


UNBROKEN

Egli Colón Stephens
Epigraph by Natalia Harris

A Mother-Daughter 
Journey of Resilience, 

Faith and Courage

BOOK PREVIEW



©Unbroken

Copyright © 2019 Egli Colón Stephens

ISBN-13: 978-1727107289
ISBN-10: 1727107284

The colored version of all the pictures included in the book are available for view and 
download on Egli Colón Stephens’ website: eglicolonstephens.com

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by 
any means, including recording, photocopying, or other electronic methods, without 

the written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in 
critical reviews.

Medical Disclaimer: This book which references some medical terms is not intended 
as a substitute for consultation with a licensed healthcare practitioner, such as your 

physician. 

All Bible quotations are in the New International Version translation, except if stated 
otherwise.

Cover design by Morenike Olusanya
Cover photographs by Jacqueline Ayala





5Egli Colón Stephens 

UNBROKEN: A Mother-Daughter Journey of Resilience, Faith and Courage

This book is for anyone in need of hope.
 It is dedicated to my brave and resilient daughter, 

Natalia as a reminder of her inner strength and battles won. 
Your life is a testament of faith. 

Vivistes para contarlo.

My little one, in giving birth to you, I gave birth to the warrior in me.



Brooklyn, NY
Circa June 2002

You have searched me, Lord and you know me.
-Psalm 139:1 
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Foreword

 The first time I met Dr. Egli Colón Stephens, it was in 
my first semester at Bronx Community College. I remember that 
day vividly. Extremely anxious about the college life and coming 
into a new country, I sat still at the front of the class, my feverish 
legs caressed by a pair of blue jeans were glued together and my 
arms folded to my chest. The classroom, filled with unfamiliar 
faces and equally anxious students was very quiet, unknown to 
all that the professor, Dr. Egli, was sitting in our midst. She was 
conducting a brief experiment on student interaction at first sight. 
When she came up to introduce herself as the professor after 
about five minutes, everyone smiled and that eased the tension.

 The narrative in Unbroken is very symbolic of my first 
day in Dr. Egli’s class. It is of a woman stepping out, in familiar 
shoes, and using her experiences to ease the tension of many 
troubled hearts. In this book, you will read about divine love and 
triumph when Dr. Egli’s only daughter, Natalia, faced a near death 
experience.

 Through Unbroken, I was brought back to a book I read 
in 2017, titled On Truth by Harry G. Frankfurt. My favorite line of 
the text says, “Love is nothing but joy with the accompanying idea 
of an external cause.” 

 With Unbroken, my definition of love and joy 
transformed. I gained an understanding of how one can choose 
to love another person fiercely as God loved them rather than 
loving their neighbor as they loved themselves when they knew, 
truthfully that they weren’t self-sufficient.

 You will also learn about total submission in faith. 
You will see a mother unashamed of being on her knees in God’s 
presence when her feet were not strong enough to climb her 
mountains. You will see a mother become one with her daughter; 
the only fruit of her womb, in pain and happiness. You will also 
see Natalia with love, using her strength and humor to pull her 
mother through tough days.

 In Unbroken, you will learn how to be brave through 
the eyes of Natalia, a 12-year-old who refused to let her diagnosis 
weigh her down. She spoke her miracle to life and called the leg

There is no greater agony than bearing 
an untold story inside you.

- Maya Angelou
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diagnosed with cancer “Will,” that it “will walk again.” Through 
Natalia, you will understand the fragility of life and how it is 
accompanied by a type of joy which is only visible to a grateful 
heart. During chemotherapy, simple actions that Natalia took, 
such as eating or staying awake became an epitome of favor and 
beauty, especially for those who prayed relentlessly to keep her 
alive.
 
 Such moments in Unbroken furthermore exemplified 
Frankfurt words about how love and joy are different. He wrote, 
“Love is of external things, and joy is an internal feeling about the 
external things that we love.” And joy is “what follows that passion 
by which the (individual) passes to greater perfection.”

 Only love can make one find joy in difficult times and 
imperfect moments. In Unbroken, you will read the story of a 
woman who shed the clothes of herself and unlimitedly, letting go 
for God to take the wheel. 
 The Amplified Version of 1 Corinthians 10:13 says that,  

“No temptation [regardless of its source] has 
overtaken or enticed you that is not common to human 
experience [nor is any temptation unusual or beyond 
human resistance], but God is faithful [to His word—
He is compassionate and trustworthy], and He will 
not let you be tempted beyond your ability [to resist], 
but along with the temptation He [has in the past and 
is now and] will [always] provide the way out as well, 
so that you will be able to endure it [without yielding, 
and will overcome temptation with joy].”

 Unbroken; A Mother-Daughter Journey of Resilience, 
Faith and Courage will become a second bible to rekindle the hope 
and resistance that many people need to endure and overcome their 
trials. It will make people grow a type of faith that allows them to 
trust God to prove Himself in their circumstances.

 Above all, Unbroken holds a type of vulnerability in 
storytelling. One that is unafraid, unashamed and relentless in 
giving, for others to grow in faith and strength. For so long, this 
has been an untold story. However, by sharing Unbroken now, Dr. 
Egli has invested in her all, including Natalia. Unbroken is a way of 
saying that there is no going back anymore. Unbroken is here and 
Amen!

