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			Dedication

			
		
    To Our Children,
This book is for you.Every page. Every chapter.
Every memory.Every word.From the beginning, this book belonged to you.One day you may read reports, hear summaries, or come across versions of this story written by people who only saw pieces of our lives through paperwork, meetings, interviews, assessments, and courtrooms.Those records tell part of a story.But they do not tell all of it.Before any file existed, we were a family.Before hearings, allegations, removals, supervision, recommendations, timelines, and court dates, there was ordinary life.There were movie nights stretched out on couches.School mornings that felt rushed and chaotic.Laundry piles that never seemed to disappear.Bedtime routines that took longer than they should have.Birthday parties.Holiday traditions.Family dinners.Arguments over snacks.Arguments over whose turn it was.Arguments over who was sitting where.There were dogs running through the house.There were toys on floors.There was music playing from another room.There were children laughing so hard they could barely breathe.There were exhausted parents trying their best.And there were four children filling our home with noise, energy, chaos, love, and life.That is the version of us we never wanted lost.That is the version of you we never wanted forgotten.Because long before paperwork described our family, we already knew who you were.We knew your favorite foods. Your favorite movies.Your favorite stuffed animals.Your favorite songs.We knew what made you laugh.What made you cry.What scared you.What excited you.What made you feel safe.We knew which bedtime stories you wanted over and over again.We knew how each of you smiled.How each of you laughed.How each of you carried your own unique personality into the world.And those are the memories we carried with us every single day.We want you to know something that never changed.Not once.Not for a single second.We never stopped loving you.Not during visits.Not during hearings.Not during removals.Not during court dates.Not during the silence afterward.Not during the hardest days.Not during the longest nights.Not through distance.Not through grief.Not through uncertainty.Not through anything.There was never a day when you stopped being part of our hearts.There was never a day when we forgot about you.There was never a day when we stopped thinking about you.You remained part of our lives emotionally every single day.There were nights we stayed awake wondering how you were sleeping.Wondering if you felt safe.Wondering if you felt loved.Wondering if you felt scared.Wondering if you knew how much we missed you.Wondering if you knew how often we talked about you.How often we remembered you.How often we replayed ordinary memories because those memories helped us feel close to you.Some nights we laughed remembering funny stories.Other nights we cried because we missed hearing your voices.Sometimes we did both at the same time.We carried your birthdays.Your favorite foods.Your favorite colors.Your favorite traditions.The little things.The ordinary things.The things that made you who you are.We carried them all.And we still do.One day you may have questions.One day you may have your own memories of this time.One day you may see things differently than we do.That is okay.This book was never written to tell you what to think.It was written so you could hear our voices too.So you would know there was another side of this story.The side that lived inside our hearts.The side that existed after the meetings ended.The side that existed when nobody was taking notes.The side that existed inside a family that loved you deeply.No matter where life takes you.No matter how much time passes.No matter what happens after this book ends.Please remember this:You were loved before any file existed.You were loved during every chapter of this story.And you will be loved long after the final page.
Always.Forever.
With all our love,
Mom and Dad
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​To Our Children,
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This book is for you.

Every page.

Every chapter.

Every memory.

Every word.

From the beginning, this book belonged to you.

One day you may read reports, hear summaries, or come across versions of this story written by people who only saw pieces of our lives through paperwork, meetings, interviews, assessments, and courtrooms.

Those records tell part of a story.

But they do not tell all of it.

Before any file existed, we were a family.

Before hearings, allegations, removals, supervision, recommendations, timelines, and court dates, there was ordinary life.

There were movie nights stretched out on couches.

School mornings that felt rushed and chaotic.

Laundry piles that never seemed to disappear.

Bedtime routines that took longer than they should have.

Birthday parties.

Holiday traditions.

Family dinners.

Arguments over snacks.

Arguments over whose turn it was.

Arguments over who was sitting where.

There were dogs running through the house.

