arIsTMAs OF 1983 was filled
‘ with promise for Mary Cun-

ningham Agee. She and Bill,
her husband of one year, were ex-
pecting their first child.

The Agees knew the exciterent
of moving in the top echelons of
corporate America. As president
of the couple’s venture-capital
firm, Semper Enterprises, Mary
enjoyed great professional success.
But their spacious home 1n Oster-
vitle, Mass., cried out for the laugh-
ter of children.

in their darkened living room aftes
her return from the hospital, a sen-
tence she had once heard from
Bishop Fulton J. Sheen kept run-
ning through Mary’s mind: Unless
there 1s a Good Friday, there will
never be an Easter Sunday.

What healing resurrection, she
wondered, could come out of her
pain? “Bill,” she asked aloud, “if I
feel this much grief over a miscar-
riage, how must the woman who
has an abortion feel-—especially if

she thinks that’s

The pregnan-
cy was an answer
to her prayers.
When the image
of the tiny baby
flickered on the
sonogram
screen, Mary
ached to hold
her daughter.
No sooner had
the Christmas
tree been put
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her only choice?”

She sorted
through  her
thoughts. “May-

be there’s a way
to bring good out
of our suffering,”
she said. “Per-
haps [ can help
women with cri-
sis pregnancies.”

Thus, from
the void left by

away, however,
than Mary was gripped by severe
pain. £'m only five months pregnani,
she thought. / can't be in labor! Bill
rushed his wite to the hospital, but
it was too late. Mary suffered a
second-trimester miscarriage.

The baby’s death carved a deep
ravine of grief in Mary’s life. She
could hardly bear to walk past the
silent nursery. For the first time,
she saw her husband cry, and she
feit an intense loneliness for the
child she had lost.

As Mary and Bill held each other
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the death of
Mary’s daughter, the Nurturing
Network was born—a loosely knit
community of people who link
pregnant women with critical re-
sources. Along with it came hope
for thousands of desperate women.

To rurriLL HER DREAM, Mary knew
from her business experience that
she would need to approach it pro-
fessionally. First, she would do an
analysis, Who is the woman most
likely to choose abortion and why?

The statistics shattered her as-
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sumptions. Most aboruon clients do
not come from disadvantaged
homes, nor are they confused teens
without access to birth control.
Rather, they are from middle-class
backgrounds and many are in col-
lege or on their first job. Over 70
percent of the 1.6 million abortions
in our country each year are per-
formed on women 20 and over.
In order to get to know these
women, Mary contacted ten abor-
tion clinics across the country. She
asked the staff w

sector. “It’s too close to home,”
Mary says.

The Agees took $200,000 from
the sale of their home and used it
for seed money to make Mary’s
dream a reality. When she opened
the first Nurturing Network office
in Osterville on Mother’s Day 1986,
her goals were modest. “I thought
if we could help one woman every
month, that would be great,” says
Mary. “That was 2500 women ago.”

Her first client was Clare, who
had read about

give her rele-
phone number
to women will-
ing to discuss
their experience.

Mary learned
that most of
these women
would rather
have avoided
abortion. “In
fact, g1 of the 100
women whao

“We are not
called to judge,”
says the founder

of Nurturing
Network. “We
are called to help”

the Network in
the newspaper.
She was a senior
at a strict, pri-
vate college
nearby.

“I'm being
kicked out of
school because
I'm pregnant,”
Clare said. “My
boyfriend has
lefe me.” Her

phoned said they
would have preferred to have given
birth if someone had offered them a
practical way to do so,” says Mary.
Since then, she has asked the same
questions of hundreds more wom-
en—and that basic statistic remains
constant.

Mary realized there were few
pregnancy-support programs for
such women—the achxevers, busi-
nesswomen and community lead-
ers of tomorrow. Why? She points
to a general denial of the preva-
lence of the problem within this

eyes filled. "My
friends say abortion is my only
choice, but I couldn’t live with
that.”

“We can help,” Mary said quiet-
ly. “Together we'll find a way.”

After the young woman left,
Mary called a college president who
had expressed an interest in the
Network. She agreed to arrange a
quick transfer for Clare to her col-
lege. Next, Mary found a support-
we family close by where Clare
could stay. Another Network
friend, a doctor, agreed to provide
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prenatal care at a reduced rate.

Clare thrived in her Nurturing

Home and finished both her preg-
nancy and her college courses that
May, She had been considering
adoption, but when baby James was
born, she decided to raise him her-
self, with the help of her parents.
“How pgrateful we are for our
grandson!” says Clare’s mother.
" Not just college students
sought out the Network. Emily, a
highly successful business consult-
ant in her mid-30s, knew that her
sut-of-wedlock pregnancy could
derail her career. “Can you help
me?” she asked Mary. Within a few
days, Mary had found Emily a con-
sulting job in a town 3000 miles
away, a challenging position that
would protece Emily's privacy.
Emily took a leave of absence and
lived with a Nurturing Network
family in that city.

After much soul-searching, Em-
ily made the painful decision to
choose adoption, as do 30 percent
of Network women. But a birth
mother’s feelings cannot be cut
with the umbilical cord. For
months after the adoption, Emily
sorted out her emotions with a
Network counselor. Finally, she
felt acceprance that she had done
the best thing for her daughter,

VMary Evizasers CUNNINGHAM
kknew loss very early. When she was
five, her parents separated, and her
mother struggled to work while
raising four children. Mary’s bleak
emotional landscape was bright

November I
ened by her uncle, Monsignor Wil-
liam Nolan, then a chaplain ar
Darumouth College. He became
Mary’s father figure and spiritual
mentor.

