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Sun-Times Sunday news editor Marcia Frellick and her husband, Dan Kening, spent a month traveling halfway around the world -- and through miles of red tape -- to Odessa, Ukraine, to adopt their son, Eddie. This is the story of their quest.

TODAY Plans for a daughter change quickly as they meet their new son.

FRIDAY Hospital stay extended; close encounter with an angry, drunk man.

SunDAY Missing documents, a judge's decision.

It had been just more than a year since my husband, Dan, and I went to our first international adoption meeting. After deciding on Ukraine and navigating through nine months of paperwork, letters of reference, and medical and background checks, we finally got the letter that we had been waiting for June 3. In six weeks, we would travel to Ukraine to meet what we assumed would be a girl, about 14 months old (the youngest age available in Ukraine for foreign adoption). Ukraine allows you to preference gender and age but generally will not send tapes or pictures. We arrived in Kiev on July 19 after a just-for-fun stay in Amsterdam. What follows are portions of a Web page diary written for our family and friends back in Chicago.

MONDAY, JULY 19

Finally, we have found affordable Internet. It was $3 per 15 minutes in Amsterdam. It is 80 cents an hour here.

But they had toilet paper in Amsterdam, so everything's a tradeoff.

We made it over the first hurdle -- customs. A blond woman in her 50s, looking very much like a women's prison guard in a '70s movie, looks at the amount of money we have declared, and she says, "Is this the amount of money you have?"

"Yes," I reply.

"Really?" she asks with a tone of doubt as though we were holding a bag of coke and telling her it was baking soda. "Show it to me."

We are none too thrilled about having to take out stacks of uncirculated 100- and 50-dollar bills we had worked so hard to conceal. Dan starts to unzip his pants to get at his money belt, and she whisks us into a private room and says she will count it herself. I accidentally dropped a big handful of leftover euro coins, but I am not about to round them up while she is fingering our cash. So Dan is crawling around the floor picking up change with his pants gaping open, and I am sure we will be arrested for public indecency.

She says we are $5,000 short of the money we declared. She raises her voice and says, "WHERE IS ALL THE MONEY?"

We know it is all there, so I ask if I may count. Sure enough, the money was as we said it was.

She just shrugged, told us to put the money back in our belts and move along.

So now it's 11/2 hours since the plane landed, and we finally get into the main terminal and meet our translator, Tanya, and driver, Michael.

We go to his car, which is equipped for speed. I see the 100 on the speedometer going along city streets, and I am bracing my arms in front of me, thinking we are going 100 mph. I guess it's not as bad in kilometers, but it's still not good.

We pull up to the high-rise -- think Soviet public housing --where our host family lives. Tanya takes us to what looks to me like a dark stairway covered with graffiti. It is an elevator big enough only for the four of us. I hesitate, and she says, "Scary, huh?" and laughs.

In the apartment, we meet Sasha, who speaks no English. His wife, Tasia, who also speaks no English, is still at work. They apparently host American adoptive families for extra income.

Soon our coordinator comes with the financial officer, and we sit in a circle with Tanya in the middle translating as cell phones go off right and left.

They ask us if we've brought the right amount of money and whether we had the two cartons of cigarettes. They need them for gifts for officials.

They prep us on what to expect the next day at the National Adoption Center. and Tanya tells us she will let us know which child we should seriously consider when the time comes.

We are full of questions -- about how it all works, about what kind of parents we will be. Will our little girl like us?

Sasha cooks us dinner -- chicken and potato soup with dill, pan fried chicken, potatoes, tomatoes and cucumbers and bread. Lots of bread. The bread theme started on the plane when they fed us a cheese turnover, a danish and pasta salad. I will need special software to count these carbs.

Sasha leaves after each course is served. Afterward, he watches TV in his room and we watch TV in our room. We watch "Melrose Place" reruns because it is the only channel we get where the subtitles are far enough behind the English that we can make out the first parts of the words and figure out what's going on: Heather Locklear in some sort of trouble in a skimpy nightie.

TUESDAY, JULY 20

We have a 9:30 a.m. appointment with the adoption center and are ushered into a room with two desks.

