
A question came up 
over dinner with 
friends Friday eve-
ning.

How do you define who 
you are?

For some people, it’s eth-
nicity. For others, it’s sexual-
ity. For many, it’s vocation or 
avocation.

My definition of self ex-
ists in the intersection where 
my life and my job come 
together. I am the adoptive 
mom of a special needs 
daughter, an actress, an 
animal lover, a poet, an oc-
casional found-object artist, 
an award-winning columnist 
and a 30-year veteran of the 
newspaper business.

Notice that nowhere in 
there does it say “public 
speaker.” But that’s what 
I’ll be doing Saturday at the 
Northwest Arkansas Author 
Book Fair and Luncheon, a 
fundraiser and friend raiser 
for the Bentonville Public 
Library. The luncheon, says 
Brenda Compton of the Ben-
tonville Library Foundation, 
is an effort to promote local 
authors to potential new 
readers.

For me, giving the key-
note talk is an opportunity 
to promote the importance 
of the written word. At that 
juncture between my “real” 
life and my professional 
one, I get to write about the 
things that matter most to 
me — theater, history, music, 
art and the people who give 
of their hearts and souls to 
entertain, enlighten and edu-
cate. I’ve been lucky enough 
to interview personal heroes 
like LeVar Burton, Mick 
Foley — he’s a professional 
wrestler; don’t judge — and 
Temple Grandin, and I’ve 
found new heroes like artist 
Zeek Taylor, photographer 
John Rankine, playwright 
Bob Ford and musicians Ezra 
Idlet and Keith Grimwood.

Beyond that, I truly enjoy 
sharing my real life with my 
readers, an arrogance that 
has brought both accolades 
and acidic rejection. One 
reader calls every time I 
mention “heaven” to tell me 
in voice mail I’m going to 
hell because my daughter’s 
dad and I divorced. Every 
time, it hurts my heart. I 
want to talk to her, to ex-
plain, to reason, to plead my 
case. I can’t, because she 
chooses to remain anony-
mous. But from her I get a 
clear idea of what it’s like, 
even in 2015, for a woman 
to be judged by someone 
else’s standards and be found 
wanting. I hope that makes 
me a better person and a bet-
ter writer.

That’s the premise I want 
to put forward on Saturday: 
The written word can pro-

foundly change lives. When 
Dan and I discovered we 
couldn’t have children and 
set out to adopt, readers 
followed that process with 
sympathetic interest. When 
we chose a child with spe-
cial needs, some applauded 
— and some wept at our in-
nocence — but in the end, I 
think many were touched by 
our experiences. A stranger 
came up to me at the grocery 
store once and asked if I was 
Becca Martin. She wanted 
to tell me, she said, that ev-
ery time she started to take 
anger or frustration out on 
her children, she thought of 
Amanda. And she put herself 
in time-out until she was 
calm enough to be better, 
kinder, wiser in the situation.

That one moment is rea-
son to keep writing for the 
rest of my life.

So much in our world 
now is ephemeral — a voice 
message, an email, a text — 
some of them written words, 
yes, but not words intended 
for remembering. The power 
of the written word — fact 
or fiction, novel or news-
paper — is that it survives, 
often past the lifetime of its 
writer.

I hope you’ll come to the 
library Saturday. I won’t talk 
long — I promise — and 
you’ll get to meet a lot of 
amazing authors whose 
books change their corners 
of the world. And we, as 
storytellers, look forward to 
meeting you!

Becca Martin-Brown is an 
award-winning columnist and 
Features editor for Northwest Ar-
kansas Democrat-Gazette.
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intensive testing later, the 
UAMS kidney and liver 
transplant board was ready 
to schedule surgery.

Smothers and Olson 
shared the good news with 
Atwood, her husband, Tim, 
and her parents on Oct. 15, 
an evening Atwood said 
came as a complete sur-
prise.

“I remember losing the 
feeling in my legs,” she said. 
“I remember right then and 
there, looking at Brian in a 
whole new way. Before he 
was this young daddy who 
I kept a kid for. Now he was 
this man who was a hero, an 
angel — our saving grace.”

Phifer was told about the 
match soon after, but the 
teen wasn’t all that excited, 
he said. He’d heard the good 
news before, only to be dis-
appointed at the last minute 
because of some unforeseen 
complication.