There were toys on floors.

There was music playing from another room.

There were children laughing so hard they could barely breathe.

There were exhausted parents trying their best.

And there were four children filling our home with noise, energy, chaos, love, and life.

That is the version of us we never wanted lost.

That is the version of you we never wanted forgotten.

Because long before paperwork described our family, we already knew who you were.

We knew your favorite foods.

Your favorite movies.

Your favorite stuffed animals.

Your favorite songs.

We knew what made you laugh.

What made you cry.

What scared you.

What excited you.

What made you feel safe.

We knew which bedtime stories you wanted over and over again.

We knew how each of you smiled.

How each of you laughed.

How each of you carried your own unique personality into the world.

And those are the memories we carried with us every single day.

We want you to know something that never changed.

Not once.

Not for a single second.

We never stopped loving you.

Not during visits.

Not during hearings.

Not during removals.

Not during court dates.

Not during the silence afterward.

Not during the hardest days.

Not during the longest nights.

Not through distance.

Not through grief.

Not through uncertainty.

Not through anything.

There was never a day when you stopped being part of our hearts.

There was never a day when we forgot about you.

There was never a day when we stopped thinking about you.

You remained part of our lives emotionally every single day.

There were nights we stayed awake wondering how you were sleeping.

Wondering if you felt safe.

Wondering if you felt loved.

Wondering if you felt scared.

Wondering if you knew how much we missed you.

Wondering if you knew how often we talked about you.

How often we remembered you.

How often we replayed ordinary memories because those memories helped us feel close to you.

Some nights we laughed remembering funny stories.

Other nights we cried because we missed hearing your voices.

Sometimes we did both at the same time.

We carried your birthdays.

Your favorite foods.

Your favorite colors.

Your favorite traditions.

The little things.

The ordinary things.

The things that made you who you are.

We carried them all.

And we still do.

One day you may have questions.

One day you may have your own memories of this time.

One day you may see things differently than we do.

That is okay.

This book was never written to tell you what to think.

It was written so you could hear our voices too.

So you would know there was another side of this story.

The side that lived inside our hearts.

The side that existed after the meetings ended.

The side that existed when nobody was taking notes.

The side that existed inside a family that loved you deeply.

No matter where life takes you.

No matter how much time passes.

No matter what happens after this book ends.

Please remember this:

You were loved before any file existed.

You were loved during every chapter of this story.

And you will be loved long after the final page.

Always.

Forever.

With all our love,

Mom and Dad
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​OPENING SCENE

​The Parking Lot

The parking lot was always quieter after visits ended.

Before visits there was nervous energy.

Packing snacks.

Checking times.

Making sure we left early enough.

Double-checking directions even though we already knew where we were going.

Having conversations in our heads before walking inside buildings where every emotion suddenly felt dangerous.

There was always hope before
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​This Book Begins Before the Record

This book is not a legal brief.

It is not a court filing.

It is not a report.

It is not written in the language of hearings, recommendations, compliance, assessments, permanency, findings, placements, evaluations, or conclusions.

This book is about what those words felt like after we went home.

It is about the things that happened when the meetings ended.

When the workers left.

When the courtrooms emptied.

When the reports were filed.

When the recommendations were written.

When the phones stopped ringing for the night.

Because that is where families actually live.

Not inside paperwork.

Inside homes.

Inside kitchens.

Inside living rooms.

Inside cars.

Inside bedrooms.

Inside ordinary moments that never appear in official records.

We were exhausted parents trying to survive ordinary life the same way millions of other families do every day.

There were dishes in sinks.

Laundry baskets in hallways.

Grocery lists on counters.

Kids yelling from different rooms at the same time.

Bedtime arguments.

Unfinished cups of coffee sitting on tables.

Mornings where nobody could find matching socks or their underwear before school.

Days where everybody needed something at the exact same time.

Life was busy.

Life was messy.

Life was loud.