One couple looks at "the book."

We look at the other copy of "the book."

We were warned about this book. Full of faces of children we probably are not prepared to adopt.

Tanya flipped over each page, thoughtfully saying softly, "This one has syphilis. This one had hydrocephalus. HIV. Six years old. Can't move her legs."

Our hearts sank as we listened to the descriptions of about 30 pages. Then they showed us a profile separated from the book, one that had just become available for adoption that day, they said.

"Would you consider a boy?"

All along, we had said we wanted a girl and were told that should not be a problem.

We had girl clothes.

We had picked out a girl's name.

We had Tennis Barbie.

We had thought if we got to choose, we both had a slight preference for a girl.

But now we saw that the only healthy child available to us was a boy.

And in his picture, he was screaming! Why would anyone take a picture at that moment?

Dan and I looked at each other and agreed we would go see this screaming boy -- Edward Alexander -- in Odessa, a region seven hours by car along the Black Sea.

Now we must wait to hear that we have permission to travel. That will come tomorrow either by noon or by 9 p.m., meaning we would have to drive overnight.

We are really hoping for noon.

WEDNESDAY, JULY 21

They feed us as though this is our last day on earth. For breakfast, we have cheese blinis, toast, ham, cheese, coffee, orange juice, pastries. We are stuffed and go for a walk to work off a blini or two, and we get a call on our cell phone. It is Tanya, saying we got the appointment and we will need to leave soon. She says to eat lunch immediately and get ready to go.

EAT LUNCH!!! We just ate.

Back at the house, Tasia is frying up chicken, potatoes, zucchini. She serves the soup, and Dan and I look at each other and realize we can only take a few bites. As soon as she leaves, we pour the soup down the sink and hope she and Sasha will eat the rest for days.

We set off for Odessa with Natasha, our new translator, and Vitaly, the driver.

It's a harrowing ride to Odessa. Vitaly gets pulled over twice that afternoon. Once for crossing over the solid lines to pass, often just a few car lengths from oncoming traffic over a hill, and once for going 140 kilometers an hour. He says "if we followed all the rules of the road, it would take two days to get to Odessa."

Driving here is always an adventure. Seat belts are widely ignored. In fact, Dan once tried to put his on in the front seat, and the driver motioned for him not to.

We get to our hotel about 7 p.m., and we are right on the Black Sea. The beach is out our back door. The agency was able to get a room "with conveniences," which is pretty hard to do this time of year, we understand. Conveniences means the toilet is not outside, so naturally we are all about conveniences.

The bathroom has a toilet, sink and a shower hose. But no curtain, tub or base. It's like a shower with a toilet and sink inside.

THURSDAY, JULY 22

Today's the day.

We are nervous and excited.

Hard to know what to talk about in the car.

Our minds are racing.

We drive to city hall, where Natasha and Vitaly must stand in line for an hour and a half waiting for permission to enter the orphanage. We wait in the car.

Finally we get to the orphanage, and within minutes a caretaker walks by carrying a laughing boy dressed in a bright pink outfit and sandals.

"Is that him?" we ask Natasha.

She gets a huge grin on her face and won't say anything at first and then nods yes.

The woman brings him to us, and soon he is in my arms, smiling ear to ear.

Suddenly I feel as though I have plunged into my future and I'm coming up for air wondering what to do next. They are calling us mommy and daddy, and we haven't decided anything yet. Well, we have decided a few things -- he is smiley and very cute. We don't want to say too much because nothing is a sure thing yet.

Oh, OK -- one more thing. He has a bit of a rash around his arms, and apparently that's from a reaction to strawberries. He is faster than the other kids, they say, and he got to the strawberries first and ate too many.

Strawberries are a very rare treat, as you might guess.

We return to the hotel with plenty to think about.

That night, just as we are poring over the menu at the cafe, deciding whether to point at gktkyuushh or xffhhhrkk this evening, we see a woman coming up behind us. She says, "How do you like it so far?"

We are just about to tell her she speaks English very well, and then she tells us she's from Oklahoma.

Come on over, we say.

