One Woman’s Experience Leads to Respite Network
By Pamela A. Keene

Andrea Faris Roberts knows the challenges and stress of being a caregiver to two children born within two years of each other, the oldest born with Down syndrome. She also knows the importance and benefits of restorative respite.

“Respite is not just having someone sit with your child for a couple of hours so that you can shower and get to the grocery store,” she says. “That’s a quick break, not nearly enough time to shift your focus to self-care and recharging.”

When her children were born — Reece in 2002 and Owen in 2004 — it fell to her to be the primary caregiver; her husband Rich traveled for work and was often away. She left her career in corporate marketing and the family became a one-income household.

“It was exhausting and isolating, especially caring for a toddler with Down syndrome and an infant just learning to walk and talk,” she says. “I’ve always been a strong and focused woman, but this was a different kind of life challenge for me.”

As the boys grew up, their needs changed. As Owen began to dress himself, feed himself and get ready for school, he was just learning to take care of himself. Though two years older, Reece needed help getting up each morning, dressing, having breakfast and heading to school. 

“Every day was a struggle for both Reece and me, and the sense of rushing stressed him even more,” Roberts says. “Now that he’s through puberty, he has become more mellow. As a 22-year-old, he has his own schedule, sleeping a bit later; life for him is not as hectic. We enjoy life at a slower place now and that’s a refreshing change.” Today, Reece continues to require full care and will for the rest of his life.

In 2006, as a way to connect with other families who have children with disabilities, Roberts founded Reece’s Rainbow — a nonprofit that facilitates the adoption of children with disabilities from around the world by American families. Since then, Reece’s Rainbow has found families for nearly 2,500 children with disabilities from overseas orphanages. 

“Along with taking care of my sons, I was helping American families who wanted to adopt children with special needs from other countries,” she says. “I had my hands full but finally realized after 10 years of balancing caregiving, running Reece’s Rainbow and helping keep these families afloat, I was truly exhausted, emotionally and physically. I needed a break, a place to escape.”

“Then I took a harder look,” she says. “It occurred to me that I was in the same shoes as all these new adoptive parents who most likely experienced the same need for a real break as I did.”

In 2017, she retired from Reece’s Rainbow and founded A Mother’s Rest Charitable Respite Foundation to support caregivers of all types — both men and women — so they could focus on their own self-care, recuperative health and fellowship with other caregivers.

Today, the foundation owns and operates two year-round respite inns: Lawton Place Manor in Mount Airy, Georgia, and The Terrace Guest House in New Market, Maryland. A Mother’s Rest partners with a national network of bed and breakfasts called Porch Partners that open their inns at discounted rates for periodic exclusive caregiver retreats.

A calendar of national retreats offers caregivers a chance to participate with others in similar circumstances. Some weekends are themed around men, women or couples caring for children with disabilities or autism, those dealing with bereavement or prividing parental care and families caring for veterans. Many weekends are diagnosis specific.

Guests at Lawton Place Manor and the Terrace Guest House make small donations or can be sponsored by friends or other family members. Through A Mother’s Rest, Porch Partners host several exclusive weekends a year for caregivers. 

A Mother’s Rest is funded through private donations from individuals and guests, churches, small businesses, disability groups and small grant foundations.

“The truth is: To be your best caregiver, you must take care of yourself,” says Roberts, who serves as executive director of the foundation. “Caregivers struggle with isolation, frustration, exhaustion, hopelessness and many other challenges every day, and the people on the outside really don’t understand. 

“Having 48 or 72 hours to do just what you want — sleep all day, no organized activities, casual meals, the freedom to share with other caregivers — all without guilt can be amazingly therapeutic,” she says. “So many caregivers never give themselves permission to take several days for themselves to rest and revitalize, but it is so necessary.”

Contact: amothersrest.org