Maternal grandmother 
Marla Andrews was a per-
fect match for the teen, but 
she was eventually ruled 
out due to the discovery 
of a small mass on one of 
her kidneys. Grandmother 
JoAnn Phifer also tried to 
donate but was ruled out at 
the last minute for a similar 
health reason, Atwood said.

But Smothers was dif-
ferent. The tests were clear, 
and the transplant board set 
the surgery date for Dec. 10.

However, only days be-
fore, Atwood received news 
that the operation would 
not happen. She was given 
no explanation, she says, but 
was told the “board would 
reconsider at their meeting 
after Christmas.”

The transplant board met 
again on Dec. 29, and after 
careful consideration, re-
scheduled the kidney trans-
plant for January.

“It’s been a roller coaster 
of emotions for everyone,” 
Atwood said. “God knew 
all along what the outcome 
would be, who it would be 
and when it would be. We 
just had to be patient.”

With tentative hope, the 
families looked forward to 
Jan. 21. Smothers had been 
waiting nearly five months 
to undergo the surgery. 
Phifer had been waiting 19 
years.

PRE-OP
A half hour after arriving 

at the hospital, Phifer walks 
unaccompanied into the 
second floor pre-op wing at 
UAMS. Although his donor 
has yet to arrive, a nurse in-
serts a central line into the 
teen’s hand.

Phifer’s family paces the 
waiting room, anxiously 
awaiting word from Smoth-
ers. He’s late, and no one 
has heard from him since 
the night before.

At 5:50 a.m. Smothers ex-
plodes off the elevator and 
barrels towards the check-in 
desk. He giggles and gasps 
for air as he announces to a 
surprised staffer: “I’m Brian 
Smothers, and I’m here to 
donate.”

Amid cheers and words 
of encouragement, the 

young father rushes back 
to pre-op and is prepared 
for the invasive surgery. It’s 
only then he starts to look 
scared.

Ten minutes later, staff 
members announce the pa-
tients may see visitors. Two 
at a time, family and friends 
enter pre-op. They share 
prayers, tears and laughs 
with the men and each 
other.

In Room 8, Phifer seems 
calm but eager. In Room 
9, Smothers talks a mile a 
minute.

“I can’t believe I slept in 
after maybe only 30 minutes 
of sleep,” he says with an 
anxious laugh. “I’m ready 
for this to happen, but I am 
feeling a little nervous. But 
I think it will be OK. I’m 
ready for this for Hunter. 
But I wish I could have eat-
en. I could really use some 
pizza right about now.”

Olson holds Emory as 
they say goodbye to Smoth-
ers. His partner keeps from 
crying, but his mother, 
Peggy Smothers, is less 
composed. Terrified for the 
health of her son, she prays 
by his bedside and before 
leaving tells her son she’s 
proud of him.

His last words to his fam-
ily are “I love you.”

Meanwhile, Phifer ac-
cepts a steady stream of 
well-wishers. Little brother 
Tanner arrives at the hos-
pital just in time to tell his 
brother “good luck.” Each 
grandparent kisses Phifer’s 

forehead, and his father and 
stepfather stand in support 
of Atwood, who can’t stop 
shaking.

Phifer maintains a calm 
demeanor, begrudgingly 
giving up his cell phone be-
fore kissing his mother and 
father goodbye.

“He deserves a little nor-
malcy,” says Tim Atwood. 
“It’s time for him to feel like 
everyone else. This is his 
chance.” Tears fill his eyes 
as he looks back at his step-
son for what could be the 
last time.

WAITING
With these goodbyes, the 

family members settle in 
for what has already been a 
long day.

Amber Atwood sits at a 
table near the front of the 
waiting room, intermittently 
checking her phone and 
rubbing her hands with 
anti-bacterial hand lotion. 
She’ll do this all day.

Olson has her own ner-
vous ticks, but chasing after 
her daughter seems to take 
up a majority of her energy. 
The two play games on the 
floor and eat yogurt-covered 
raisins as they wait for word 
on the most important man 
in their lives.

