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SCOTT SHAW [ PLAIN DEALER PH

“you think, ‘Do I need to go to the bathroom, or do I need to eat?”

' Grandma Gertrude Kuchta: “You
pick up one and you think it's
your favorite. Then you pick up

‘another and feel the same way.”

morning until you go to bed at night,

ﬂra,nﬁ_ quiets wﬁ: in the four-crib bedroom. “Sometimes, when you get a cBm.w.,

Caring for North Canton quads™
- Tequires lots of helping hands

DEBBI SNOOK

It's the sound that mjakes a parent
shiver, makes nonparents want to flee

the room. Not one baby, but two babies

are crying, here on the carpeted floor of
Cheryl and Steve Clifford’shome.
“See? This is what it’s like from 5 in .Em
says Cheryl’s mother, Gertrude Kuchta,
who now lives with the couple and their

‘children.

Actually, it gets worse. Six months mmo.

Cheryl made headlines when she gave

birth to quadruplets. So, if only two are
crying now, another two might join in at
anyime. . (i :

Perpetual motion, perpetual sound,
perpetual babies is now the story of the
Cliffords, a quiet, church-centered cou-
ple who became parents late in life
thanks to breakthroughs in fertility tech-
nology and the generous, intimate gift of
reproductive eggs from Cheryl’s sister.

They are learning to be a newfangled
family. ;

The act of rotating infants Ruth, Paul,
Heidi and Robert through the arms of
Cheryl, her husband Steve and Cheryl’s *
mother — and whatever volunteers are
gracious enough to walk through the

~door — is continuous in their Jackson

Township home, north of Canton.
Stressed? ! b
“Blessed,” insists Steve. £
Cheryl and Gertrude pause as if to let

his word linger in the air. Then the cycle

begins again: the next baby gets a bottle,
another gets the swing. A third explores

a blanket on the floor and a fourth sleeps

inaseat. .
“We just leave them where they fall

asleep,” shrugs Gertrude. ;
In one short, remarkable process, the:

Clifford household has created and em-!

braced four new heartbeats. So far, the

adult rhythms are keeping pace. It’s rig-
orous. | :
“Sometimes, when you get a break, you
think, ‘Do I need to go to the bathroom or
doIneedtoeat? ” Cheryl says. ;
SEE QUADS/4-E

SCOTT SHAW | PLAIN DEALER
Shoes, bottles and sometimes

- children get name tags in the

Clifford household.
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She and her mom made only one

pact about personal time: Each-

gets 10 minutes a day for a
shower. Cheryl says she can’t
bring herself to indulge longer.
“Once you turn off the fan, and
you hear three of them crying,
you just brush your teeth fast and
run out.”
At the end of the evening, with

- Steve home from work, they stag-

ger bedtimes in an attempt to give
the grown-ups a sleeping sched-
ule. Cheryl retires at 10, Gertrude
at 11 and Steve at mldmght That
doesn t mean they stay awake un-
- til then.

' "Steve, put the bottle back in

" the baby’s mouth,” Gertrude once
- said to rouse him.

Total success
Thmgs used to be simpler. Che-
ryl and Steve were ordained min-

,,isters in the United Church of

Christ of Canton when they met.
She is director of education and
he runs an accounting business
that specializes in church fi-
nances. They married in their 40s
and continued to throw them-
- selves into their jobs.
ut Steve, an only child who
ew up without cousins, got
ne]y when his last relative died.
Cherifli began to reconsider hav-
ing children, and how she would
- enjoy them in later years.
They decided to become par-
. ents, Steve at 41, Cheryl at 48.
“I just didn’t expect to have

fom' ” Cheryl says.

“None of this would have hap-
pened if reproductive technology
hadn’t come such a long way, or if
Cheryl’s younger sister, Heidi,
28, hadn’t agreed to help. Che-
ryl’s reproductive eggs were too
old to guarantee a healthy baby.

. Heidi’s were good.

. Both women took uncomfort-
_able hormone injections for
weeks, readying, their bodies for
their roles in the mothering pro-
_.cess. Doctors surgically removed
nine of Heidi’s eggs from one of
her ovaries and, in a petri dish,
fertilized them with Steve’s
sperm. Four were surgically im-
planted into Cheryl's womb, on
the hopes that one would take.