And most of the time, life moved so fast we barely had time to stop and appreciate it.

Ethan worked long hours because providing for our family mattered deeply to him.

He left home tired.

Came home more tired.

Worked through soreness.

Worked through exhaustion.

Worked through the normal pressures that come with trying to support a family.

But even after long days, he still walked through the door asking the same questions.

Where are the kids?

How was their day?

What do they need?

Being a father was never something he squeezed into spare time.

It was simply who he was.

I stayed home managing everything else.

Appointments.

School schedules.

Meals.

Laundry.

Bills.

Cleaning.

Homework.

Doctor visits.

Bedtime routines.

School papers.

Permission slips.

Lost shoes.

Forgotten backpacks.

The invisible labor people rarely notice until everything falls apart.

Most days felt like organized chaos.

And honestly, most parents probably understand exactly what that feels like.

Trying to keep everyone fed.

Trying to keep everyone healthy.

Trying to keep everyone where they need to be.

Trying to keep everyone emotionally okay.

Trying to hold everything together while life keeps moving.

Our home was not perfect.

No home is.

We argued sometimes.

We got overwhelmed sometimes.

There were stressful days where money felt tight and everybody seemed exhausted at the same time.

There were days when the house was a mess.

Days when dinner happened later than planned.

Days when patience ran short.

Days when we wished there were more hours in the day.

But there was also laughter.

Movie nights.

Inside jokes.

Favorite snacks.

Children climbing into our bed too early in the morning.

Birthday celebrations.

Family traditions.

Fishing trips.

School events.

Dance parties in the kitchen.

Conversations around dinner tables.

Ordinary family life.

The kind people rarely document because they assume there will always be more of it.

That is where this story begins.

Not in court.

Not inside allegations.

Not inside reports written by people who only saw pieces of our lives.

Not inside summaries.

Not inside conclusions.

This story begins inside ordinary moments before our family became a file.

Before our lives became timelines.

Before our children became placements.

Before our names became attached to recommendations and findings.

Because once the system entered our lives, everything slowly changed.

And the hardest part is that it did not happen all at once.

It happened quietly.

A phone call.

A meeting.

A concern.

A recommendation.

A conversation.

A report.

Small things at first.

Things that felt manageable.

Things that felt temporary.

Things we believed would eventually be resolved if we cooperated, participated, and kept moving forward.

We believed honesty mattered.

We believed effort mattered.

We believed communication mattered.

We believed if people truly understood our family, everything would eventually make sense.

At the beginning, we never imagined this story would become a book.

We never imagined there would be years of paperwork.

Years of hearings.

Years of visitation schedules.

Years of grief.

Years of trying to explain experiences that often felt impossible to explain.

Most importantly, we never imagined our children would someday need another version of this story.

Not because their story belongs only to us.

It doesn't.

Their experiences matter too.

Their voices matter too.

But one day they may read reports.

One day they may hear summaries.

One day they may see conclusions written about our family.

And if that day comes, we want them to know there was another side too.

The human side.

The side that existed after the meetings ended.

The side that existed inside our home.

The side that existed inside our hearts.

The side that lived beyond documentation.

This memoir does not ask readers to ignore complexity.

It does not ask readers to stop asking difficult questions.

It does not claim perfection.

No family is perfect.

We certainly were not.

What this memoir asks is something much simpler.

It asks readers to remember that every file belongs to real people.

Every recommendation affects real lives.

Every conclusion echoes through real families.

And every piece of paperwork exists alongside an emotional reality that may never fully fit inside official records.

This book exists because we were there.

We lived it.

We carried it.

And before you read the story of what happened to our family, we wanted you to meet the people we were before everything changed.

​Because that part of the story matters too.

​Maybe more than anything else.

​
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​The Kids Before The System

​Henrick

Henrick was our firstborn.

The child who taught us how to be parents.

The one who made us realize how quickly a tiny human being could completely change your life.