So Cherita and her husband, Mike, pull up two chairs.

This makes our coordinators very nervous. They don't like you talking with other clients.

But we are hungry for sympathetic ears, and so are they.

They have two young biological children at home, and it is even harder for them to be away.

FRIDAY, JULY 23

We go to the orphanage for a morning visit, and they have dressed Edward in frilly, girly socks and mismatched shirt and shorts with a couple of ink stains.

They all have shoes, but the other children wear only the shoes, underwear and a T-shirt. It is very hard to have them come up to us, grabbing at the shiny new toys we have. Edward must know that when they dress him up, he is about to see the lady with the funny words and the cookies and the guy in the baseball cap holding the beach ball and the camera. So when we are not able to go for the afternoon visit because we are signing things, I wonder if they have dressed him up already and if he is waiting for us.

Our interpreters tell us the orphanage workers tell the kids most likely to get adopted that some day their mommy or daddy will come for them.

He is small for 16 months, compared with American children, but walking, which is unusual at that age in orphanage life.

Our hotel is one of the nicest around. It's like a mini-Fort Lauderdale out our back door. And we are seeing more skin than we would like in the forms of grossly overweight older women in bikinis and thongs all over the place, particularly on men, disappearing into places you never intended to see.

The younger women are overwhelmingly trim, for the most part. Many are sunburned. It seems sunscreen is not a big seller here.

SUNDAY, JULY 25

The quote of the day came from Natasha after we were shopping for baby clothes: "My dear guys. I must request please that you walk faster."

The other day when we had to go in and out of offices signing things, Natasha would explain to us, "We go to City Hall, then train station, then baby shop." Dan mumbles in the back seat, "Then we get moose and squirrel?" It cracked me up, but I didn't think she would appreciate the Bullwinkle reference.

Three new characters have entered the story. There's Victoria. We had heard all week about Victoria. She will join you in a few days. She is making phone arrangements. She has gotten you a good room with conveniences. We have wondered: Who is this Victoria? And now we know the Victoria secret.

You don't mess with Victoria in Odessa, apparently. When she talks, people listen. The other two characters are Ed and Mary, foreign service workers based in D.C. but living in Rome on this tour. They join the other four of us for dinner, and we are having a ball.

Having all six Americans at one table was making the coordinators very nervous. Apparently they weren't kidding about the rooms with conveniences being scarce. Ed and Mary came too late to get one, so they don't have air conditioning, and their "bathroom" is around the corner and just a hole cut in the floor. Ed describes what the experience is like for someone his height -- 6-foot-5. Something like a Spider-Man maneuver.

There is a singer with a very loud synthesizer at dinner this evening, and I feel for Ed and Mary, who will have to listen to disco and Russian dancing music at mind-numbing volume well into the night because they will have to leave their window open. Tomorrow, they will get a better room.

We bought our first clothes for Eddie. Fast Eddie. The Edinator. We are hoping they fit. Have to be better than the ballerina socks.

We are missing a steady diet of news. There are no English newspapers here, and we use most of our Internet time to communicate with the free world. We can only go when our driver can take us, and that's not as often as we'd like. We get BBC in our room and saw a piece on Millennium Park, which made us smile.

Can't wait to see the Bean. Sometimes at night we plug in our dual headphones, balance the DVD player on one of our stomachs, open a warm Coke Light, pop in a DVD, swat at some mosquitoes, and "go to the movies."

MONDAY, JULY 26

An emotional setback today. We are lingering around the breakfast table. Our translator comes to give four of us the plan for the day. He tells Mary and Ed they will leave in 10 minutes for the orphanage. He has bad news for us.

Eddie is in a children's hospital. It seems he fell out of bed and landed on his head that morning, and they took him to a children's hospital about an hour from the orphanage. That's about all he can tell us.

Mary gives us the fish toy that was the good-luck toy when they adopted their first daughter from Ukraine a few years ago. It has a proven track record. She can read the worry in my eyes pretty well. So we pile in the car and head to the orphanage, where we will talk to the director about what happened. Then we will go to the hospital. We can't wait to hold him. He must be very scared.

