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Marcia Frellick, Sunday news editor at the Sun-Times, and her husband, Dan 

Kening, arrived in Odessa, Ukraine, in July to adopt a little boy. Days after 

meeting 16-month-old Edward, they were told he had been taken to the hospital 

after he fell out of an orphanage bed. Excerpts from a 21-day Web diary resume 

here as they arrive at the hospital. 

By Marcia Frellick

MONDAY, JULY 26
The hospital is a pretty grim place. There’s no air conditioning and it’s in the 

90s. 

Doctors and nurses smoke outside the doorway. We sit on a wooden bench waiting 

for the doctor and put paper coverings on our shoes. Finally we get to see Eddie 

and he has been crying in a crib but stops when we get there. They say we can 

pick him up and he jumps into Dan’s arms and seems like the same old Eddie. 

The bruise looks like a purplish birthmark under his hair but there’s no 

swelling. X-rays show no fractures. It sounds like he may have had a mild 

concussion. They are treating him several days to make sure everything is as it 

was two days ago. 

Apparently he tried to escape overnight a few times. That’s our Eddie! Can't say 

as I blame him. It’s not a place you want to be for very long.

He is dressed in a long-sleeved flannel plaid shirt and looks very hot. The 

nurse lets me feed him. She pulls the nightstand over to use as a table and 

serves borscht, mashed potatoes and ground beef. Now, I’ve never been very good 

at spooning food into children’s mouths without getting it in their ears or 

belly buttons. This time I am working with red borscht and white napkins. 

By the time we’re done we look like extras in a slasher flick.

We leave to go to a baby store. You have to buy your own bedding for the 

hospital and we are asked to bring food and diapers as well. Then it’s back to 

our hotel. We have come to love our three-hour dinners where we get a reality 

check, a good laugh and a nice, cold beer. Tonight Ed has brought Ukrainian 

wheat beer at a grocery for all of us to try. Ed and Mary have this system down. 

They talk their way into getting driven to interesting restaurants and shops. 

They came up with the idea for all six of us to get a driver to take us downtown 

to a Thai/Japanese restaurant. Our handlers are mulling this request over. Maybe 

tomorrow night.

TUESDAY, JULY 27

Dan and I took a long walk along the beach this morning before the crowds 

started up again. Dogs lie around everywhere. 

They sleep much of the day, just as the cats do. At least we hope they are 

sleeping ...

We are changing translators faster than Murphy Brown changed secretaries. I 

think it’s because Dan is not walking fast enough. We may lose another one after 

today. It was very hot in the hospital and we were there four hours in one room 

with no breeze because we had to keep the door shut or Fast Eddie would escape.

 After that we went to the Internet cafe where I almost lost it for the first 

time. I couldn’t get any of the terminals to work. And Dan has been trying for a 

week now to set up our phone so it costs only $1 a minute instead of $5. 

Each time he tries they need a faxed driver’s license or a copy of a credit 

card, which are difficult maneuvers here. Then our minutes run out before he can 

finish the phone call and he has to start over the next day.

Later we go to the grocery and pick up some water and fruit and get in line. 

Now, your place in line is not something you give up quickly. But I must have 

detergent and I need Misha's help so I don’t repeat the laundry disaster of 

Costa Rica. 

When we return to the line Misha elbows his way back to where he was and motions 

for us to come along. Then I hear rumblings behind me and smell the alcohol on 

the breath of an angry man. 

He starts to yell at Misha and Misha politely dismisses him. Then he starts 

ranting and everyone is staring at us. Then he shoves Dan. Dan, who has just 

endured four hours in a hot hospital room and a bad Internet connection, gives 

him a shoulder and an EXCUSE ME???? 

We grab our things and rush out the door. Thankfully, our driver is waiting. We 

get in the car and see that the drunk man has chased us with a beer bottle.

 He is holding it over the back windshield and I am wondering whether it is 

safer to be inside or out. Finally Misha and Oleg, the driver, double-team him 

and get him far enough from the car that they can run, close the doors and 

drive, well, like they always drive.

Misha is HOT and after about 3 minutes of silence turns to us and says “THAT's 

why we cannot let you go places alone.” We get his point. We agree not to ask 

anymore. They do allow us to go to dinner that night away from the hotel and we 

are excited. We are celebrating Mike and Cherita's court date, while admitting 

we are jealous. But those poor guys were just told that since their son was 

abandoned in another city, they must make a four-hour drive each way the next 

day to retrieve his birth certificate. 