{ . Nobody expected total success

- —four babies.

+ Blessed, Steve said back then.
- Assisted pregnancies are rela-
tively new and the mental health

. community is only beginning to

study the emotional conse-
- quences of such an exchange
Will everyone feel comfortable
- with the decision later on? Will
the mother’s role belong to one,
or two? How will each of them
feel about that? How will the chil-

~dren feel about it? When should
_they know?

CheryI Steve and Heidi, who
lives in Connecticut, each went

~through counseling to consider

those questions. It only affirmed
their resolve. Heidi, who saw her

older sister as a guiding force

thmugh her difficult teen years,

wanted to help Cheryl Afﬂ:cted‘

with endometriosis, a disturbance
in her reproductive system,
Heidi, who is single, also knew
she may never produce a child on
her own.

No breast-feeding

Pink, robust and getting ready
to crawl, Paul, Heidi, Ruth and
Robert Clifford look completely
different than when they were at
their premature, hollow-cheeked
birthweight of less than 4 pounds
each, the smallest at 2 pounds, 10
ounces.

Born Oct. 12, the babies spent
several weeks maturing in the
hospital. After five months of
growing at home, their other
health problems have been few
and short-lived. Cheryl says the
only difficulty is getting food in
their mouths fast enough.

And the adults?

They live by the book. The baby
book, a lined, spiral-bound note-
book in which they chart who got
fed, how much, when, by whom
and how it went over. “Squash.
Loved it!” it says next to Paul’s
name. Corresponding to the book
are four small cardboard boxes in

the fridge that hold each baby’s.

supply of bottles, personalized
with masking tape labels.
Twenty-three clean baby bibs are
stacked on the kitchen counter.

“The first month was pretty
brutal,” says Cheryl. “By the time
you finished feeding one, you had
to start over again with another.
You could catch a half-hour of
sleep here and there.”

They lost track of feedings.
Paul would eat anytime a bottle
came near him. Ruth could go
without for long stretches. They
started the book to keep track.

Cheryl decided against breast-
feeding.

“lI have brains,” she says,
knowing that she would have time
to do little else.

Volunteers also helped. The

Cliffords put out the call to their

church and five other churches in
the area. At first, people were re-
luctant to handle babies so small.
Then _they trickled in. Grand-
mothers with time on their hands.
Other mothers of multiples who
could relate. A teen who baby-sat
twins and thought quads “would
be a real challenge.” A widower
who stayed until the clock struck
12 on New Year’'s Eve.

Sometimes Cheryl gets so busy,
she doesn’t have time to call vol-
unteers back to schedule them.
But when she hits church on Sun-
day, a stream of people instantly
gather to help tote children and
diaper bags. The Cliffords have
become accustomed to handing
their children to someone else.

““At first we had to learn to trust
the nurses in the hospitals, since
the babies were there so long,”
says Steve.

“And if we tried to do every-
thing ourselves, the children
wouldn’t be well ‘cared for,” adds
Cheryl.

The parents delight in the sense
of community the babies have
created and find strength in not
demanding perfection of them-
selves.

“With one child we could cover
all the bases,” says Steve. “With
four, there’s no way. We know we
need help. We're not worried
when we miss something.”

‘I wish God would ...

Steve says he’s still sorting out
his feelings about his new role as
main breadwinner. During tax
time, his accounting firm kept
him in the office 10 to 12 hours a
day.

“There are four little people I
have to provide for, just as my
parents provided for me,” he
says. “There’s nothing bad about
that, just more of a challenge.”
Emotmnally, he says it might take
the rest of his life to understand
the role of a parent.

“My guess is that it’s an ongo-
ing process. You're needed in
new ways. Your time frame is
more limited. You talk about ba-
bies more than you used to. And,
gosh, there are SO many sur-
prises, you're not surprised about
being surprised.”

“I think Steve is still in shoek,”
says Gertrude. “I keep telling
him that different things are
going to happen. They are not all
going to goto bed when he wants
them to.”

“My baby experience is thin,”
Steve admits. “But I'm a fast
learner. You read books, you lis-
ten to other parents, you pray.”

