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“commande® style, Over thme,
muscle weakness spread from
their fect and legs upward,
until they hnd trouble breath-
ing and swallowlng.

By the time each of the five
turned 9, they were in wheel-
chairs, Dorothy recalled having
1o carry hes sons, get them
dressed {n the morning and
into their wheelchairs,

Becatse necomadations
for people with dlsebilities
weren't as common in the
19403 and 1960s, Dorothy
would go to school with the
boyns and earey them up and
down stairs or bring a urinal to
school for them.

A small, thin woman, she
found strength n the three
things she says got her family
through very Lrying thnes:
faith, family togetherness and
asense of humor.

Tim, for instance, was the
“lost ehild.” Twice, the famil
accidentally left him bchlnd’.’

“And you know {t's three
strikes and you're out,”
Dorathy said with a laugh.

When the Detroit Tigers
won the World Series in 1968,
the boys weren't able 1o attend
the game, so the Livonia
Kiwanls brought them caps
and balloons and everyone
watched the game at the *
Cencer house.

“Afterward, I loaded up the
boys in the van and we drove
around the neighborhood to
celebrate,” Dorothy said.

THE ESSAY

Somc kids would shy away,
unsure how to relate to chil-
dren with disabilities. Steve
Kowalskl, who lived two doors
down, remembers playing with
Kenny years ago. Now 38 and
a reporter for the Oxford
Eccentric, Kowalski still feels
the impact on his life of grow-
ing up oround sttch an extraor-
dinasy famlly.

*Though Kenny couldn't run
faster or jump higher than the
rest of the boyz on the block,
just making these movements
'made him feel part of the
gang,” Kowalski recently wrote,
“Even climbing basement
stairs with Kenny was fun.
Kenny's leg muscles started
deteriorating and weren't
strong enough to walk up so
he'd crawl on alt fours. Twould
imitate him - anything to tum
stalr climbing into an adven-
ture”

As Kenny's leg muscles
weakened, however, he wasn't
able to keep up with his play-
mate. Kowalski admits he did
what other 5-year-olds would
probably do when o playmate
couldn't keep up. He found

(front): Ron, Tom and Tim,

other playmates.

*Vell, while I was abandon-
ing Kenny s a friend, his
mother, Dorothy Cencer, never
left his slde,” Kowalski wrote.
*“We live in an cra in which
women choose to abort babies
who are considered an ‘Incon-
ventence! The Cencers were
o{:cn tolife even though
chances were their next off-
spring may not be perfect in
man’s cyes. They always trust-
ed, however, that all hables are
perfect in God's eyes”

His cssay is the reason
Darothy will be honored at the
May 6 Right to Life-Lifespan
Mother's Day Award Dinner.

COURAGE

While she's Jooking forward
to being reunited with the
Kowalskis and other family
and friends, Dorothy remains a
very shy, modest person, While
others might look upon her as
2 “super Mom,” sie sees her
sons as the true heroes.

“They had courage with a
capital ‘C)" she snid proudly. *It
was not one big tmgedy. It was
just part of it” .

Rick, for Instance, remained
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The seven Cencer boys (teft to right, back): Dave, Steve, Rick (hol
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awny in 1969,

The boys didn't bicker
among themselves, and no one
ever expressed resentment
townard the twao healthy chil-
dren, While fucing the
prospect of death, thelr minds
were sharp and their spirits
remained high.

The toughest days happened
just before cach boy had to go
from walking under his own
power to wheelchales. They'd
adjust quickly, though; getting
a new wheelchair got to be like
getting a new car,

Dorothy has high praise for
the Muscnlar Dystrophy
Association. “Muscular
Dysirophy wus great to us, The
ouli' thing they didn't come up
with was a cure, and they were
working on that"

A mother who believes firm-
Iy that every child deserves n
natural birth and a natural
death, Dorothy was grateful
her sons didn’t have to endure
the trauma of (eeding tubes;
each was able to feed himself
until the Inst.

1 think the Lord was good
1o our sons,” she said. “We
thank God for allowing us to
be their parents. I consider it a

lege, even though he was
gravely ill. He received his
diploma from Franklin High
Schov! while a patient at St.
Mary Mercy Hospital.
When David died, Rick

. asked his mother to bring one |

of hia high school graduation
hotos, which he left in his
rother’s casket. The nate he
inseribed read: *Think of me
often, Dave. lHelp meto goas
faras 1 can”

Eight months later, just days
after reminding his mother to
make sure he was enrolled at
Schooleraft College, Rick fol-
Jowed his brother. Dorothy
belicves her boys took sore
comfort knowing they had
family members walting for
them in heaven, including
their grandfather, who passed

Library offers seminar

Library and the Michigan
Small Business & Technology
Development Center will n(‘T er

Library.

Librurian Sharon Vincent
will share a varicty of resources
available on the Internet, in
nddition t tt lecti

8 free small b
at 7 p.m. Tuesday, April 29 at
the Farmington Hills Library,
3217%7 w2 Mil%‘ D highligh

e program M il t
resolirces availnble through the
U.8. Small Business
Administration and the

1chizan Small Bust

g0
of the many “how to” books on
sctting up and running o busi-
ness. She will also demonstmte
how to use ReferenceUSA,
which offers access to 12 mil-
lion businesses and 120 million
houscholds in the U.S. This
Intabase is avaflable free

Technology Development
Center, the State of Michigan
and through the Farmington

through the Library,
To sign up, call (248) 552~
0300,

i we got to take care
of them?

After Kenny gasscd away,
Dorothy started caring for her
alling mother-in-taw, The
Cencers moved to North
Carolina for nine years, where

‘Tom enjoyed golfingand, -

To K"ﬂkcd up 6300 vol- -
unteer hours and earned the
North Carolina Governor's
Award.