Oyindamola Shoola

Author of 
Heartbeat | To Bee a Honey | The Silence We Eat | But Here You Are
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 In all of my schooling in the United States, I was never 
exposed to Latino writers. The only literature I was mandated 
to read was about stories and people I could not identify with. 
I struggled to see myself, or my peers represented in the pages, 
but I never complained or questioned my teachers. I come from a 
culture where often children are silenced and to question an adult 
is considered disrespectful, so, I did not. I was just thankful to 
have crossed from the English Language Learners classes (ELL) to 
mainstream classes. 
 
 I was always under the impression that I had to check 
my Hispanic heritage at the door of my classroom and pick it up 
as I exited when it should have been the contrary. Celebrating and 
incorporating our heritage should have been part of the learning 
process of our history, but I did not want to offend my teachers in 
any way. The books we read reflected them and the administration 
of the school, but where were our voices? These books were not 
reflective of my experience, the immigrant experience. I grew 
up with the false illusion that Latinos weren’t writers, until an 
eighth grade bilingual class at Walt Whitman Junior High School 
in Brooklyn, when I came across the Spanish version of Don 
Quijote de la Mancha by Miguel Cervantes Saavedra. Completely 
captivated by this book, I devoured it in a few days. Don Quijote 
de la Mancha was the first book I ever read and could not put 
down. 

 Upon discovering Latino literature in my late twenties 
as a young inner-city middle and high school teacher, I desired to 
expose my students to the work of writers of color, giving them 
the opportunities I did not receive. Writers such as Julia Alvarez, 
Esmeralda Santiago, Sandra Cisneros, Isabel Allende, Gabriel 
García Márquez, Pablo Neruda, Junot Díaz, and many others 
transported my students and me, giving us wings to fly each time 
we visited our local library and bookstores for their readings. 
Though it was never my intention to follow in their footsteps, 
when God gives me a command, I follow it.

 Unbroken: A Mother-Daughter Journey of Resilience, 
Faith and Courage came to me first with the title, Co-Parenting with 
God. It came like a whisper; God’s whisper and a strong conviction 
saying: “Tell your story and share where I have brought you from. Tell 
people around the world that dreams don’t have expiration dates. Write 
your book.” I never imagined that I would write a book or become

introduction
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an author, but this story has nudged me for years. It has woken 
me up from my sleep and many times, kept me awake at night. 
This story found me and I am honoring this calling by sharing my 
journey and my daughter’s journey.

 I was on a British Airways flight, 33,000 feet up in the 
air on my way to London to complete a doctoral fellowship in 
Interfaith and Inter-Religious Dialogue at the University of Oxford. 
Being a divorcee and single mom, I had already given up on my 
dream of studying abroad when this opportunity came along in 
2005. Feeling flustered by this random experience, I started writing 
in my journal while on the plane.

 I wrote endlessly, not once imagining it would unfold in 
this way. It began as a story I was writing for single moms, sharing 
my experiences about allowing myself to dream while seeking 
God’s guidance, finding the courage to walk away from a troubled 
marriage, protecting my daughter from the outcomes of my hurt. 

 All of these, while focusing on being a magnificent mom 
to my healthy baby girl whom I did not expect to become critically 
ill at age twelve, when I also faced health challenges. 

 God had a different plan, a divine plan for what we 
now call Unbroken. Uno propone y Dios dispone. I believe I covered 
more than what I had intended. Here, you will find a God at work, 
making the impossible possible, creating a way where there was no 
way. 

 Unbroken will rekindle your hope and faith in humanity. 
Earth angels surrounded us and at times came to our rescue and 
prayed for us when we could not even pray for ourselves. You 
will find the power of community in action and how we became 
stronger than ever by walking through fire. In Unbroken, I don’t 
hold back, I dig into memory and bring you to the source of this 
unwavering faith in my DNA, inherited by my grandparents. I take 
you to our humble beginnings in Santiago, Dominican Republic 
and even dare to incorporate some of my mother tongue, Español, 
here and there.

 Through the process of birthing Unbroken, I learned 
to be still and trust God’s timing. El tiempo de Dios es perfecto. The 
journals and documents I have compiled over the years look like a 
huge patched quilt. It has taken cutting and pasting hundreds of 
pages, letting go of many, writing, rewriting, renaming the book, 
searching through bins of pictures and learning to weave this 
journey creatively. I now understand why it has taken me thirteen 
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years to put it into a book form. I needed a re-birth. I needed to be 
delivered, and these are not life events but a process that requires 
time. We have been healed not just physically but emotionally, 
mentally and spiritually.

 For so long I would go back year after year hoping I could 
unbury this manuscript, go through my journal entries and put it in 
the book you are now holding, but it was so raw and excruciatingly 
painful, I could not get past page one without falling apart. It was 
not until 2014 that I permitted myself to remember that the storm 
was over. You are safe Egli, and I was able to dive into it.

 Unbroken remains raw but hopeful. We take you to 
the battlefield to journey with us. Vulnerable and unashamed, 
I discovered a strength I never knew I had. I learned to endure, 
to be present for and with the one I love. I became one with my 
daughter during her darkest times and through her, I discovered 
that with faith in God, the human spirit is unbreakable. I learned to 
surrender to God. I learned to let life unfold and trust the process.

 Thank You God, for placing our feet on solid ground and 
giving us the strength to come this far - for us to see where You 
have brought us from. The process has been cathartic, but through 
it, I discovered I was born to be a storyteller. I was born to write and 
I will do so until my last breath.