Brad and Peggy Smothers 
are quiet most of the day. So 
are Phifer’s grandparents, 
who charge themselves with 
running short errands for 
the waiting families when 
not praying quietly on their 
own. A dozen other friends 

and family play cards or 
read, and all snack aimlessly 
on homemade sugar-free 
cookies.

There are a total of 65 
people anxiously awaiting 
word on about 15 patients, 
and each group has been 
issued what looks like a 
restaurant pager. The bustle 
of the busy waiting room 
comes to a halt whenever 
one sounds. The buzzers 
announce there is an update 
from an operating room.

At 8:04 a.m. the first up-
date arrives for Smothers, 
announcing the surgery be-
gan just a few minutes ear-
lier. Twenty minutes later, 
Atwood gets confirmation 
that her son’s tandem sur-
gery has also begun.

The morning drags on 
into the afternoon, and the 
two families continue to 
wait. But perhaps most im-
portantly, they are waiting 
together.

Smothers and Phifer had 
only met four times before 
Jan. 21, but their bond will 
last a lifetime, they’ve said. 
The families seem to feel the 
same as they wait for their 
lives to change.

Little Emory runs to Am-
ber Atwood, all smiles and 
looking to her favorite play-
mate. Brad Smothers talks 
with Greg Phifer over one of 
their cell phones, and Olson 
plays a new card game at a 
table with Marla Andrews.

Bound by the generosity 
of one man and the perse-
verance of another, the fam-
ilies are forever tied by the 
bonds of a medical miracle 
happening in Little Rock.

“We get so busy in life 
that we forget what makes 
the world go round,” Tim 
Atwood says just before 3 
p.m. “It’s the giving spirit 
of people like Brian and the 
strength of someone like 
Hunter. It’s the goodness 
and the little miracles.”

“It’s the Lord and love 
and hope,” Amber Atwood 
adds, and her pager buzzes 
the final time.
Allison Carter can be reached 
by email at acarter@nwadg.com 
or on Twitter @NWAAllison. More 
about Hunter Phifer’s recovery 
will appear March 5 in the Our 
Town section.
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drills, similar to any 
horse-training program. 
The loud upbeat music of 
their summer performanc-
es wasn’t played, and the 
pace wouldn’t earn anyone 
a speeding ticket, but girls 
walked their horses through 
steps they would run in the 
routine. The horses must 
get acclimated to running 
straight at another horse, 
Kent Morris said.

“It’s a very dangerous 
sport,” said Tex Holt, a 
member of the Rodeo of 
the Ozarks Board of Direc-
tors. “And they’ve got to get 
their horses in shape to go 
at that tempo for eight or 
nine minutes. They practice 
every week and every week 
and every week. And they 
get better and better.”

Kent said each girl de-
mands perfection of herself. 

But during this third prac-
tice of the season, plenty of 
laughter was heard when a 
horse would decide to bolt 
out of line and do its own 
thing. The practices also 
allow the horses to get ac-
quainted with one another 
and the leaders to deter-
mine each horse’s personali-
ty, Kent noted. For example, 
in a wagon wheel pivot, 
the outside horse must be 
quick enough to keep up at 
the end of the spoke, while 
the inside horse must get 
used to being bumped and 
pushed.

“You’re asking a horse to 
do something he’s never do-
ne before,” Kent said. “And 
after a few times, he might 
say he’s had enough.”

“We’re not dealing with 
12 minds,” Kelly said. “We’re 
dealing with 24.”

Laurinda Joenks is a Features 
reporter and has lived in Spring-
dale since 1990.
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Kelly Morris, director of the Rodeo of the Ozarks Rounders, coaches 
the high-speed precision drill team during a weekly practice Sunday at 
Isuba Valley Horse Park near Siloam Springs. The group began practice 
two weeks ago for performances July 1-4 at the 71st annual Rodeo of 
the Ozarks.
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THE OTHER WAY

Who am I?
Written word has power to change lives

This week, after 
taking the second 
of my three kids 
to a consultation 

appointment at the ortho-
dontist’s office, I saw the 
reality of our situation in 
black, white and shades of 
gray when the doctor put 
two X-rays on the computer 
screen side by side.

