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I 
 met Mandi about a year and a half ago, 

but had heard snippets of her life over 

the past four years. Mandi is my 

nephew’s girlfriend—fresh faced, always 

smiling and the hardest worker I have ever 

met. She is in her last 

year at Edgewood 

College, and works 

three to four different 

jobs at any time.  

Mandi has a great  

support system and 

enjoys life to its  

fullest. She inspires  

me and gives me hope 

for all of the children I 

see come into foster 

care, especially those 

who age out. Mandi  

illustrates resiliency at its best, as her 

journey moves her further into adulthood. 

I knew that Mandi’s mother died when she 

was in high school, and that she lived with 

her volleyball coach. I was so excited and 

surprised to hear that in June, just weeks 

shy of her 21st birthday, she was adopted by 

her “mom and dad”—even though they are in 

their mid 30s and have five other children.  

I asked Mandi if she would share her story 

with me, and she agreed—unbeknownst to 

me that it would likely bring up a past that at 

times was painful for her to share and for me 

to hear. 

Mandi grew up in Rhinelander with her 

mother and sister, who is 18 months older 

than Mandi. Her father had been sent out of 

the state when Mandi was a baby because of 

domestic violence toward her mother. She 

had no contact with him or his  family until 

she was 16.  

Mandi’s own mother 

had grown up with  

domestic violence, 

and when Mandy’s 

mom was 13, her 

stepfather shot her 

mother.  

 

Eventually Mandi’s 

mom was adopted by 

one of her 

stepmothers, but 

unfortunately the 

cycle of abuse followed her into adulthood.  

Mandi feels that her mother did the best she 

could with what she had.  

After Mandi’s father left, her mother went to 

school to become a nurse. She worked long 

hours so she could provide for her two 

children, but Mandi and her sister were often 

left to fend for themselves. They had to make 

sure they made it to school and had to fix 

their own meals, with very little money 

coming in.  

When Mandi reached middle school, her 
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mother began drinking, which caused her to 

keep losing jobs. Mandi suspected 

depression, as her mother was not available 

emotionally to her children.  

Mandi had a strong support network of 

friends and their parents. She was involved in 

sports and her friends always made sure they 

had extra money with them so Mandi could 

eat.  

As Mandi entered high school, her mom 

started getting sick. 

Mandi remembers that 

they had no money 

and that they were 

truly poor. They did not 

have access to good 

medical care, so her 

mom just endured her 

illness. Mandi 

remained involved in 

sports, worked and 

spent time with 

friends.  

Her mother was hospitalized about every 

three months—she was suffering from 

Pulmonary Fibrosis, although Mandi did not 

know that. They did not have adequate 

medical insurance, and her mother kept 

smoking, which made the condition even 

worse.  

As a junior, Mandi’s mother was in the 

hospital for about a week each month. It was 

around that same time that she had been 

contacted by her father. He had called her 

and her sister after he had been drinking. 

That was the first time she had ever spoken 

with him.  

He was living in Pennsylvania and flew to 

Wisconsin to see his daughters. In retrospect, 

Mandi believes that her mother knew how 

sick she was and felt that they should have 

contact with him. He kept telling them how 

much he had changed and bought Mandi and 

her sister things to make up for lost time.  

They met their paternal relatives as well. But 

in reality, their dad was still living out of state 

and not available to help or support them 

during their mother’s illness. Mandi’s aunt 

did come and stay with 

them to help take care 

of her mother, but 

Mandi was not home 

much due to work and 

school.  

The June before her 

senior year, Mandi and 

her sister drove their 

mother to Chicago to 

see a lung specialist. 

Her mom remained 

there for about a 

month and then returned home. She died the 

day before Mandi started her final year of 

high school.  

Mandi later learned that her sister knew that 

their mother was dying and Mandi still 

resents that she did not tell her. Mandi did 

not get a chance to say good bye to her mom.  

Mandi’s sister became her legal guardian, but 

she had her own issues to deal with. Mandi 

missed the first several weeks of her senior 

year and it was her volleyball coach who 

finally got her back on track.  

Even though she was grateful, Mandi had a 

lot of adjustments to make. For the first time 

ever, she had a curfew, and she was expected 

Continued on page 3 

She was expected to be a part  

of a family.  

That meant being accountable,  

being a good role model to the 

younger kids, doing well in school 

and going to church.  
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to be a part of a family. That meant 

being accountable, being a good role 

model to the younger kids, doing 

well in school and going to church.  

This was all new to her and not an 

easy transition. It would have been 

so easy for Mandi to give up after the 

loss of her mother, but she pushed 

on— being volleyball captain and 

homecoming queen and graduating.  

But more than that, Mandi truly 

feels that her coach was so much 

more—“they are my family.”  Mandi 

really credits them with her making it 

through the rest of high school and getting 

her into college. Mandi was accepted into 

Viterbo University and then transferred to 

Edgewood College two years ago. She will 

graduate in May with a Business Degree.  

Her sister did not fair so well. She had a baby 

and moved to her dad’s in Pennsylvania. He 

continues to drink and has kicked her out of 

his home.  

Mandi says that she has had to provide 

financial support to her sister in the past, and 

her sister now wants to move back to 

Madison. Mandi has asked her not to until 

she has a place to live and a job lined up.  

Even though Mandi has been adopted and 

her sister wasn’t, that does not change the 

fact that they still are sisters. Mandi says that 

she struggled with being a part of two 

families. She decided to keep her former last 

name and added her new name to it, because 

she never wants her sister to forget that she 

will always be there for her advice and that 

they will always remain connected by blood. 

That will never change.  

I now look at Mandi through a different lens. 

Mandi has had to work for everything she has 

and has learned to always keep a “cushion” in 

her savings account. She was able to take 

advantage of funding for college because of 

her mother’s death and has made the most of 

this opportunity. 

She has surrounded herself with people who  

love and care about her. She continues to 

work hard and make goals for herself. She 

enjoys life, but is responsible. No one would 

ever know what she experienced as a child 

and the losses she has endured.  

I admire her spirit and positive energy. She 

will make it in this world. Her resiliency is 

astounding.  

Paul Wesselman of The Ripples Project 

shared a quote that touched me: “Be kind, for 

everyone you meet is fighting a hard 

battle.” (Plato) This really spoke to me as I 

look at Mandi and all that she has 

experienced in her life. She has impacted me 

in more ways than she will ever know.  

Remember this as you care for our children. 

You too, are making a difference.  

Mandi, continued 
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