From the very beginning, he had a personality that filled a room without even trying.

He could make people laugh without meaning to.

He could be incredibly serious one minute and completely goofy the next.

He had a way of making people pay attention when he spoke because he always seemed older than his age in some ways and younger than his age in others.

Henrick loved being active.

Track became one of his favorite things.

He loved competing.

Loved challenging himself.

Loved being around teammates and friends.

He loved video games.

He loved school activities.

He loved being involved.

He enjoyed school plays and opportunities to be around other kids.

He was social in a way that came naturally to him.

Friends mattered to him.

Experiences mattered to him.

Adventure mattered to him.

Some of my favorite memories though  happened in the kitchen.

Henrick loved helping me bake.

At least that is what he called helping.

Most of the time it created twice the mess.

Flour ended up everywhere.


Chocolate chips mysteriously disappeared before recipes were finished.

Cookie dough somehow got sampled ten times before it ever reached the oven.

But those moments were never really about baking.

They were about conversations.

Time together.

Laughter.

Those ordinary moments that feel insignificant while you are living them and priceless once they become memories.

He also loved hunting and fishing with his dad whenever he had the opportunity.

Those trips mattered to him.


The quiet conversations.

The time outdoors.

The chance to spend time doing something he enjoyed.

Before everything changed, Henrick laughed easily.

He smiled often.

He was still carrying the normal worries of childhood instead of the weight of adult situations.

And when I think about him now, that is who I choose to remember first.

Not a file.

Not a report.

Not a case.

Just Henrick.

A boy who loved adventures, baking, friends, fishing, track, video games, and being a kid.Henrick was the kind of kid who always seemed to have something going on.

If he wasn't outside, he was playing a game.

If he wasn't playing a game, he was talking to friends.

If he wasn't talking to friends, he was usually finding some new adventure to get involved in.

He hated being bored.

​absolutely hated it.


He always needed something to do.

Something to build.

Something to learn.

Somewhere to go.

Somebody to talk to.

He had a huge imagination and a stubborn streak that sometimes got him into trouble, but it was also one of the things that made him who he was.

When he believed in something, he believed in it completely.

When he cared about something, he cared deeply.

When he loved somebody, he loved them fiercely.

One thing people always noticed about Henrick was how much he loved making people laugh.

Sometimes intentionally.

Sometimes completely by accident.

Some of our favorite family stories start with the words:

"Remember when Henrick..."

Because there was always a story.

Always a memory.

Always something funny he had done.

Looking back now, it is the little things I miss most.

His voice from another room.

His excitement when talking about something he enjoyed.

The way he would walk into the kitchen looking for food even after already eating.

The way he would act like he knew everything while still very clearly being a kid.

​Those ordinary moments became extraordinary memories.
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​Raylynn

Raylynn was our second-born child and our first daughter.

If Henrick filled a room with personality, Raylynn filled it with emotion.

She felt everything deeply.

When she was happy, everybody knew.

When she was excited, everybody knew.

When she was upset, everybody knew that too.

There was never much mystery about how Raylynn felt.

She wore her heart openly.

That was one of the things that made her so special.

She loved coming to our house.

Sometimes she would count down the days until she got to come stay.

Those visits were important to her.

Family was important to her.

Connection was important to her.

She and Ethan had a bond built on jokes, teasing, and affection.

He called her "Rylow."

She called him "Ethana."

The names made absolutely no sense.

And that was exactly why they loved them.

Those nicknames became part of everyday life.

The kind of thing nobody thinks about until one day they become memories.

Raylynn loved riding her bike.

She loved being outside.

She loved games.

She loved running around.

But more than anything, she loved being involved.

If I was cleaning, she wanted to help.

If I was cooking, she wanted to help.

If I was organizing something, she wanted to know what I was doing.

If I sat down, she usually sat beside me.

She was always nearby.

Always talking.

Always asking questions.

Always wanting connection.