Just as she originally planned,
Cheryl has gone back to work at
the church on a part-time basis.
Volunteers fill in while Cheryl or-
ganizes Sunday school classes
and vacation Bible school, and re-
cruits teachers. Recently, she
also gave a sermon.



~ The topic? “1 wish God would
...,” she says. “And if you think
about that, you realize a lot. The
point is that he can't do every-
thing. He’s given us a job and he
expects us to do it with joy.”

“She got the whole congrega-
tion involved in asking that ques-
tion, and it became more of a dis-
cussion than a sermon,” says
Steve. “She’s a great classroom
teacher.”

—Ehex_'yl sometimes feels split

between motherhood and her out-
side profession. She would rather
be with the children, but feels ful-
filled differently in an adult work
world. She sometimes thinks too
much about the children while
she is at work. At home, she gets
frustrated “when you set-out in
the morning to do one small
thing” and never get that chance.

“But the focus should be on the
children,” she says. “The future
gets here fast.” :

Cheryl’s and Steve’s time to-
gether as a couple is also in short
supply. When a volunteer sent
them off to a night at a restaurant,
they “were too tired to do any-
thing else.”

What they really wanted was
for the volunteer to “put the ba-
bies to bed so we could get some
sleep.” § '

Grandmother is the rock

Gertrude is astonished at the
instant load of four children, even
though she had five of her own.
She will complain one minute that
“your arms feel like they’re com-
ing out of their sockets at the end
of the day.” The next she is over-
whelmed by her own feelings for
the children. “You pick up one
and you think it’s yeur favorite,”
she says. “Then you pick up an-
other one and feel the same way.”

The birth of the quads gave
Gertrude, a widow, a chance to
sell her house in Connecticut,
dump a mortgage and re-enter a
lively family scene. She is the vet-
eran, the rock of the house. She’s
the one Cheryl goes to at 5 am.
“when I'm so tired I'm afraid I
might drop a child.”

But Gertrude also set the rules
when she got to Ohio. L5

“I told them I wouldn’t cook,”
she says. “And I won’t get up in

the middle of the night except

when more than two babies are
awake.”

It has worked. Still, she has lost
13 pounds.

“I took her aside the last time I
was there,” Heidi says by phone
from Plainville, Conn. “I wanted
to make sure she was getting
enough sleep, that she was get-
ting out. :

“She said she was tired but that
she was all right. But moms al-
ways say that. Yet I think it's
going to keep her going. In Con-
necticut her friends were not ac-
tive. She was sitting home and
bﬁ;'ed. And she’s a feisty 75-year-
0 .)l

Heidi visited the Cliffords for
two days in March.

“It felt like two weeks,” she
says. “I experienced all four of
them screaming at the top of their
lungs.” She remembers being un-
able to console Robert.

“T said, ‘Mom, what am I doing
wrong?’ And she said, ‘Heidi, you.
obviously haven’t had babies be-
fore. They just do this some-
times.” I really felt helpless. I
didn’t know.” :

Yet she says she got depressed
when she had to leave the chil-
dren, “not knowing when I'm
going to see them again.” Asked if
she felt “momlike” around them,
she says, “almost,” describing the
instant smiles she got from Rob-
ert and Paul on the way home
from the airport.

“They just had big grins, like
they knew who I was. It meant a
lot to me.”

But Heidi has put a hold on her
plans to move to North Canton.
She has got a new job and has
moved in with her boyfriend,
Rick Budnick. Five days a week
she is with Ricky, Rick’s 7'5-year-
old son. She recently showed
Ricky a few tricks on his new
skateboard “and almost broke my
neck.”

She may eventually move here,
“but not in the immediate fu-
ture.”

And the children? :

Ruth learns faster than the rest.
Paul waits for Steve to come
home before he will fall asleep.
Robert is sensitive, “the serious
one.” And Heidi is full of energy.

- Each child’s uniqueness, says
Steve, is what keeps the adults
going.

“Heidi and Ruth were in the
same crib one day and Heidi was
crying,” he says. “Ruth reached
over and started stroking Heidi’s
head until she stopped crying.”

“It was beautiful,” says Cheryl.



