were teens.

      Mike was a handsome six-foot-three with blond hair, deep green eyes, and a shy, quiet demeanor. When this impressive football player showed up at my house the night of the dance, my dad stated only one sentence. “I’m glad she finally got someone tall enough to date.”

      Up to that point, I’d been in the habit of going to dances with guys who were shorter than my five-foot-six. Now my dad thought I’d hit the jackpot with this tall one. And Dad was right; it proved to be a magical first date.

      I wore a short, black-and-white dress with black straps and a big organza bow across the bodice. The sheer, flowing look was complemented by black, strappy sandals and a small, black satin purse with gold wire straps and embedded gemstones.

      By the end of the night, my friends were calling for details.

      “Not only is he good-looking, but he can dance!” I admitted.

      We all knew from experience that boys our age were not only bad dancers, but most of them were not interested in dancing at all. Mike and I danced the night away and had the time of our lives.

      We continued dating after that first dance and never stopped.

      My sisters adored him, especially my tomboy sister, Kandy, who was glad to finally have a boy around the house to play basketball with her. He always came to our house with a load of sports equipment, which thrilled her athletic soul. She saw him as a big brother, since she was only eight years old when we started dating. Both of my sisters probably drove him crazy by having him run races outside and play any games they could drag out longer. He was always a good sport and learned to love them both. Of course, they idolized him and soaked up as much attention as he could give them.

      Mike soon became a fixture at all our family gatherings and holidays, so my whole extended family of cousins, grandparents, aunts, and uncles knew him well and loved him, as I did. My dad was not quick to warm up to any of the guys my sisters and I dated through the years. He also claimed to have a touch of selective memory. Only after a two-year span of Mike spending time at our house did Dad finally call him Mike instead of “that boy.” Dad was not sure about anyone dating his daughters. He protectively kept his distance, checking each guy out as a first line of defense.

      After seven years of dating, Mike and I were married on March 5, 1977, at Lambuth University Chapel. My dad was glad to finally have a boy in the family, and Dad and Mike formed a tight bond. Dad sold heavy equipment for Road Builders Equipment Company, but on weekends, he would go to help on his farm. A hired farmer would take care of the day-to-day needs. For many years he raised cattle, and other times he leased his land for crops. There were always things to do on the farm, mainly checking on the horses and animals and mending fences. They would go to our family’s hobby farm on weekends, where Mike helped Dad with random chores. Dad also took Mike goose hunting to his sacred place in Texas. That was a first for Mike, and the hunting trip proved that Mike was a good addition to our family.

      Mike and I always got along well, despite having opposite personalities. I was an outgoing cheerleader who had never met a stranger. Mike was more on the quiet side with a great sense of humor. Somehow, it all worked.

      Now that I had graduated from college and married the love of my life, I was ready to begin my teaching career. Because it was spring, I worked as a substitute teacher until the academic year finished. Then I accepted a full-time teaching position in the fall of 1977, while Mike finished his college degree at Lambuth.

      Within a year, we had bought our first home together, a nice three-bedroom house in Jackson, Tennessee. During the first five years of our marriage, with no kids at home yet, we traveled with friends and lived a carefree lifestyle. There was never a dull moment, as these were our party years. We enjoyed plenty of summer days at the pool with friends, visiting each other’s houses, attending parties, or going to area events. Lots of good memories came from these times, and we established a core group of forever friends.

      I was twenty-six when I found out I was expecting our first child, a boy. For my family, it was the first grandchild. For Mike’s family, it was the first who would be living in town, so it was an exciting time for all of us. When Donna and I were in junior high, we’d both announced we wanted to name our future son Kirk, since it was our maiden name. I had insisted that since I was the oldest, I would have the first choice. Now it was time to see what Mike had to say about the idea. Thankfully, Mike agreed, and we also selected Michael in honor of my husband.

      Two weeks before my due date, our friends hosted a couple’s shower for Kirk Michael. I went into labor during the party and was admitted to the hospital. While there, I sent my sisters to launder all the new baby clothes, hoping they’d wash any chemicals out of the fabric. I had been saving that task for last so the clothes would smell fresh and clean for the baby.

      When Kandy and Donna arrived at the hospital, they hung an “It’s a Boy” banner on my hospital door and brought a blue zip-up suit for Baby Kirk to wear home. Shower guests called the hospital for updates while I was in labor and said the party was still going strong.