 Egli Colón Stephens, Ed.D.
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Part 1
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Chapter 1
Birth Of An Unwavering Faith

Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, 
by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your 
requests to God.
 - Philippians 4:6

Be faithful in small things because it is in them that your 
strength lies.
 - Mother Teresa
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 Before I knew of God, I knew God. I could not quote any 
Scriptures, but I knew deep in my heart and soul that there was 
a power higher than myself drawing me close. I must have been 
about seven years old when I first felt my heart sinking, missing my 
parents who separately emigrated to Puerto Rico and New York 
City in search of a better life, from the Dominican Republic.
 Remembering the last image I had of Papi, I was about 
two years old when he left, and about seven years old when Mami 
left. They could no longer withstand the economic uncertainty and 
stagnant wages of our country as difficult as it was for them to 
leave their little girl and the island they were so enamored with.

Egli at 3 years old, posing with her favorite doll - a 
gift from her dad. 

crossed fingers and recited “Amen” after gesturing the sign of 
the cross.  I am the product of devout Catholic grandparents that 
prayed with me and for me way before I was born. There’s no doubt 

in my mind that my grandmothers’ 
devotion had a lot to do with my 
spiritual formation. Their devotion 
planted the seed of faith in my heart 
and it has grown deeper as I have 
matured spiritually. 
 Leónidas and Ana 
Escolatica were my grandmothers. 
Ana Escolatica was Papi’s mom. 
She was known to all as Colacita, 
but to my brother and me, she was 
Nana. They were both leaders of 
our local church, Santa Clara, in 
Santiago, Dominican Republic and 
were highly respected in our barrio 
for their selfless hearts and service 
to our community. Nana was the 
curandera and the comadrona of el 
barrio. She delivered babies and

 Though my soul 
felt the sadness and despair 
of their absence, my spirit 
drew closer to prayer as I 
heard the echo of Mami’s 
voice over my aunt’s who 
tucked me into bed every 
night.“Santo ángel de mi 
guarda, dulce compañía, no 
me desampares ni de noche ni 
de día. Con Dios me acuesto, 
con Dios me levanto, en el 
nombre del Padre, del Hijo y del 
Espíritu Santo.” I kissed my

Egli at 10 years old, posing in front of her uncle’s 
motorcycle, showing off a new dress her mom made 
her and brought from the U.S.
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accompanied many as took their last breath. In my eyes, she was a 
miracle worker. She prayed over the sick and without any medical 
training or tools was able to snap joints back into place with her 
bare hands. I remember our home was always heavily trafficked as 
injured people came in and out, and women also came for herbal 
remedies for their feminine issues.
 She had the gift of helping people transition from life to 
death as well as welcoming a new life into the world. She was often 
called to pray over the dying when our deacon, Juan Gabriel, was 
not around. 
  For as long as I can 
remember, the priest was 
only present on Sundays 
to celebrate mass, but the 
deacon, the elderly ladies 
and the youth group ran 
our small church. Nana 
held the hands of the dying 
until their last breath, and 
then prepared them for the 
ceremonial burial, while 
the families sobbed outside 
the room. Most of our 
funerals were held at home. 
Only the wealthy and the 
well-established held their 
funerals en la funeraria. 
 Nana always left a 
big dress out on a chair to put 
over her nightgown in the 
event anyone came knocking 
at our door in the middle of 
the night for help. 
 She led prayer services, Good Friday processions and 
counseled the afflicted but was also the kind of lady no one messed 
around with. She took nonsense from no one. Nana was also wise, 
strong, determined and loved me with a kind of love unlike any 
other I have known. 
 I was Nana’s little helper when I was not in school and 
people showed up for healing and counseling. As God’s children, 
she strongly believed that we all had the power to heal one another 
in the Name of Jesus. She taught me to pray over people just like 
she did.
 “Ven Egli, estira tus manos y pídele a Dios con mucha fé que 
lo cure y le de descanso.” 
 She never charged a cent, but once better, people gifted 
her with what they could afford to show their gratitude, a chicken