They are heartened by the court date but miserable about the trip.

THURSDAY, JULY 29
 It is our last dinner with Cherita and Mike. Mike relates the story of going to 

get the birth certificate that day. We are told not to tell people here that we 

are adopting for several reasons. So when they stop at a rest stop and an 

English speaker asks Mike why they are there, he says “uh, we’re on vacation.” 

We all have a giant laugh about that one. It doesn’t feel much like a vacation.

 We come back to the room in the afternoon and take a nap. I am just about to go 

for a swim in the sea when there is a frantic knock on the door. It is Misha. 

 We must go now! Pack your things! We must go sign things! 

It was very lucky we were in the room and not on the beach where he never would 

have found us. So we run to the car and get to the notary office where we wait 

for about 45 minutes to sign the intent to adopt Edward Alexander Kening. 

The official paperwork has just begun. Though we have felt he was ours almost 

from that first day. 

After the notary, the papers are sent to Kiev where officials have five working 

days to give us a court date. Here, every day counts.

 If you can get a paper out by 6 p.m. it means you gain a day. If it is not sent 

until the next morning you lose a day. In court a judge decides whether you may 

adopt and whether he will waive the 30-day requirement for taking a child out of 

the country. The thought of staying another month is not a happy one. 

A few things about thongs. Some thong things, if you will. 

The new fashion trend here is to wear white thongs under sheer white pants or 

skirts. The other fashion trend is shoes so pointed they could spear 

watermelons.

FRIDAY JULY 30

We go to the hospital and Victoria is coming with us to free Eddie. 

He is happy to make the one-hour trip back to the orphanage in my lap in the 

car.

After our late sushi lunch we get back in the Sergeimobile. This is Sergei’s big 

red van with no air conditioning and we run smack into the Odessian rush hour.

It is at least 100 degrees. Misha is in the front, Ed and Mary in the second 

row, Dan and Katya, another translator, and I in the very back. There are 

windows only in the front, just a flap tipped up back where we are.

Traffic is at a standstill so Sergei runs around the van and slides open the 

side door. So now we are driving with the door open. (What next in this driving 

roulette game, I think — riding on the hood?)

I fear one good pothole and we'll lose young Katya who is holding the door with 

one hand and fanning herself with her dictionary with the other.

This goes on for about half an hour and we start to talk about the cold wheat 

beers we will order when we get back. Misha has an idea. “You want beer?” he 

asks. “Yes!” we say jokingly. 

Before we know it, he is out the door running down the street and trying to make 

it to the beer stand and back in the car before the traffic starts moving. 

He makes it, just barely. He passes them all around (thankfully not to the 

driver) and for the moment life is good.

Our team of helpers is almost as anxious to get home as we are. Misha has a 

toddler at home and has been home only two days in the last month. 

They have good jobs and their language skills put us to shame. Katya, for 

instance speaks Ukrainian and Russian, of course, and is fluent in English and 

learning Chinese. 

The jobs are very demanding — you have to be ready to travel for 10-day periods 

at a moment's notice. They have to be getting pretty tired of us, too. And 

wishing someday we would change clothes.

We visit little Eddie in the orphanage. He's a little cranky. I run through all 

the show tunes I know — “Oklahoma,” “Singin’ in the Rain,” even the Oscar Mayer 

song and Eddie Spaghetti still wants more. Go figure! So I turn to Dan and say — 

“can you sing him something?” As he disappears down the path with Eddie in his 

arms I hear “99 bottles of beer on the wall....”

MONDAY, AUGUST 2
Which of the following things would you guess DID NOT happen in the past 24 

hours?

u A. Dan gets a 10-foot python wrapped around his neck

u B. Ed gets stung by a jellyfish

u C. Dan loses a contact lens down the drain because there are no stoppers here.

u D. Sergei gets another speeding ticket.

u E. The Internet is down all over Odessa.

u F. We start drinking vodka shots for breakfast.

The answer is F. And we’re not ruling out the vodka if we stay here much longer. 

Not to worry about the python. Dan paid a street vendor for that photo 

opportunity. I came across the street after buying some souvenirs and I see a 

street-length snake wrapped around my husband’s neck. I throw up my hands and 

say “Is there no END to our problems here?”