The couple moved back to
Michigan, settling in
Farmington Hills to be closer
to their six grandehildren.

Since then, Dorothy’s hiad
same health prablens -
including several surgeries.

She talks nbout them in mat-
ter-of-fact tones, always with a
smile and a laugh, and won-
ders if God isn't 1

Winning essay expresses
admiration for Mom of the Year

The followlng is the Right
to Life-Lifespan’s winning
ten by Steve

Kenny was my buddy, a
couple of houses away in our
Livonin nelghborhood.

e was just onc of the
guys, Though Kenny couldn’t
run faster of jump higher
thin the rest of the boys an
the block, just mnking these
movements made him feel
part of the gang.

Even climbing basement
stairs with Kenny was fun.
Kenny's leg muscles started
deteriorating and weren't
strong enough to walk up so
he'd erawl on all fours, I
would imitate him - anything
to turn stalr climbing into an
adventure.

In a family afflicted by
muscular dystraphy, perhaps
Kenny knew the Inevitable,
even in pre-school,

1 um sorry to say a wheel-
chair replaced me as 1 con-
stant companion of Kenny's.
Rather than stay Kenny's
friend, ns my parents prod-
ded, I did what many 5-year-
olds would do: Find someone
else to run, jump and throw
n ball with,

What does Kenny have to
do with my 2003 Right to
Life Lifespan Mother of the
Year nomination?

Well, while I was abandon-
ing Kenny as a fricad, his
mother, Dorothy Cencer,
never left his side. Dorothy
had lots of practice.

Of the seven children - all
sans - born to Tom and
Dorothy Cencer, five hed MD
and spent many of their
years in wheelehairs, Kenny
wvas the youngest of the
bunch.

God called the five boys
home before they were out of
their teens. For seve:
decades now, Dorothy and
‘Tom and their surviving
sons, Steve and Tom Jr,,
haven't had to go outside the
family to find a Communion
of Saints in Heaven: Richard,
David, Timothy, Ronald and
Kenneth,

We live in an era in which
women choose to abort
babies who are considered an
“inconvenience™. The Cencers
were apen to life even

though chances were their

next offapring may not be
perfect in mun's cyes. They
always trusted, however, that
all babiea are peefect in God's
eyes,

Many parents look farward
to the day they cnn take pho-
tography or videotnpe thelr
cnildren attending the high
school prom and making the
long-awaited walk across the
graduatlan stage. For five of
the Cencer children, dancing
was out of the question in
their teens, fet alone walking.

The boys couldn't play
organized sports but they
loved their hometown teams,
especially the Red Wings -
long before it was fashion-
able to call Detroit
“Hockeytown™.

Through it all, Dorothy
never lost her Catholic faith.
She never got mad at God.,
Despite all her responsibili-
ties at home, she was always
a regular at church func-
tions.

Dorothy wanted a Catholic
education for her children,
including the boys with MD.
1t wasn't uncommon to see
her carry her children up the
three flights of stairs at St.
Michael School before their
special needs, and Teck of an
clevator and ramp, made
attendance there impassible.

Jesus said pick up your
cross and follow me.
Dorothy, a tiny woman with
a heart as big as nny, knew
that also meant pick up your

sons.

And to think, sometimes
we dread changing our
baby's next diaper.

Many parents push their
children to church. Dorothy
was no different, but she did
it literally and her boys grew
to love the sacraments, just
like her.

Fortunately the boys grew
up in an era when doctors
still made house calls. Their
spiritual doctors at St.
Michac), Fathers Forish and
Partensky, also made regular
visits.

Dorothy was a leader in
the St. Michael Women's
Guild and n joy for other
members 1o be around. She
Joved the camaraderie of
monthly Friday Night
Pinochle Partics at Guild
wembers’ homes. Dorothy

- western suburbs where she

dldn't win every hand, of
course, It was the only place
you'd hear her complain
about the cards she was
dealt,

Dorathy cuuld have taken
it casy in her retirement
from “motherhood,” but her
mothering nature extended
to nursing humes in the

volunteered many hours for
the sick and elderly long
aftee her last child with MD
passed away.

When Tom and Dorothy
bought a retirement home in
Naorth Carolina she was very
nctive in her church’s
Christian Service activities.

‘The Cencers returned to
the Detroit area in recent
years where it’s easier fo sce
their sons, Steve and Tom,
and grandchildren. Father
Mcenhill, the pricst at their
current parish, St. Gerald in
Farmington, lights up when
he hears Dorothy's name,
knowing the trials she has
experienced and the witness
sheis to her faith.

Dorothy attended daily
Mass at St. Gerald until a fall
in the winter put her in the
hospital, Father Mcenhill
said. Not ns mobile, but back
at home after the hospital
stay, she usually makes it to
St. Gerald for Sunday Mass.

Father Mcenhill brings her
Commupnion from lime to
time and Dorothy proudly
pulls out the family photo
album, showing pictures of
the children, living and

ed

cceased.
Her love of life, like the
photos, is also on display.
*She keeps her smile and
sense of humor, she's good
with puns,” Father Mcenhitl

“To have such a good
spirit despite the tragedies
in her life, she is a real
fighter”

People call her "Dot™ for
short but she made a much
larger mark than thaton
everyone she touched, espe-
cially her five deceased sons
who no doub! are smiling
down en her.

Though her boys bad their
share of suffering, G
blessed them with o Saint for
a mother.

has supported her through
trying times.
In no way, shape or form
daes Dorothy take on the
d who

shuking his head even as He
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with challenges, loss and no
small measure of sadness. On
the contrary, she considers
herself a full seven times
blessed by children who filled
her tife and heart with love.

It was great,” she said, smil-
ing broadly. It just didn't Jast
long enough.”
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