 Egli at twelve years old “fresh off the boat.”
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for stew, a rooster, avocados, mangos or whatever crops they were 
growing in their backyard.
 I enjoyed being around both of my grandmothers. They 
were each witty, and I saw them both as having supernatural 
powers. Although they were very different in character, their 
devotion and dependence on God left a lasting impression on me. 
 When it was time for my First Communion, I knew 
all of my Catechism prayers thanks to my grandmothers. I was 
accompanying them to every traditional function that is customary 
of my Dominican culture and faith: wakes, funerals, rosary 
recitals, processions, novenas, hora santas, nueve días, cumple mes y 
cumpleaños. I was that inquisitive child seeking protection by their 
side, but also drawn to them and the comfort I found in prayer.
 Nana’s skills and prayerful spirit left such an impression 
on me that thirty-five years after her death, she is still very present 
in my daily life. I now understand that I was seeking a deeper 
intimacy with my Creator, or perhaps, my Creator was seeking me. 
 The only consistency in my life has been prayer. My 
faith and spirituality have sustained me, and I would dare say, my 
faith has saved me. I have felt the presence of a silent, mysterious 
companion guiding and protecting me throughout my life. During 
the years of my parents’ absence, I felt parented by my Heavenly 
Father. In the aftermath of my divorce, I knew my Heavenly Father 
could make me whole again and step in to help co-parent my 
daughter. I am convinced that amazing things happen when we 
pray for our children and with our children.
 My grandmothers demonstrated devotion and taught 
me that I was not alone in navigating this sometimes scary world. 
They taught me to embrace the mystery of the unknown, ask for 
God’s help, rely on prayer at all times, listen to God’s whisper and 
take action. They taught me to seek stillness and silence because it 
is in the silence of our hearts that God speaks to us. They taught me 
to trust my gut and to believe that the human spirit is unbreakable 
when grounded in faith. They modeled that as long as we are 
breathing, we can bounce back from whatever life throws at us. 
They showed me how to show up for life, do my best, and let God 
do the rest. In a nutshell, they showed me what it truly means to 
surrender and trust that God would make a way out of no way.
 I was about nine years old when my aunt Rafaela, Mami’s 
second oldest sister and my primary caregiver, moved her three 
teenage children and me to my maternal grandparents’ house. 
Every morning I was awakened by the sounds of roosters, our 
church’s bells ringing at 6:00 a.m. and my grandparents chanting 
prayers. 
 My maternal grandmother, Leonidas, was not the most 
affectionate but was a woman of deep faith and prayer. She would 
nudge my grandfather, Miguel and in a firm but sleepy voice say, 
“despiértate Miguel, vamos a rezar.”
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 Our rooms were divided by a paper-thin wall made out 
of plywood that did not reach the tin roof. The bed I shared with 
my aunt Rafaela was right against their wall, and I could hear 
every prayer. Abuela would initiate by saying, “En el nombre del 
Padre, del Hijo y del Espiritu Santo, Amen.” I envisioned these words 
followed by the gestures of the sign of the cross.
 I could smell the scent of the candle wax taking over 
our little wooden home as they prayed the rosary. As dawn 
approached, I laid in bed in the room next to theirs, taking it all 
in while falling in and out of my sleep. Prayer and devotion was 
something they could not start their day without. 
 They concluded their devotional time together by 
chanting the prayer of St. Francis back and forth. This prayer 
was my alarm clock and how I knew it was time to get ready for 
school. Despite them being long gone, I am still reminded that I 
am an instrument of peace. I can still hear the echo of their voices 
in my head chanting St. Francis’ prayer: 

Señor, 
hazme un instrumento de tu paz:
donde haya odio, que yo ponga el amor,
donde haya ofensa, que yo ponga el perdón;
donde haya discordia, que yo ponga la unión;
donde haya error, que yo ponga la verdad;
donde haya duda, que yo ponga la fe;
donde haya desesperación, que yo ponga la esperanza;
donde haya tinieblas, que yo ponga la luz;
donde haya tristeza, que yo ponga alegría. 
 
Señor, 
haz que yo busque:
consolar y no ser consolado, 
comprender y no ser comprendido,
amar y no ser amado.
 
Porque:
dando es como se recibe, 
olvidándose de sí es como uno se encuentra, 
perdonando es como se recibe el perdón, 
y muriendo es como se resucita a la vida.

 Their faith is what taught me where to go for comfort 
and refuge. Each time I closed my eyes, I connected to the purest 
and most sacred power I knew existed within me, my Holy Father.
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Mother’s Day, Circa 1976, Santiago, Dominican Republic posing 
in front of Egli’s maternal grandparents humble home with family.
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“i am because of these women.”

Egli’s aunts and mother. L-R Aunts Mercedes, “Mecho,” Rafaela 
“Faela,” and Mami, Obdulia “Lula,” the youngest of them all.

Egli’s paternal grandmother 
“Nana,” Ana Escolatica 
Colón. We all called her 
Colacita.

Egli at five years old, 
standing next to her maternal 
grandmother.
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Chapter 2
a christmas eve miracle

It is my pleasure to tell you about the miraculous signs 
and wonders that the Most High God performed for me..
 - Daniel 4:2

Daughter, a beautiful creation… handmade by God, 
placed in the arms of a woman to rise, love, nurture, and 
treasure as a friend..
 - Anonymous
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 I may not be certain about some things in life, but the one 
thing I am sure of is that I was born to be Natalia’s mom. 
 I spent the first couple of months after her birth in awe 
and disbelief that I had given birth to such a beautiful and perfect 
being. She is my masterpiece, God’s masterpiece, the best of me 
and the role I am most proud of.