She had a huge heart.

A sensitive heart.

The kind of child who cared deeply about the people around her.

And before everything changed, she was simply a little girl who loved her family, loved attention, loved adventure, and loved feeling close to the people she cared about most. Raylynn loved people.

Not just being around them.

Connecting with them.

She wanted conversations.

Attention.

Affection.

Time together.

She was the type of child who never wanted anybody to feel left out.

If somebody looked sad, she noticed.

If somebody was upset, she noticed.

If somebody needed a hug, she usually gave one before they even asked.

She had a heart that felt enormous for such a small person.

She also had a stubborn side.

A very stubborn side.

Once she made up her mind about something, changing it became nearly impossible.

She could negotiate like a lawyer when she wanted something.

Especially bedtime.

Especially chores.

Especially when she believed she deserved one more turn, one more snack, or one more reason to stay awake.

And somehow she always managed to make us laugh while doing it.

She had this way of making ordinary days feel brighter.

The house felt different when she was there.

Louder.

Busier.

​More alive
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​Lily

Lily was our little diva.

She would probably laugh reading that.

Or maybe deny it completely.

But it was true.

She loved makeup.

Loved dresses.

Loved princesses.

Loved anything that sparkled.

Loved anything that let her feel beautiful.

She had confidence that could light up a room.

One moment she would be singing.

The next she would be dancing.

The next she would be putting together some elaborate outfit and acting like she was walking a red carpet.

Lily loved attention in the sweetest possible way.

Not because she was demanding.

Because she genuinely enjoyed sharing joy with other people.

She loved making people smile.

She loved showing off new outfits.

She loved pretending.

She loved imagination.

But she also loved learning.

Especially in the kitchen.

Whenever somebody else was doing something, Lily wanted to learn too.

She wanted to cook.

She wanted to bake.

She wanted to help.

Even if helping occasionally created more work.

One of the sweetest memories we have of Lily involves Ethan.

She loved brushing his hair.

She would sit behind him completely focused on her work while he sat there patiently letting her style it however she wanted.

Sometimes it looked ridiculous.

Sometimes it looked worse than ridiculous.

But he never cared.

Because she was happy.

And seeing her happy mattered more than having decent hair.

That was Lily.

Bright.

Creative.

Funny.

Confident.

Loving.

A little girl who wanted to sing, dance, sparkle, and be part of whatever adventure the day happened to bring. Lily lived in a world filled with imagination.

One day she was a princess.

The next day she was a singer.

The next day she was a fashion designer.

The day after that she was something completely different.

She could turn an ordinary afternoon into an entire adventure using nothing but creativity.

She loved pretending.

Loved storytelling.

Loved creating entire worlds inside her imagination.

Some children play.

Lily performed.

Everything became dramatic.

Everything became exciting.

Everything became an event.

She could spend hours playing dress-up and still somehow find new ideas.

And when she sang, she sang with her whole heart.

Not because she cared whether anybody thought she was good.

Because singing made her happy.

That confidence was one of the things we loved most about her.

​She wasn't afraid to be herself.
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​Stephen

Stephen was our fourth-born child and our second son.

And from the beginning, he was completely attached to Mom.

A true momma's boy.

If I stood up, he followed me.

If I left the room, he wanted to know where I was going.

If somebody else was talking to me, he often had opinions about it.

He believed Mom belonged within eyesight at all times.

And honestly, most of the time he made sure that happened.

Stephen loved JJ from Cocomelon.

Loved bananas.

Loved snacks.

Loved climbing.

Loved exploring.

Loved being right beside the people he loved.

He had a huge personality packed into a tiny body.

He could be stubborn.

Determined.

Funny.

Sweet.

And dramatic.

Especially dramatic.

One of the funniest parts of his personality was the way he would argue with Ethan.

Half the words barely made sense.

But somehow he always sounded convinced he was winning.

Ethan would tease him on purpose just to hear the response.