One showed an X-ray 
from a year ago which the 
doctor said looked pretty 
normal. The X-ray next to it 
was the one he’d just taken 
and it was a dental disaster. 
It looked like a cluster of 
bumper cars all pointing in 
different directions.

The orthodontist point-
ed at two impacted teeth 
that had somehow taken a 
wrong turn at Albuquerque 
and were now headed in the 
opposite direction. They’d 
need to be re-routed first 
with braces and then with 
oral surgery to attach tiny 
chains to the wayward pearly 
whites.

Then the doctor told 
me about my son’s missing 

permanent teeth that would 
one day require implants. 
Then there was the mat-
ter of the lower jaw that 
needed realignment with a 
custom-made orthodontic 
appliance.

The incessant ringing of 
a cash register echoed in my 
mind. As it turns out, a nice 
smile can get pretty pricey.

But there’s no one to 
blame — or is there? The 
problem of missing perma-
nent teeth is usually a hered-
itary issue, so maybe it’s my 
fault. But if it’s my fault then 
that means it’s probably my 
parents’ fault, or their par-
ents’ fault, or their parents’ 
fault. It’s impossible to tell 
how far up the family tree 

this DNA dilemma goes.
The only person happy 

about this situation is our 
middle child, who was the 
first kid to get saddled with 
braces about a year ago. (In 
some cruel twist of dental 
fate, he is destined for not 
one but two sets of braces to 
correct a “cross bite,” which 
is apparently a real thing 
and not just another thing to 
spend money on. I Googled 
it.)

When Jack found out his 
older brother was about to 
get braces, he smiled a wide, 
metallic smile and pulled a 
victorious fist in toward his 
chest as he said “Yes!” His 
dental misery is about to get 
some company in a world 
where popcorn and Laffy 
Taffy are strictly prohibited. 
Finally, someone in the fami-
ly will literally feel his pain.

And speaking of pain, 
Tom and I are about to feel 
our share of it, too. Even 
with the Cadillac of dental 
insurance programs, we’ll 
still have to come up with 
several thousand dollars to 
get through the Great Ortho-
dontic Crisis of 2015. (Good-
bye, summer vacation. I may 
never walk on your sandy 
beaches, but at least my kids 

will have properly aligned 
jawbones. Maybe I’ll have 
a margarita this summer 
while I stare into their metal 
mouths, imagining the way 
a sunset might look over the 
ocean. That’ll be relaxing.)

By the time the boys serve 
their time in braces, it’ll be 
just about time for their little 
sister to start her own dental 
disco. We’ll probably be deal-
ing with wires, rubber bands 
and retainers for a collective 
seven years or more.

If I could, I would send 
a text message back in time 
to my younger self on the 
day when our youngest kid 
graduated from diapers to 
underwear — the day we felt 
like we’d be rich because we 
could finally stop buying dia-
pers. Here’s what I’d say:

“Hold up, sister. Better 
start stockpiling those diaper 
dollars because you’re going 
to need them during the 
Great Orthodontic Crisis of 
2015. I just got the bill and it 
is OMG.”

Gwen Rockwood is a syndicated 
freelance columnist. Email her at 
rockwoodfiles@cox.net or find 
her online at therockwoodfiles.
com. Her book, “Reporting Live 
from the Laundry Pile,” is avail-
able on Amazon.

Brace yourself
Mom goes mental  

over dental dilemma
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Never one to be too serious, donor Brian Smothers jokes with Amber Atwood after arriving late to her son’s 
transplant surgery. Amber replied with humor, but tears of appreciation never left her face.
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Brian Smothers checks in at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sci-
ences in Little Rock on Jan. 21. Although a little late, the young Spring-
dale father made it in time to donate a kidney to Hunter Phifer.

GO & DO

Northwest Arkansas 
Author Book Fair 

and Luncheon
What: A chance to meet nine 
authors whose works cover every 
genre from health and wellness 
to dystopian drama to historical 
fiction: Charity Bradford, Janine 
Chalfant, Crow Johnson Evans, 
Jennifer McClory, Jeri Myer, 
Radine Nehring, Sandra Olson, 
Christa Tullis and Don Willis
When: 11 a.m.-1 p.m. Saturday
Where: Bentonville Public 
Library
Cost: $25
Reservations: (479) 936-6924