***
 My pregnancy was complicated, it was high-risk, and I 
bled until my sixth month, often being rushed to the hospital. 
 It was Christmas Eve of 1994. Natalia’s dad and I were 
expected at my parents’ house for Noche Buena dinner in Brooklyn. 
The night before, I had been out shopping with my mom in 
preparation for our big dinner, getting special Christmas plates 
and matching décor. All was set for Christmas Eve the next day, 
and the pernil had been marinating in Mami’s fridge. 
 The day I had so much anticipated arrived, and I got 
up bright and early to go to the hair salon. Dominican hair salons 
are known for their crowded shops and popularity in New York 
City. They do an excellent job for a very reasonable price, but most 
times, appointments are not honored and the wait seemed like an 
eternity.
 Though I was there early, the salon was packed just as 
I predicted. However, I insisted on waiting for Nilsa, my favorite 
hairstylist. I sat in a quiet corner to eat the healthy snack and 
orange juice I picked from the bodega on my way to the salon 
when suddenly, I felt a strong urge to urinate and rushed to the 
restroom. It was unusual that in my first trimester I was peeing so 
often. As I squatted down, I noticed a gush of blood come out and 
I yelled in panic. Immediately, everyone at the salon came running 
in to see what happened. 
 Nilsa rushed over to me, lead me to a back room near the 
restroom and laid me down on a massage table while her mom, 
Minerva called an ambulance. I was frantic and began thinking the 
worst. From the looks on everyone’s face, they were also thinking 
miscarriage. 
 As we waited for the ambulance to arrive, there was a 
mixture of silent moments as well as moments where they each 
shared advice. 
 “Nilsa put her legs up! This happened to my cousin, and 
it worked.” A client shouted. 
 I knew that vaginal bleeding in pregnancy was dangerous 
and time was of the essence. When the ambulance finally arrived, 
I was rushed into the ambulance on a stretcher. The sirens cleared 
the way. I was anxious riding in the ambulance with no one there to 
offer me comfort. Everyone was doing their last minute Christmas 
shopping and my family could not be reached.
 I was eight weeks pregnant and already in love with my 
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unborn child. I was fighting to remain calm, so I closed my eyes 
and prayed for the safety of my unborn child.
 Upon arriving at the hospital, I became overwhelmed 
by seeing the number of patients waiting to be seen at the short-
staffed St. John’s Hospital on Christmas Eve.
 I was hemorrhaging and with the amount of blood 
the EMS paramedics witnessed, they were expecting the worst. 
“Miscarriages are very common amongst first-time moms in the 
early stages of their pregnancies, but we need to run some tests to 
confirm it.” The nurse said.
 Seeing my comadre Francis, Natalia’s godmother and my 
cousin, Danelsy was comforting. They left shortly after to prepare 
their Christmas dinner and a few hours later, Natalia’s dad was 
reached and immediately came to be by my side.
 As I laid there on a stretcher against the wall in the 
hallway, alongside others, a nurse came to draw my blood. A few 
hours later, I was finally transferred into a curtained area, making 
it more private for my examination. 
 I felt hopeless as my nerves escalated. No one said a 
word, but I was holding onto some hope, while simultaneously 
thinking the worst. The body language and facial expression of 
some of the medical personnel were distant and cold. 
 Were they wondering how to give me the worst news expectant 
parents could hear? On Christmas Eve?
 I was petrified when a gush of blood squirted out, 
staining the sheets and the physician’s white jacket, as he inserted 
the cold speculum. At that moment, I lost all hope. 
 The stained sheets were removed, and I was put back out 
in the hallway to wait. I was shaking and the fear of the unknown 
crept on me as I struggled to catch my breath. There was still no 
explanations, but a blank look on their faces said so much. 
 Why was I not in the maternity ward, but instead laying here 
on a stretcher against a wall, in the hallway? 
 Finally, I was transferred to the maternity ward for an 
ultrasound. It had to be confirmed that I had an empty womb 
before I was sent home. Miraculously, we saw a very active fetus 
jumping from side to side with a strong heartbeat. “You got one 
active basketball player or a dancer in there jumping around, you 
are still very pregnant.” The medical resident said. 
 I was in disbelief. This was my Christmas miracle, my 
answered prayer, and my gift from God. I wanted to jump with joy 
and hug this unknown Latina medical resident who performed my 
exam. Noticing she was wearing a small pendant of El Divino Niño, 
I felt baby Jesus had come alive and I knew my daughter was here 
to stay, a pivotal moment in my walk with Christ.
 I was sent home and instructed to remain on bed rest. 
Drained from the stressful day at the hospital, we canceled dinner 
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at my parents and decided to stay home. Natalia’s dad and I 
had a quiet Christmas and spoke about baby names. It seemed 
impossible to come up with any boy names and eventually, agreed 
on Natalia meaning, Christmas Day. 
 Though Natalia was born in mid-July, her name is 
appropriate as she came fully alive that Christmas Eve.
 At my second trimester follow-up, I was referred for 
an ultrasound because of the occasional spotting that continued. 
I was thrilled hearing my baby’s strong beating heart. I reclined 
comfortably on the stretcher, allowing the technician to get the best 
image of my baby while I listened attentively to her heartbeat.
 She rolled the sonogram device on my belly repeatedly, 
zooming in and out, and shooting images as if she was looking for 
abnormalities. I got scared.
 “Is there something wrong ma’am?” I asked.
 “I am sorry. I am unable to discuss this with you. 
Your obstetrician will give you all of the results and answer any 
questions you may have.”
 “But I am not scheduled to see my doctor for another 
week,” I pleaded.
 “Are you aware that you were having twins?”
 Before I had any time to get excited, she quickly said, 
“One of the amniotic sacs is empty, I am sorry to say. But please, 
you cannot say I disclosed this information to you. I can lose my 
job for this.”
 I left the hospital devastatingly confused. This news was 
bittersweet. I walked down Queens Boulevard to the bus stop, 
holding my growing belly and feeling grateful for the baby I was 
still carrying.
 It is no wonder family and friends have told me not to get 
attached to the baby during the first and second trimesters. I guess these 
things are common.
 I fell in love with my baby from the moment the home 
pregnancy test showed positive and knew in my heart we were 
going to be just fine. 
 I was given all the printed images of the sonogram, and 
although there was plenty of ambiguity, I was rejoicing in how 
beautifully my baby was forming and developing.  
 In the weeks to come, I was never given a clear 
explanation, not even after I was switched to the Long Island 
Jewish Medical Center.  Their only comment was, “It is possible 
to miscarry a baby when carrying fraternal twins because of their 
development in separate amniotic sacs.”
 Knowing this did not bring one of the babies back, but it 
explained the hemorrhaging at the hair salon on Christmas Eve. On 
the day I received my Christmas miracle, Natalia, my other baby 
went to heaven. 
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 For most of my pregnancy I carried the weight of this 
news, and though I was primarily focused on carrying my child 
full term, I was seeking answers and exploring the possibilities of 
another miracle.
 What if a baby is hiding behind Natalia and I receive this 
surprise during labor? In recounting this, I realize I never mourned 
that loss. I dismissed it and focused on keeping my child alive. 
Some things will remain a mystery, and sometimes we have to be 
okay with that.
 The remainder of the pregnancy was a pure delight 
and like every nesting mom, I prepared for her debut by carefully 
choosing her layette and nursery. 
 My belly was so big that sleeping at night became 
difficult during my last trimester. That hot summer my hobby 
became cooking in my underwear and eating all through the night 
while I slept during the day. I was trying to regain the weight lost 
during the morning sickness and took the term that a pregnant 
woman eats for two, literally. Before I knew it, I could rest a plate 
on my huge belly. I cherished the movements in my belly, as I ate 
my savory food.
 A few nights before my due date, I woke up in 
the middle of the night to urinate when I noticed a bloody 
discharge. Since my scare at the hair salon, I developed 
a habit of looking inside the toilet before flushing.  
 What is this?! I have no contractions, and my water has not 
broken!
 In total panic, I ran back to my bedroom. Natalia’s dad 
and I called our obstetrician, and he instructed us to hurry to the 
hospital. Though the hospital was only 30 minutes from our home, 
at that moment, it felt like an eternity.
 It was still dark when we arrived at the hospital at five 
in the morning and, though my obstetrician had not yet come, the 
attending physician on call examined me. I was nervous when they 
explained they had to insert a thin wire for direct contact with her 
head to make sure she was not in distress.
 “The wire may cause a minor scratch on the baby’s scalp, 
but don’t be alarmed. Everything will be okay, and she will be 
safe.” The nurse assured me. “It is a protocol that we inform you so 
that you do not worry if you see a scratch on the baby’s head.”
 This is not how I imagined my labor to be. I thought I would be 
worry free after all I have experienced.
 Shortly after, my labor was induced with drugs. The 
baby was beginning to show signs of distress. I could hear the rain 
and thunder outside, but I was no longer afraid. I had grown in my 
faith and knew that God was protecting us. 
 Though the contractions were occurring, my 
obstetrician felt it was safer to rupture my water sac and accelerate