And Stephen would answer back like he was defending a Supreme Court case.

Those moments became some of our favorite memories.

He also refused to eat certain things unless they came from Mom's plate.

The exact same food could be sitting on his plate.

But if it came from Mom's plate somehow it became better.

That was Stephen logic.

And Stephen was absolutely convinced it made perfect sense.

He was energetic.

Loving.

Protective.

Curious.

And completely devoted to his family. Stephen had more energy than seemed physically possible.

From the moment he woke up until the moment he finally fell asleep, he was moving.

Running.

Climbing.

Exploring.

Investigating things he probably should not have been investigating.

If the house became suspiciously quiet, it usually meant Stephen was doing something he shouldn't be doing.

And every parent knows silence is often more dangerous than noise.

But underneath all that energy was a little boy who loved deeply.

He loved routine.

He loved familiarity.

He loved knowing where his people were.

He loved feeling safe.

He loved being close to the people he trusted.

He gave hugs with his entire body.

​The kind where little arms wrapped around your neck and held on tight.

​The kind parents never forget.
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​Emily

Emily was our youngest child.

Our third daughter.

Our fifth baby.

And in many ways, she represents some of the most painful memories in this entire story.

Unlike her brothers and sisters, we did not get years of memories with her before separation.

We did not get to watch her grow through toddlerhood.

We did not get to learn her favorite foods.

We did not get to see what games she would love.

We did not get to watch her relationship with her siblings develop naturally over time.

We did not get to learn who she would become inside our home.

Because Emily was taken when she was only about two weeks old.

That reality still hurts.

When I was pregnant with Emily, so much was already happening around us.

Court hearings.

Services.

Visits.

Stress.

Uncertainty.

Fear.

Yet despite everything, she was still our baby.

A little girl we loved before we ever met her.

A child we spent months preparing for.

A child we talked about.

Dreamed about.

Wondered about.

A child whose future we imagined long before she was born.

We wondered who she would look like.

Whether she would have Ethan's personality.

Whether she would be loud like some of her siblings or quiet like others.

Whether she would love animals.

Whether she would love being outdoors.

Whether she would be adventurous.

Whether she would be stubborn.

Whether she would be a daddy's girl or a momma's girl.

Those are the things parents talk about while waiting for a baby.

Those are the things we talked about too.

When Emily was born, she was loved immediately.

Completely.

Unconditionally.

Like every one of our children had been.

But unlike our other children, we never got the opportunity to learn all the little things that come with years of parenting.

We never got years of ordinary memories.

We never got years of routines.

We never got years of family traditions.

We never got years of watching her grow beside her brothers and sisters.

Instead, most of our memories of Emily come from those first precious days after birth.

Holding her.

Looking at her.

Listening to her.

Watching her sleep.

Counting fingers and toes.

Trying to memorize everything because that is what parents do with newborn babies.

We remember how small she was.

How fragile she looked.

How much hope we felt looking at her.

And sometimes one of the hardest parts is wondering about all the things we never got the chance to learn.

Would she have loved music?

Would she have followed her older siblings everywhere?

Would she have been stubborn?

Funny?

Quiet?

Adventurous?

What would her laugh sound like?

What would her relationship with her brothers and sisters have looked like if they had all grown up together?

Those are questions we will never fully know.

But one thing we do know is this:

She was loved.

From the moment we knew she existed.

From the moment she was born.

From the moment we held her.

And that love never depended on how much time we had with her.

​She was our daughter.

​And she always will be

​
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Marie Mitchel and Ethan Mitchel are parents writing from lived experience inside the child welfare system.

Before the case, they were simply a mom and dad trying to survive ordinary life while raising four children the best way they knew how.

They were not experts.

Not public figures.

Not people expecting to someday write a book.

They were parents.

Like countless other parents, their lives revolved around work schedules, school events, grocery shopping, doctor appointments, laundry piles, bedtime routines, family dinners, birthday parties, and the ordinary chaos of raising children.

