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THE PARENTS: Susannah McMonagle, 37,
and Chris McMonagle, 39, of Phoenixville

THE CHILDREN: Molly Rose, 5;
Callan James, 2; Kyler Caidence, 9 months,

adopted April 8, 2021

Chris and Susannah with
kids (from left) Molly, Kyler
and Callan. Courtesy of the family

T
hey were an hour
and six minutes from
the hospital when
the birth mother
changed her mind.

She was a young mom, the
same age as the first-year stu-
dents Susannah taught at
Eastern University, and she’d
had the baby two weeks early.

“We got a call from the agen-
cy worker,” Susannah recalls.
“She didn’t really have an ex-
planation. Just: She changed
her mind. That was really
heartbreaking.” She and
Chris, along with their older
kids, Molly and Callan, huddled
at Susannah’s parents’ house.
“We tried to figure out: What
next?”

From the time the two began
dating, during their senior year
at Eastern University, they
knew that children — at least
three, they agreed — would be
part of their future. Chris was
quiet and quick-witted; Susan-
nah was social, with a high
threshold for hubbub, spurring
their friend group on outings to
Philly. Both loved sports and val-
ued their Christian faith.

They dated for six years —
building careers, working in res-
taurants to pay the bills — be-
fore Chris proposed one Decem-
ber evening, in a light snow, in
front of St. Thomas Church on
Villanova’s campus. “Sue made
it known that she was ready to
get engaged,” Chris says. “I was
a slow mover in that regard.”

They married on a sweltering
July day in 2013; Susannah re-
members the moment the
church doors closed, after the
bridal party had entered, then
reopened so she and her father
could walk in. “The fact that
Chris was still there at the end
of the aisle — I thought that
was a good sign,” she says with
a laugh.

Chris was ready for kids, but
Susannah wanted to be married
for a year before they tried. The
timing worked. In October 2014,
Chris came home to a pasta din-
ner with a small package by his
plate: a onesie and a note that
said, “Hey, Dad, I can’t wait to
meet you in June.”

The pregnancy, aside from
some first-trimester nausea,
was smooth; the delivery, at
Bryn Mawr Hospital, unevent-
ful. “A lot of people say, ‘Oh,
you’re never ready to have
kids,’ ” Susannah says. “But we
were ready. We were excited.”

Yes, she felt hormonal spikes,
and she sometimes dissolved in

tears when Chris would leave
for work, but Molly was “so
good, so easy, we thought: Let’s
have 500. We fell in love with
parenthood from the get-go.”

They tried to conceive
again — a year of trying on
their own, then 15 more
months working with a fertili-
ty clinic. “They ran every test
under the sun, and we were
told there was nothing
wrong,” Susannah says.

She kept her grief private,
chronicling it in her journal.
But when the doctors began
talking about IVF — a lengthy
process, the couple knew, and
a costly one — they began to
reconsider. “Through a lot of
prayer and conversation, we
decided to do adoption,” Sus-
annah says.

Once they made that deci-
sion, the journey sped up — a
virtual seminar with A Baby
Step Adoption in February
2018, an expedited home
study, six weeks on the wait-
ing list, then an email in June:
“There’s a baby being born to-
day. A boy. Only say yes if you
can be in Georgia tomorrow.”

Two days later, they were
checking in at the maternity
ward of a Georgia hospital.

“About 10 minutes later, [the
nurse] rolled in with this gor-
geous baby boy. He had a lit-
tle hat on. He was peaceful.”
Immediately, Susannah pic-
tured them as a foursome: run-
ning under the sprinkler in sum-
mertime, riding bikes. “I could
see a whole future together. I
never looked back.”

But their family didn’t feel
quite complete. They wanted to
adopt again, and when Callan
was nearly 2, they got back on
the agency’s waiting list. This
time, it took only three weeks
before a birth mother from
Ohio chose them. They talked
by phone and texted periodical-
ly until the message came: “I’m
in labor. Yes, you should come
out here.”

“We packed up the kids and
the car,” Susannah recalls, with
a plan to meet her parents,
who live in Ohio, then head
for the hospital. Until, just an
hour away, the agency’s call
derailed them.

A day or two later, Susan-
nah texted the birth mother:
“We respect your decision.
We know this is an impossible
choice. We wish you the best
of luck.” The two continued to
keep in touch; sometimes the

birth mother said, “I think I
made the wrong decision.”

Susannah and Chris felt
torn: Should they move on
and pursue a different adop-
tion? Should they hold out
hope? Was the birth mother
being frank with them?

During the last week of Oc-
tober, she reached out once
more: “I’ve made my deci-
sion. I want you to adopt him.
I’m going to the lawyer tomor-
row. Can you come get him?”