One of the most important mo-
ments of her life accurred when she
was seven, on the day of her First
Communion. As Mary and Monsi-
gnor Nolan sat in a small rock
garden in front of her house, he
taught her how to pray the Our
Father. She listened to his kind
voice and suddenly knew there was

denied the accusation, but a media
circus ensued and she resigned.

This crucible drew Mary and
Bill together, and a love affair did
blogsom. They married in June 198z,
two years after she left Bendix.

“As a result of my experience at
Bendix, [ know what it’s like to be
judged and ridiculed,” she says.
“Women with unwed pregnancies
are still judged harshly, and the
stigma can be bitter enough to push
them toward a quick abortion.”

Mary knew
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[ now see the compassionate side,”
she observes. “It was difficult to
persuade the first corporations to
offer jobs and funds. But colleagues
I’d worked with in the past trusted
me to run a professional program.
Word of mouth brought in others.”

A central tenet of the philosophi-
cal backbone of the Network is that
good often comes through suffer-
ing. Such thinking stands in sharp
contrast to our pain-avoiding soci-
ety. But by facing a problem-—such
as a crisis preg-

a God who loved her infinitely; she
wanted to bring that healing love to
others, “The Nurturing Network
is linked to my miscarriage,” she
says now, “but it really began in the
rock garden.” men who had
From that day, this sense of mis- walked out on
sion permeated Mary's life. At Har- them. “We are
vard Business School, when her not cailed to
professor asked students to predict judge,” she says.
their ultimate contribution, Mary “We are called
said, “Running an orphanage.” o help.”
Srunned silence followed. In 1988, the

that many wom-
en with crisis
pregnancies  had
known tragedy—
trusts  betrayed,

Mary Cunningham Agee

nancy—head-on
and refusing to
cave in to expe-
diency, character
is built.

Agee sees her
mission as step-
ping in where a
woman's own
support system
of family,
friends and the
baby's father has

Mary's classmates might not Agees and their
have understood her heart, but they two small children relocated in Boi-
respected her keen intellect. She se, Idaho, where Bill is CEO of
had come to business school as a Phi Morrison Knudsen Corporation.
Beta Kappa graduate from Welles- Mary set up the Nurturing Net-
ley College, where she majored in work's new home in a suite of
philosophy and logic. She then offices in downtown Boise.
earned an M.B.A. from Harvard. With a staff of 19 women, mostly

From 1979 10 1980, Mary catapult- unpaid, Mary coordinates a network
ed into corporate management at the of over 8500 volunteers “on call”
Bendix Corporation while stilf in her around the country. This computer
20s. But she was accused of rising to data base includes nearly 500 em-
the top by the oldest route—a ro- ployers, goo homes and 250 colleges.
mance with her boss, William “If I saw the harsh side of corpo-
Agee. Mary staunchly and publicly rate America when [ was at Bendix,

failed. The Net-
work provides help in six critical
areas—~employment, education,
housing, medical care, counseling
and finances. Both sides of the
abortion debate can (and do) sup-
port this concept. Members of the
Nurturing Network board come
from both “pro-life” and “pro-
choice” persuasions.

No woman travels alone. “We're
called to be our sister’s keeper in
very concrete ways,” Mary says.
“We wouldn’t be doing a woman
much of a favor if we sent her
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traipsing around a new city to find
her own lonely apartment.”

The volunteers who open their
homes are people like Jane Kinney.
a former bank vice president in her
late 30s. When prenatal tests
showed her baby suffered a chro-
mosomal abnormality that causes
mental retardation, doctors, coun-
selors and friends pressured her to
abort. When she refused, her boy-
friend walked out on her. Alone,
Jane prepared for the birth of her
handicapped chuld.

Baby Georgia was born with a
cleft lip, but everything else scemed
normal. Tragically, however, the
baby died in her sleep when she was
three weeks old. Jane's grief over-
whelmed her for nearly a year.
Then she read about the Network.
Wanting to sparc another woman
the isolation she had suftered, Jane
offered to help.

At the same time in a nearby aty,
Marta, 26, an mmigrant {rom
Peru, found herself alone, pregnant
and sleeping on a friend’s floor.
Her employers were going to let
her go.

Then she saw Mary ona TV talk
show, and called the Network's 800
number (800-TNN-4MOM). T
have no one,” Marta said, sobbing.
“My boyfriend says it's him or the
baby. [ want to kill myself!”

Mary brought the two women

together, and Marta moved into
Jane's apartment. The baby arrived
on Christmas Day, a beautful boy—
with Down syndrome. Janc was able
to guide her friend to the community
resources she would need t raise a
child with special needs. Marta and
baby Miguel stayed with Jane until
the new mom found a job and got
back on her feet.

Jane strokes Miguel’s hair, “It's
hard to say who helped the other
more,” she says. Sadness flits across
her face. “Working with the Net-
work helped me along my road to
recovery. For that, I'll be eternally
grateful.”

Jane currently atrtends law
school, and plans to specialize o
defending the disabled. Besides
volunteering with the Network.
this is her tribute to her daughter.

“Wizar we'RE DoING reminds me of
a story I heard about a little boy,”
says Mary. “He was running up
and down a beach, feverishly hurl-
ing starhsh back into the water
before they died. An old man ap-
proached him. ‘Do you honestly
think your work will make any
difference?’ he asked skeptically.

“The boy looked at him with
sparkling eyes, held up a starfish
and said, ‘Tt makes a difference to
this onel’ and threw the starfish
back into the sea.”

Partence is the ability ta let your light shine after your fuse has blown.

——Quated by Bob Levey in Washington Posi