Ethan worked long hours doing physically demanding work because providing for his family mattered deeply to him.

Many mornings started before sunrise.

Many evenings ended with him returning home exhausted, dirty, sore, and emotionally drained from the day.

But even on his hardest days, he still walked through the door asking the same questions:

"Where are the kids?"

"How was their day?"

"What do they need?"

Being a father was never something he treated as secondary.

It was part of who he was.

Even if the children were already asleep when he got home, he still quietly checked on every one of them before finally sitting down himself.

He checked blankets.

Listened for breathing.

Peeked into bedrooms.

Made sure everyone was safe.

Only then did his day end.

Some of those children were not biologically his.

But he never treated them differently.

Not once.

He stepped into the role of father not because he had to, but because he chose to.

He chose school programs.

He chose movie nights.

He chose homework help.

He chose fishing trips.

He chose hunting trips.

He chose bedtime stories.

He chose discipline when it was needed.

He chose comfort when it was needed.

He chose consistency.

Most importantly, he chose the children.

He never introduced them as "stepchildren."

They were simply his kids.

The way he worried about them, protected them, teased them, laughed with them, and loved them made that obvious long before any case ever existed.

Marie spent her days at the center of the household.

Her world revolved around keeping five children moving through daily life.

School schedules.

Meals.

Laundry.

Cleaning.

Appointments.

Homework.

Doctor visits.

Sports.

Activities.

Bedtime routines.

Sibling arguments.

Comforting nightmares.

Managing illnesses.

Finding lost shoes.

Finding missing homework.

Keeping everybody fed, loved, and emotionally supported all at the same time.

She was the parent everyone called for.

If somebody got hurt, they wanted Mom.

If somebody got scared, they wanted Mom.

If somebody had a bad dream, they wanted Mom.

If somebody needed help, comfort, food, attention, reassurance, or simply somebody to listen, they came looking for Mom.

Most days she barely sat down because there was always something that needed done.

And despite the exhaustion, she loved motherhood more than anything.

Their home was never perfect.

There were stressful days.

Arguments.

Messes.

Laundry piles.

Bills on counters.

Busy schedules.

Long nights.

Unexpected problems.

The ordinary challenges every family faces.

But there was also laughter.

Movie nights.

Holiday traditions.

Inside jokes.

Dancing in the kitchen.

Children yelling from different rooms at the same time.

Dogs running through the house.

Family dinners.

Birthday celebrations.

Fishing trips.

School events.

Ordinary family life woven together through love and routine.

They were real parents living real life.

Loving loudly.

Failing sometimes.

Learning constantly.

Trying their best while raising four children inside a home filled with noise, chaos, exhaustion, and love.

What the Record Didn't Say was written over years of hearings, supervision, grief, paperwork, emotional exhaustion, visitation schedules, appeals, uncertainty, and continued efforts to remain emotionally present for their children despite prolonged separation.

What began as scattered notes, timelines, emails, memories, journals, and emotional fragments slowly became a memoir.

Not because they planned to become authors.

Because they became afraid their children might someday only know the paperwork version of events.

This book became their attempt to preserve something larger than reports.

Something larger than conclusions.

Something larger than official records.

A family's lived experience.

Together they wrote this book to preserve the parts of their story paperwork could never fully carry:

Ordinary life.

Attachment.

Memory.

Love.

Grief.

Parenthood.

Hope.

And survival.

Their story is not presented as a claim of perfection.

It is presented as a record of human experience.

A record of what it felt like to live inside prolonged uncertainty while still loving their children every single day.

Today, they continue carrying their children with them through memory, through hope, and through the belief that every family deserves to have its humanity remembered alongside its history.

​This book was written not to erase complexity, but to preserve humanity beside it.

​Because records summarize events.

​But memory remembers what they felt like.

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​CHAPTER ONE
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