Susannah flew alone to
Ohio this time; despite COV-
ID-19 restrictions, she and the
birth mother hugged when
they met. “It was one of the
saddest afternoons of my
life,” she recalls. “I was happy
for my own family, and this
young girl was entrusting me
to raise her son. It broke my
heart, and it also confirmed
my feeling that he was sup-
posed to be in our family.”

Their parenthood journey
— that first, quick conception,
the long slog of infertility,
then the two adoptions — has
changed them. “I have such
empathy for families,” Susan-
nah says. “It’s hard. No family
gets off scot-free.”

Chris thinks about the gifts
that come with being a multi-
racial family: a more expan-
sive view of people, their dif-
ferences, and their connec-
tions. “Sue and I had to do a
lot of soul-searching. We took
what was a really tough situa-
tion and looked for something
good that could still come of
it.”

And, if they had any doubts,
Kyler vanquished them. “The
first day we had him home, he
was smiling,” Susannah says.
“A reminder of God’s grace,
and timing, and that every-
thing happens when it’s sup-
posed to happen.”

Beer
Gardens
ware River. Elsewhere around the city,
you’ll find beer gardens that overlook the
Schuylkill, Independence Mall, and be-
yond, all within a few steps of cultural
and learning experiences you can enjoy
first. Here’s where to find them.

Flying Fish Beer Garden at the
Adventure Aquarium

When you’re done taking a peek at the
clown fish, sea turtles, and other aquatic
animals at the Aquarium, head out to its
waterfront patio turned beer garden where
you can relax with the whole family. Along
with Philly skyline views, you’ll find a
menu of beer from Flying Fish Brewing
Co., like the Some Fin Special, an IPA fea-
turing the Aquarium’s hammerhead shark,
Anchor, on its label, and the Salt and Sea, a
session sour with strawberry and lime. The
beer garden opens Memorial Day weekend
and also offers casual fare like hot dogs,
nachos, and pretzels. Aquarium admission
is required.

1 Riverside Dr., Camden, N.J.,
844-474-3474, adventureaquarium.com,
@adventureaquarium

Bedrock Brews at the Philadelphia
Zoo

After checking out the two dozen life-
size dinosaurs taking over the zoo this
summer, make your way to Bedrock
Brews, serving up a selection of draft
and canned beer, canned wine, and other
beverages near the zoo’s entrance. Scat-
tered with picnic tables, the garden wel-
comes those of all ages, with a dinosaur
backdrop that includes a 30-foot-tall
Quetzalcoatlus, one of the largest flying
animals of all time. Starting Memorial
Day weekend, look out for Friday night
burger and beer specials. The Bedrock
Brewery is teaming up with the zoo’s
Dino Bites to pair local beer with eats
like the BBQ Double Brontosaurus Burg-
er.

3400 W. Girard Ave., 215-243-1100, phila-
delphiazoo.org, @philadelphiazoo

Longwood Gardens’
Beer Garden

Pizza, barbecue, and Victory Brewing
Co. beers come together at Longwood
Gardens’ spacious beer garden, filled
with picnic tables and string lights.
There’s live music, too, Thursdays, Fri-
days, and Saturdays. Check out the calen-
dar to view the monthly lineup. Garden
admission is required; music is included.

1001 Longwood Rd., Kennett Square,
610 -388 -1000 , longwoodgar -
dens.org, @longwoodgardens

Terrace on Tap
Headed to see the Liberty Bell or take

a tour of Independence Hall? Just next
door, this pop-up beer garden lets you
take in views of Independence Mall from
the second-story terrace of the Indepen-
dence Visitor Center. Open select Thurs-
days and Fridays, the beer garden fea-
tures brews from Wissahickon Brewing
Co.. There’s a menu of cocktails and
wine, too, along with casual fare, includ-
ing nachos and Wiz Wit Hot Dogs. Seat-
ing fills up fast; reservations are strongly
encouraged.

599 Market St., phlvisitorcenter.com/Ter-
raceOnTap

Parks on Tap Water Works
Lay in a hammock and ponder your

Philadelphia Museum of Art experience
at this waterfront beer garden from
Parks on Tap, a two-minute walk from
the museum’s newly renovated west en-
trance. On tap, you’ll find an array of
brews from local Mainstay Independent
Brewing Co., plus eats like warm Lost
Bread pretzels and brisket milk bun sand-
wiches with horseradish pub cheese.
Evening visits bring an opportunity to
catch the sunset along the Schuylkill. The
beer garden is family-friendly, and muse-
um admission is not required.

640 Waterworks Dr., parkson-
tap.com, @parksontap
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Atlantic City
In Atlantic City, it’s not just the

drinks that are complimentary. The
city’s four-mile coastline, carved
into nearly 50 beaches, is free for
both high rollers and crapshooters
alike.