There was a bright spot at dinner last night. The waitress brought us the menu 

she always brings in the hotel cafe where we always eat and I sigh and say the 

word for thank you, thinking I'm sure there are many things on this menu but we 

can't read a word and must wait for Misha or Katya to translate. But this time 

she stays and turns over the first page and there — staring me in the face — are 

seven words I recognize: “Special tonight is mussels in garlick souse.” I can't 

believe it. Misha and Katya have translated the whole menu for us while we were 

off doing Internet things. We can't stop reading. 

We are a little curious about an entree that says simply “wood.” Misha says it 

was some kind of pork chop cooked over wood chips or something and he got tired 

and just wrote “wood.” We are delighted. There is an item I want to try — the 

grilled octopus and crab kebab. I have renamed it the octo-bab.

At the orphanage today we see so many kids we hope will get adopted soon. 

Apparently many of their mothers are in prison and as long as they call or write 

once every six months the children are put on hold and cannot be adopted.

Our translators tell us all of the healthy children in Ukraine will be adopted. 

That is heartening, though there are so many who are not healthy.

They don't let us go into the group rooms because even at that young age they 

know every adult is a potential mommy.

They also don’t let us enter areas where the beds are and are very nervous when 

we ask to take pictures. 

Sometimes the parents still live in town, but just can’t take care of the kids, 

so they visit them at the orphanage.

We had hoped all day yesterday that we would get a court date for today but 7 

p.m. (close of business) came and no word. We are hoping again for today. For 

now we are happy with an Internet connection, wonderful weather and the promise 

of mussels in garlick souse. (It's actually the special tonight.)

WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 4
Well, it's now day 14 of our “10-day stay” in Odessa. 

I don't know what we'd do here without Ed and Mary entertaining us. Would 

probably chew off our own limbs.

We asked last night for an audience with Victoria. We just didn't understand why 

this is taking so long. Turns out two things have happened. There was a surprise 

inspection at adoption central in Kiev so the offices have been shut down there 

for a few days and our paperwork is stuck. On top of that, they have switched 

directors and the cases are getting backed up. So we are discouraged but trying 

to remember there are worse places to be stuck. 

At least we have a beach, though I'm cutting out the swimming after Ed's 

jellyfish encounters. And we have had beautiful weather every day and the food 

is good and most of all there's a beautiful little boy waiting for us at the end 

of all this. But the routine is getting to us.

Every morning we have to be at breakfast at exactly 9 a.m. We know when it’s 

that time because the shirtless man with the huge belly swaggers down the stairs 

just in time to get in the buffet line.

 If you don't get in line it will all be gone. The waitresses got so tired of 

the Americans ordering about 12 tiny cups of coffee that they bring big mugs to 

our table. At 9:30 the car leaves for the orphanage and we get there at 10:30. 

We go to get Eddie in his playroom and stick our head in the door. They get him 

dressed up and open the door and ... BIG SMILE ... he runs to us. Then we walk 

around the grounds of the orphanage which basically means we walk up and down a 

concrete path.

There are four pieces of play equipment — all in tatters. A slide, swing, 

teeter-totter, etc.

Then at noon it's time to give him back to the nannies and it's lunchtime for 

him. Then we go to the Internet cafe and then have lunch, then go back to the 

hotel at about 4:30 where we read or nap or take walks until dinner at 7:30. 

About 10 we break out the movies. This is how every day goes.

THURSDAY AUGUST 5
Again we return to the hotel with no news. But at dinner Katya came over with a 

smile and said, “Victoria requests that you not go to bed early tonight because 

she has something to tell you.”

Finally. This has to be the news we were waiting for. A court date. We will wait 

till the crack of dawn if we need to for that news. 

We see our handlers going in and out of each other’s rooms and then at 10 p.m. 

they emerge.

 Victoria tells all four of us we have court dates for Friday morning and preps 

us for what they might ask. She gives us a little speech to prepare. 

Part of it is to say “we request that the patronymic name be extracted.”

All the way to court I can't remember this word. I think pachydermic, patriotic, 

palindromic. I just can’t say it. So we are told to pack and Dan and Ed have 

vodka shots. We are all celebrating and wondering what tomorrow holds.

We hope parenthood starts tomorrow. Really, it already has.