29Egli Colón Stephens 

UNBROKEN: A Mother-Daughter Journey of Resilience, Faith and Courage

the labor. Before I knew it, my legs were floating in the water that 
had nurtured my baby for nine months. 
 I began to feel the sharp pains brought on by the Pitocin. 
The pain was so intense and stung so bad that I felt like my back 
was going to crack. I had not experienced abdominal contractions, 
but as Natalia was pushing through, I became delirious from the 
pain. I gasped for air as her head ripped through my insides. I 
thought I was going to die!
 Her dad put on his scrubs and coached my labor as we 
welcomed our firstborn.   
 “Breathe, Egli. Remember to wait for the contraction, and 
then breathe as you learned in Lamaze class.” He said.
 Not long after, I demanded an epidural. The Demerol 
was not easing the pain and I could no longer bear it after so many 
hours in labor.
 All that time in labor, I had dilated only three centimeters 
and the umbilical cord was beginning to wrap around the baby’s 
neck.   
 “Push harder,” my doctor instructed. 
 “We may need to take you into the operating room and 
prep you for a C-section.”
 Hearing this gave me the strength to focus. I was 
determined to push hard and bring my child to life. Life had 

prepared me to push through, and it was preparing me for the 
experience ahead with her. 
 On the twenty-third hour, my daughter entered the 
world weighing seven pounds, three ounces and measuring twenty 
and a half inches long. Natalia Cecilia Harris was born on a stormy 
Tuesday, July 18, 1995, at 3:30 in the morning; a beautiful baby girl 
of ivory complexion and green eyes. She is the spitting image of her 
Nana.
 Her dad held her for a moment and then gently placed

Natalia’s debut, minutes after being born.
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her on my chest. She felt warm with cheeks as soft as a rose 
petal. I was instantly in love, calling her by her name. I kissed 
her and blessed her. I thanked God for the greatest gift of my life. 
Immediately, she latched on to my breast as if knowing the sweet, 
life-giving nectar that was coming from her mom. This was the 
beginning of a nurturing relationship and an exchange of spirits. 
At that moment, Natalia gave me life.
 She has infused me with a different kind of power and 
since then, has filled my life with so much purpose. I am grateful 
for my daughter and pray for the little angel that went to heaven 
that Christmas Eve of 1994.
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Chapter 3
children do not listen to what we say, 

they watch what we do

Start Children off on the way they should go, and even 
when they are old they will not turn from it.
 - Proverbs 22:6