For swimmers, lifeguard stands
will be fully staffed by Memorial
Day. Guards patrol the beaches
from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. daily until the
season wraps at the end of Septem-
ber. Surfers and kayakers are al-
lowed at only the beaches on New
Hampshire, Pennsylvania, Raleigh
and Rhode Island Avenues when life-
guards are on duty, but after hours
the waters are open to all. And fish-
ing is allowed only when lifeguards
aren’t on duty. Otherwise, the city’s
entire coastline is fair game.

The big news is about the bath-
rooms. Seven new facilities opened
on the Boardwalk recently, provid-
ing beachgoers and guards much
needed relief. “And they’re cleaned
on a regular basis,” said Beach Pa-
trol Chief Steve Downey, “so it’s the
best it’s been since probably ever.”

Parking isn’t awful during the
week. There are plenty of garages at-
tached to casinos, and a lot of service
lots in the midtown area that used to
be casinos. Weekends (especially big-
event weekends) make it a little tough-
er.

Between New Hampshire and Jack-
son Avenues, 609-347-5301, atlanticci-
tynj.com @doac Lifeguards patrol
from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. daily

Strathmere
The hidden gem of the Jersey

Shore is a pinkie of a beach not even
2 miles long. Strathmere, a hamlet
of Upper Township, a one-stoplight
inlet floating to its own beat between
Ocean City and Sea Isle City, offers its
crisp and clean beaches without a fee.
There are some little inconveniences,
but the serene setting and calming at-
mosphere make up for lack of modern
amenities.

The trade-off: There are no rest-
rooms on-site, unless you count the
portable toilets set up along Ocean
Drive at Williams and Putnam
Roads. And on-street parking is
free, but it can get congested at the
height of summer.

Lifeguards start patrolling on Memo-
rial Day, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Monday to
Thursday and 10 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. Fri-
day to Sunday. But staffing constraints
limit coverage to roughly seven out of
a dozen beaches. The beach patrol
plan to release a schedule in June.

Surfers are given free rein south
of Tecumseh and north of Sherman
(Civil War buffs, anyone?), and peo-
ple wanting to fish are allowed to
wade into water south of Prescott and
north of Seacliff.

Seaview Avenue to Prescott Road,
609-263-1151 , uppertown-
ship.com @uppertownshipnj Life-
guards patrol 10 a.m.-5 p.m.
Mon.-Thur., and 10 a.m.-5 p.m.
Fri.-Sun.

The Wildwoods
This barrier island has three dis-

tinct cities, each with their own per-
sonalities and offerings: the City of
Wildwood, North Wildwood, and
Wildwood Crest, which together
amount to five miles of extra-wide,
smooth-sanded, free ocean beaches.

While each municipality has its
own beach patrol, the hours are the
same. All three beaches are pa-
trolled daily 10 a.m. to 5:30 p.m.
from Memorial Day through Labor
Day. And parking is the same. All
three sections struggle with those
hungry meters.

Here’s where they differ:

Wildwood Crest
The beach atmosphere reflects

the dry town: family-friendly. The
town itself is only two miles long,
but it still offers a full bathroom on
the beach and on Rambler Road.
Surfing is available on Rambler
Road, and fishing is available on all
beaches before and after hours.

East Cresse to East Newark Ave-
nues, 609-522-3825 wildwood-
crest.org @Wildwood_Crest

North Wildwood
It’s still quieter than its brethren,

but North Wildwood still knows how
to have a good time. And it offers
four full bathrooms nearby, and por-
table toilets at almost every street.
Surfing is allowed between Eighth
and 10th Avenues. Fishing allowed
on Second Avenue on Hereford In-
let.

First Avenue to East 26th Street,
609-522-7500, northwildwood.com
@northwildwoodbeaches

Wildwood
The city proper gets all of the at-

tention. It’s the center of the island,
it has the boardwalk and the amuse-
ment rides, and it has the conven-
tion center. And because of its row-
dy reputation, the beaches in Wild-
wood always play host to a lively
crowd. Most notably, it has access to
the boardwalk facilities, which is a
real game-changer.

East 26th Street to East Cresse Ave-
nue, 609-522-8258, wildwoodnj.org
@city.wildwoodnj
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WELCOME TO
PARENTHOOD!
If you’ve become a parent
— for the first, second or
fifth time — within the
last six months, e-mail us
why we should feature
your story:
parents@inquirer.com.
Giving birth, adopting, or
becoming a stepparent or
guardian all count.
Unfortunately, we can't
respond individually to all
submissions. If your story
is chosen, you will be
contacted.
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