      When a C-section was deemed necessary, everything moved into high gear. As the surgeon made his cut, Mike, who had been by my side the entire time, became weak in the knees and was escorted to a chair. Soon, Kirk was delivered and was perfect in every way, all seven pounds, eleven ounces of him.

      After we arrived home with Kirk, and much to my surprise, I found those newly laundered baby clothes all wadded up in a ball and wrinkled in the dryer. I was grateful Kandy had “helped,” so I could only laugh. We were all new to this baby thing, learning as we went along.

      Kirk’s first word was Dada, then ball, then Mama. At a young age, he could not have enough balls or cars to play with. He could be found vrooming around the house with all the Matchbox cars he could carry. A blond, green-eyed carbon copy of his handsome father, Kirk had a quiet side to his personality, like his dad. Besides playing soccer and baseball, he loved to swim, and we spent many days enjoying the southern sunshine for hours at a time.

      Three and a half years later, in 1985, I found out I was expecting again, but this time we decided not to learn the sex of the baby. I decided gender didn’t matter, as long as the baby was healthy.

      Donna, a nurse in labor and delivery at the hospital, peeked at my records and told me she knew the sex. I held off as long as I could, but the curiosity finally got to me. When I finally surrendered, she let me know we were expecting another boy. Soon, I was washing Kirk’s baby clothes, leaving his outgrown nursery the same, with no need to redecorate.

      During my delivery, Donna was not on duty like she had been with Kirk’s birth. Instead, she was in the room as a proud aunt this time. As soon as I heard the doctor say, “It’s a girl,” the screams of joy and surprise rang to the roof.

      We had planned all along for another boy. What happened?

      The doctor, a long-term friend, couldn’t stop laughing. He confessed he had known it was a girl from the start, but he’d changed the symbol on my chart intentionally. He knew I didn’t originally want to know the gender, but he also knew my sister would spill the beans in a weak moment.

      After months of thinking my baby was a boy, this was a great surprise, and I thanked the doctor for helping me keep the sex unknown until the birth. Donna, like the rest of us, had been taken in by the joke, but it was a thrill to have a baby girl, and we were all overjoyed.

      Now that we had welcomed a girl, my sisters rushed to my hospital room to remove the “It’s a Boy” banner they had displayed. They quickly put up an “It’s a Girl” sign and gifted me with a pink outfit to take our baby girl home.

      Morgan Leah McCarty, named after Donna’s middle name, came into this world with an unexpectedness that gave us a moment of happy tears, cheers, and celebration.

      The celebration never left her. With golden locks and sea-mist eyes, our newborn daughter illuminated any room.

      Mike and I, along with our cherub-faced little Kirk, felt blessed by this special gift. As her parents, we always understood that this gift was far too valuable not to be shared. And it is in the sharing of Morgan’s life that we have all been blessed.

      Morgan’s granddad, Pop, had no idea just how prophetic he would turn out to be when he dubbed his newborn granddaughter, “Pop’s Little Princess.” Perhaps he was reminded of fairytales, but something about Morgan evoked thoughts of crowns, magic wands, and glass slippers.

      She loved taking center stage and was never happy unless we were thoroughly entertained by her presence. Her Aunt Denise can vouch for this. When Morgan was at the tender age of four, her very proud aunt had requested a lunch date at anywhere that Morgan wanted to go. Morgan chose to partake of her favorite delicacy, Wendy’s. While her indulgent aunt was ordering lunch, Morgan walked into the dining room and saw the opportunity to perform. Because she had just seen the movie Dirty Dancing, she proceeded to leap up onto one of the tables, adjust the straps on her monogrammed jumper, and belt out the famous lyrics to “Do You Love Me (Now That I Can Dance)” by The Contours.

      After her stellar performance, she received a standing ovation from the lunchtime crowd, and as they say, “A star was born.”

      Yes, Morgan was always the happiest when she could make someone else happy too. In fact, according to her college friends, one of her nicknames was Superstar. Her often-performed childhood rendition of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” which contained added phrases of how Jesus loved all the little children of the world, is a perfect example of how her little imperfections endeared her to us all. I loved her glow, and more importantly, we loved how she always used her light to brighten our worlds.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As much as my father’s aloofness had irritated Mike when we were dating, he ended up doing the same thing years later when Morgan started dating. As the protective daddy bear of his little girl, Mike was not at all friendly to the boys who came to see her. He had a rule not to smile at any of them, preferring to display his cold disapproval. Kirk was right behind him, critiquing all of Morgan’s dates. None of them was ever good enough for his little sister.

