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I N T E R V I E W S B Y  Charis Dietz

T H I S  M O M E N T  M A T T E R S

The temptation is always there—to measure 

our lives by achievements that can be seen 

and recognized by others. But time well spent 

is not so easily marked. Often it’s known only 

by the slow but steady “yes” we feel inside. 

Or the deep-seated certainty that tells us our 

feet and hearts are headed the right way—

even if it’s not the way the world might have us 

go. Only looking back can we see how these 

moments were turning points in who we were 

becoming. And then aren’t we grateful we 

didn’t let them slip away.

ven when I was in middle school,  
I already had a feeling that my path to 
motherhood wouldn’t be traditional. 
My sisters would laugh at me when I’d 

say things like, “I’ll never be pregnant, but I will 
be a mom.” It was always just in me—somehow, 
all the way back then, I knew. 

When I was approaching 40, I was ready to 
be a mom, but I didn’t know what it would look 
like. Was I going to meet someone and it would 
happen that way? My niece was in China at the 
time working with orphans. When she started 
sending messages with bits and pieces of what 
she was doing, I had this feeling on my heart 
that I was supposed to adopt there. 

In the summer of 2018, I started the adoption 
process. From the beginning, my agency was 
very honest and told me that the process can be 
grueling for control freaks (like me). So much 
of the process is out of your hands; it’s just 
dependent on waiting for the government to 
get back to you. Once you are finally done with 
the paperwork, then you wait to be matched 
with a child. So for a long stint there is nothing 
you can do—you’re literally just sitting and 
waiting for the agency to call and say they have 
found a match. It wasn’t until October 2019 
that I was matched with my daughter. One of 
my coworkers snapped a photo when I saw a 
picture of her sweet little face for the first time. 
That captured moment is pure joy. 

When you are matched, you know that within 
three months you will travel to China to finalize 
the adoption process and bring your child home. 
Her room was ready, and I had a plane ticket 
in hand, but then COVID-19 hit China. Two 
weeks before I was going to meet my daughter, 
their government canceled travel indefinitely. 
Since then, I’ve been in limbo, just waiting for 
the restrictions to lift. I’m here, but my heart is 
halfway across the world. 

It has now been over a year of waiting. When 
her 2nd birthday passed, that was a really hard 
time. I know I’m missing out on so many firsts 
of her life. Her first steps, her first words. 
Everything about the situation tells me to be 
angry. When I look into her empty room all 
I feel is sad. The only way to not lose hope in 

those moments is to remind myself that someday she will be in that 
bed. There have been enough tears to make me realize that it’s my 
choice to stay wrapped up in the sadness, or I can use the extra time 
I’ve been given to prepare for being the best mom I can be. 

So I’ve been taking Mandarin lessons, and I’m learning to cook 
foods that are native to her country, so when she comes home I know 
how to cook tofu. I’ve learned how to cook noodles properly. I’m even 
going to attempt to make dumplings. We’ll see how that goes! 

Some people think that having hope makes you naive. But in 
my mind it’s so much harder to choose hope over being angry or 
frustrated. You’re making yourself vulnerable and putting your heart 
out there, even though with one call, one email, one decision, that 
hope could disappear forever. Every day when I wake up, I have to 
actively make the choice to hope all over again. I have to force myself 
to find beauty in the process. I write letters to her, and I always end 
them with, “Someday soon, it will be you and me.”

“It’s my choice to stay wrapped up in the 

sadness, or I can use the extra time I’ve 

been given to prepare for being the best 

mom I can be.”

Joanna Gott 

T I M E  W E L L

T I M E  S P E N T
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y drive to go into law enforcement 
definitely came from my parents. 
My father is a Marine veteran, 
and my mother worked in the 

medical field. Their desire to protect and save 
people ran through my blood, and I wanted my 
career to honor that. After going to school for a 
degree in criminal justice and sociology, I was on 
track to becoming a federal officer. I was living 
in D.C., working private security, making good 
money, taking steps forward—when my world 
stopped. My 21-year-old brother was murdered 
during an attempted robbery. 

I hit rock bottom and went through a year and 
a half of depression. I left D.C., left my job, and 
moved in with my parents. My savings covered 
me financially, but emotionally I had completely 
shut down. I was devastated, not only because 
of the loss, but because I had steered my life 
toward law enforcement so I could protect and 
save people. But I wasn’t there to protect or 
save my brother.