Children are educated by what the grown-up is and not 
by his talk.
 - Carl Jung
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 Natalia’s first year of 
life filled me with many mixed 
emotions. As the first child, 
grandchild and niece in both 
families, she was welcomed like 
a royal child. She brought us 
all immeasurable joy, but deep 
inside, I had concerns about not 
being able to give her the life I had 
envisioned. I was afraid that my 
adolescent, tumultuous marriage 

to her dad was not going to last and 
I was right.
 I prayed for a miracle. I really wanted our marriage to 
work and respectively sought out pastoral and marriage counseling. 
 I prayed so much with the hope that God would salvage 
our marriage, and indeed He listened to what my heart was 
genuinely saying.
 Save me, dear Lord. Fix my marriage or give me the strength I 
need to leave. Give me a clean slate. 
 I knew the kind of example I wanted to be for my 
daughter. Therefore, I decided to walk away from my marriage.
 Our children do not listen to what we say; they watch 
their surroundings and what we do. Therefore, it was at that 
moment when I decided to take back my power.

***
 I was seven months pregnant when I knew in my heart 
my marriage was not going to work, but I was too scared and 
embarrassed about what people would say about me leaving. I had 
a feeling in my gut even before we married but decided to ignore 
all the signs. I was vulnerable and believed things would change.
 When we fail to listen to our internal GPS or God’s 
whisper, we miss His message, give in to fear, self-doubt and 
instead, follow the negative voices. I take full responsibility for not 
honoring my intuition.
 Though I was filled with anguish, I wanted to honor the 
commitment I made to my husband, knowing that the covenant of 
marriage was intended by God to be a lifelong fruitful relationship.
 I was beginning to feel like a failure, believing I was not 
capable of holding my family together and giving my daughter a 
home. This continued until the day my therapist said these words 
to me that would ring in my ears for years to come.
 “You don’t need to come to see me anymore. I suggest 
you seek legal advice. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with you 
psychologically; you have realistic expectations of a wife.”
 I was saddened to be dismissed and felt paralyzed, but

Egli playing with Natalia at two months old.
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those words also validated me. I was not crazy, neither was I 
unreasonable.
 That day I drove home and sat in my car while watching 
the sunset from our driveway. Tears rolled down my eyes as I 
thought about how to leave. I felt defeated.
 It has been over two decades since that 1996 August 
afternoon, and just like a mariposa, I flew away. Natalia was only 
thirteen months old and I knew then, it would be my final attempt 
to leave.
 As I pushed back tears, I reminded myself that it was 
time to fly, “vuela mariposa, vuela alto.” This is the opportunity you have 
been asking God for.
 “Mírame Egli,” my mother said to me while I drifted into 
despair. “Levanta la cabeza mi hija, pa’lante, tienes que luchar.”
 “Keep your head up high; pick yourself up for your 
daughter’s sake. You did all you could,” Mami said. We went home 
and were welcomed by my parents with open arms. I reassured 
myself that I tried my best and I never looked back.
 I knew that life as a single parent was going to be 
challenging, and I made a conscious decision to protect my 
daughter from myself. Protect her from the hurt, the anger, and the 
bitterness I felt over my broken dreams. I was careful to watch what 
I said about her father in her presence, and my family did the same.
 In time, God answered my prayers, and I learned to 
forgive and let go of the resentment I felt. I sought out professional 
help and relied on God and my community of faith to help me 
grow. I experienced God’s healing and restoration, and trusted in 
His justice and divine plan for my life. I can confidently say that the 
remarkable young woman that my daughter has become and the 
woman I am today, are proof that my prayers have been answered.
 Treating Natalia’s father with dignity and modeling 
respect even during difficult times, have been vital in cultivating a 
healthy, trustworthy and loving relationship with my daughter.
Providing an atmosphere of peace, stability, and joy in our home 
was my priority, and I had to become that, first. As Natalia got 
older, she planned her time with her dad, and I am glad to say that 
she has never had to choose between the two of us. The marriage 
did not work, but Natalia has not been a fatherless daughter.
 I take pride knowing that I never tarnished her father’s 
image, and this is how I know that God has been my faithful 
companion and co-parent on this journey. I learned to let go, and in 
turn, the trajectory of our lives changed.
 Plant the seed of love, faith, and forgiveness, and it will harvest.
 As a result of planting these seeds in my daughter’s 
heart, she has grown to be a very well- adjusted young adult with 
the necessary tools to navigate life and overcome obstacles. 
 I walked out of the marriage on faith with twelve dollars 
in my back pocket, my dignity, my daughter and the support of my
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loving family. Today, I am content to have created the life I 
envisioned for us, and there is no greater satisfaction than being 
responsible for the life we create for ourselves.



36Egli Colón Stephens 

UNBROKEN: A Mother-Daughter Journey of Resilience, Faith and Courage

Natalia and Egli at different stages. They are one heartbeat.
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Chapter 4
Whatever We Surrender To The Divine 
Will Be Transformed

Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow 
will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of 
its own.
 - Matthew 6:34

We have to pray with our eyes on God, not on the 
difficulties.
 - Oswald Chambers
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 Natalia was turning three and getting ready for nursery 
school when we moved out of my parent’s home. It was hard for 
my parents to see us go, but they respected my decision.
 My mom cared for Natalia while I worked and restored 
myself again. Their love and tender care restored my soul, and I 
was ready to spread my wings again.