      At one eighth-grade dance, all the parents went to take pictures of the teens in their finery before the party. As Morgan and her date spilled out of the car with other couples, I beamed. “Don’t all the young ladies look radiant in their dresses! You guys look sharp too! Let’s get in line for pictures. We want to capture this moment.”

      The whole time, Mike watched from a distance, not saying a word. He did lean over and kiss Morgan gently on the cheek while boasting, “I think you are the loveliest one here.”

      “Aww! Dad, thanks. You are too sweet. Thanks for coming for the pictures with Mom.”

      Stoic Mike never cracked a smile at Andrew, Morgan’s date, nor at the rest of the young men.

      Andrew sidled up to me a few minutes later and bent down to whisper, “Mrs. Pam, I don’t think Mr. Mike likes me.”

      “I’m sure he likes you, Andrew,” I assured him as I put my hand on his shoulder. “He’s teasing you, and he’s being a protective father.”

      “Okay, I’m glad that’s all,” said Andrew. “I have sisters too, and I know what that’s like with my dad.”

      A little white lie doesn’t count where fatherhood is concerned.

      Later that evening, I related the question that Morgan’s date had asked me, and Mike said, “No, I don’t like him. He’s with our daughter, isn’t he?”

      That tough love shone through, just like it did with my father and my dates.

      Yes, Mike and Kirk were a force to be reckoned with. The only problem was that Kirk was usually at the events Morgan attended, so his probing eyes would follow her throughout the night. Overprotective? Yes, in the best way.

      We had a rule that Morgan could not date older boys, in particular any boys who were Kirk’s age. Kirk’s friends were always hanging around the house, but he was always there to let it be known that his sister was off-limits. Of course, that did not keep the boys from trying!

      Mike had always been my protector. Then, my man became my children’s protector and the best dad any child could ask for. His love for our children was boundless, from being involved in their daily lives at school plays, ball games, and practices, to being a steady presence in their home and church lives. Kirk and Morgan knew their dad was always present and plugged into their activities as they grew up. They could count on him for advice and wisdom through the years.

      Mike wore many hats—husband, dad, provider, comforter, and encourager. He has always been the glue that bonds our family together, and he still juggles all those hats to perfection.
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            LET HER DANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Anything is possible with sunshine and a little pink.

        —Lilly Pulitzer

      

      

      We knew Morgan was special when she crawled up the side of the couch, stood by herself, and walked at six months and three weeks of age.

      It was just a normal day in June, and I was organizing toys when I glanced at Morgan playing on her quilt. “Mike,” I called. “I think she’s balancing on her own! She let go of the couch and is standing all alone!”

      Wringing my hands and wanting to capture this moment, I yelled again to my husband, “Quick! Find the video camera so we can document her first steps. Nobody will believe this!”

      Just as soon as I celebrated, reality hit. “It isn’t time yet for this to happen. This is too early.”

      I thought maybe this would be a one-time thing and she would plop down and get interested in her toys, but after a few toddling steps around the room, she was off. No more crawling for Morgan.

      My mother was horrified. “It will harm her feet and posture. Don’t encourage her to walk so early.”

      “Encourage her?” I argued. “Morgan did this totally on her own without my prodding. She just took off.”

      I had taken undergraduate classes in early childhood development, so I knew she was skipping entire growth stages of important milestones. But when I expressed my concerns to her pediatrician, he simply said, “Let her go, Pam. She’ll be fine.”

      And she was, indeed, just fine.
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      Like any typical princess, Morgan had a style that was all her own. She was our girly-girl, doll-loving child with a big heart. At just a few months of age, she became concerned with her appearance and began systematically handing me hair ribbons when I dressed her. She could not go out without a ribbon in her hair, even when she barely had enough hair to tie back.

      That was just the beginning of her obsession with fashion. I had no idea that I was in for a lifetime of finding just the right attire for every occasion. She could pull off any outfit with her signature style. Whether in blue jeans or a formal dress, my daughter possessed a unique style.

      Keeping up with Morgan was a full-time job for all of us because she was a daredevil at an early age. There was no amusement park ride she would not tackle, and the bigger the better. The kiddie rides did not interest her for long. The roller coasters and giant Ferris wheel beckoned. With her unabashed sense of wonder, she traveled through life at top speed, always eager for her next adventure.

      I was just there trying to put on the brakes.

      Kirk’s first word was Dada, so you can imagine my thrill when Morgan’s first word was Mama. Still, Morgan was a daddy’s girl from day one, and Mike was putty in her hands. He would play with her
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