Ironically, it was my brother who rescued me. 
One night I had a dream that he came to me 
and said, “Tara, I’m OK. I need you to live your 
life and continue helping people.” That moment 
saved my life.  

Before he died, my brother had talked about 
wanting to live in Houston, and I felt like that’s 
where I needed to go to start fresh. When I 
arrived, I got connected to a church’s homeless 
ministry. The more I got to know the people I 
was helping, all I could think was, this could have 
been me. If I hadn’t had the support system of 
my parents when I was at my lowest point, I’m 
not sure where I would be today.

Now my focus is on homeless youth. My goal 
day in and day out is to be the person who keeps 
those kids empowered. I want them to know 
that when they come to me, they get the truth, 
even if it’s hard to hear. But also I want them to 
know I will be cheering them on and supporting 
them every step of the way. 

It can get hard when it feels like I want them 
to succeed more than they do—when I put 

everything I have on the table and they refuse to take the next step. I 
just have to remember that I can’t help everyone, and there are some 
kids who would rather be anywhere else than sitting there talking 
to me. But when it all finally clicks—when a kid sits down to finish a 
homework assignment or goes to school or applies for a job—there’s 
nothing better than that. And when I see their demeanor change, 
their confidence grow and their eyes fill with hope, all the hard work 
is worth it. 

Some people probably look at my job and wonder how I can keep 
going with no guarantee that things will work out for these kids. But 
I don’t see it that way. When you are working with youth in this life 
situation, you can’t measure success the way the rest of the world 
does. I don’t have the option to give them less than everything I’ve got 
because there’s no guarantee they’ll be back at my door tomorrow. 
The moment in front of me is all I have, so I have to make it count.

“I want them to know that when they 

come to me, they get the truth, even 

if it’s hard to hear.”

ver since I could hold a pen, I knew I wanted to write a book 
someday. I loved telling stories that lit a fire in people and hit 
on their human truths. But I’m a practical person, so I played 
it safe. I made a career writing TV commercials because it 

paid the bills, and I kept putting off my real dream of becoming an 
author. So when the day finally came that I took the leap—when I 
wrote a novel based on what I’d experienced in ad agencies, and then 
sold it—the joy was indescribable. I remember taking my daughter 
Nina to the library in my own town and showing her my book on the 
shelf. There it was, for the world to read. 

A lot of time went into that book. Years spent dreaming, and then 
years spent actually writing. But it all felt like it was worth it. Readers 
wrote to me, many of them young women who were starting out in 
the ad business, just as I had done, saying the message of grit and 
empowerment struck a chord. The payoff was there.

Buoyed by this, when I sat down to write my 
second book, I was fearless in my belief it would 
also find its audience. I put my soul and sweat in, 
writing early in the morning and late at night—
the only hours I could steal between raising 
three kids and my day job. After two years, I had 
a rough draft and quickly found an agent I loved. 

I thought my happy ending was in sight. But 
after months of working closely with the agent 
on revisions, she abruptly left the industry and 
I was back at square one. My attempts to find 
another champion for my story were met with 
more setbacks and roadblocks until the weight 
of disappointment became too much and I had 
to walk away. 

I was heartbroken. I had put three years of 
really hard work into a book that had no prospect 
of ever seeing the light of day. Why keep writing 
if no one was ever going to read it anyway? But 
then I realized—well, isn’t that life? Why make 
the bed if you are going to get in it that night 
anyway? Why spend hours cooking a meal that 
might be eaten in 10 minutes? And I think this is 
why: It’s in the doing that we are living.

Around this time, an idea came to me for my 
third novel, something that felt big and magical. 
I knew if I didn’t get it down on paper, that light 
inside me would dim. So I sat down again to write, 
but this time with no thought to the outcome or 
attachment to the results. It was only about the 
act of expressing myself as I was meant to—of 
enjoying those early mornings and late hours 
when my words formed and flowed. I was free. 

Because of that freedom, I think this book is, 
by far, the strongest thing I’ve ever written. My 
family knows I’m almost finished, and the other 
day my daughter asked me if it would eventually 
be on the shelf of our library. I had to gut check 
myself because my immediate response was, 
“I hope so.” It hurts if our hopes don’t happen; 
nothing changes that truth. But I also know that 
I’m OK no matter what. I’m spending my days 
doing what I love. The happy ending doesn’t 
seem so important if you’re happy during.

“It’s in the doing that 

we are living.”
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