 When I realized my marriage was falling apart, I was 
convinced that a big house in the suburbs was not what makes a 
home. Collecting home catalogs, magazines and creating vision 
boards became my new hobby while I saved up for our move. I had 
a vision for our new home, and I yearned to bring that vision to life.
 Eager to embark on our new journey, I focused on 
creating a sanctuary in our new two-bedroom apartment in Bay 
Ridge, Brooklyn. I wanted our new home to be infused with 
creative corners for prayer and meditation, with the freedom to 
play and allow our minds to run free.
 Like me, Natalia was drawn to prayer and a contemplative 
life. She grew up in church and this was part of who she was and 
continues to be, therefore, prayer and meditation in our home were 
just an extension of our faith. She often initiated by taking me by 
the hand to sit in her quiet corner to meditate with her. We had 
embraced our new home and neighborhood; creating structure and 
routines in our new lives.
 When we moved, Natalia was still in her terrible twos, a 
stage I thought would last forever. She was a handful and a very 
feisty little girl. I learned how to depend on God and regularly 
sought His guidance, especially during her many tantrums when 
I felt helpless.
 Many times I found myself losing control and directing 
my frustrations toward her. I had to choose my words and walk 

Natalia at two years old with open arms, ready to embrace what the 
world has in store for her.
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away for a moment, consciously. I learned to praise her and give 
her affirmations instead, realizing I was the one who was out of 
control.
 The daily pressures of life had me depleted, causing my 
negative energy to surface. Juggling graduate school, work, and my 
motherly duties had me exhausted and feeling defeated. Through 
therapy, self-care, learning to ask for help and God’s grace, I 
became a better parent, learning to be present and giving her the 
attention she was seeking from me. 
 I remember a time when Natalia was having a meltdown, 
and I could not figure out how to soothe her. I threw myself on the 
floor and began to have a tantrum with her.
 Is being a single mom something I will not learn to do on my 
own? Help me, dear God, I don’t know what else to do.
 “You look crazy mommy; you are crazy.” She yelled.
 I honestly felt like I was losing my mind, but God’s grace 
saved me, and I soon began to feel His presence in her tender touch, 
her laughter, her innocence and her dependence on me.
 By far, parenting is the hardest and most challenging task 
I have ever done, and I commend those with multiple children. This 
is the most selfless, unrecognized, unconditional and sacrificial 
human-kind of love I have ever known, but it has also pushed me 
to grow deeper and expanded my capacity to love selflessly.
Gospel music had always spoken to my soul. I depended on it 
during those difficult days when I often did not have the words to 
pray. Marvin Sapp’s Gospel song, “Never Would Have Made It” 
became my anthem every time I overcame a challenging situation. 
My eyes still well up every time I hear this song. I made it.
 Asking for Jesus’ help in co-parenting came naturally, as 
I grew closer to God in prayer. I leaned on Him during desperate 
times and released my burdens for Him to carry. Choosing to 
remain graceful was difficult, but I received peace in knowing I was 
not alone. I felt God breathe new life in me, shifting my thoughts 
from fear to hope.
 I am blessed and highly favored. Yo soy una mujer 
bendecida, yo soy ricamente favorecida” These were the affirming 
words I would repeat in front of the mirror and that I genuinely 
believed as a daughter of the Most High.
 Surrendering requires courage and is not for the faint of 
heart. It doesn’t mean giving up; it means releasing our burdens to 
God and allowing Him to transform our situations. It means less of 
me and more of Christ, allowing the divine to reside in me. It means 
letting go of control while not permitting my fears, obsessions, 
judgments, and anxieties to make a home in my mind; trusting 
that His plan is bigger and better than my own. Surrendering has 
become my way of life and my most reliable parenting tool.
 In my faith and devotion to my Creator, I have found
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the strength to surrender the burdens and tensions of daily living 
instead of carrying them with me. I noticed they were debilitating 
and manifesting themselves in my body through aches and pains. 
The practices of daily silent meditation, prayer, Scripture reading, 
exercise, play, good nutrition, hydration, rest, and continued 
learning have helped me live a more centered life and freed me 
from unnecessary tension.
 My breakdowns turned into breakthroughs and God 
transformed my situation into one I would have never imagined.
 As I matured and evolved, I went from survival mode to 
taking action on my dreams. My personal and professional life are 
both informed and transformed by my spiritual life. I have learned 
to listen to God’s whispers, gain wisdom from Scriptures and trust 
in Him wholeheartedly.
 I left my career in healthcare administration when Natalia 
started Pre-K and went into education, seeking deeper professional 
and personal satisfaction but also to accommodate motherhood. 
I was halfway through my first graduate school semester in 
counseling at New York University and found myself having to 
withdraw. Between Natalia’s transitioning from nursery to Pre-K, 
and my adjusting to a new career, I felt myself falling apart, and 
my focus became being present for my daughter. Withdrawing 
from grad school was one of the hardest decisions I had to make. 
I felt defeated and quitting had never been an option, but I had to 
prioritize.
 Natalia was seven years old when I went back to graduate 
school and my comeback blew my mind away. It unfolded so 
organically. Halfway through my master’s program, I was accepted 
into a doctorate program. In maintaining a 4.0 GPA, I was offered a 
partial scholarship and the opportunity to study a semester abroad 
at the University of Oxford in the United Kingdom.
 At times I felt guilty and conflicted being a working mom 
while attending graduate school, but this time, I was not giving up. 
This time I was going to show my daughter to never give up on her 
dreams. I wanted to show her what it meant to be relentless.
 Juggling school, work and time with Natalia was 
challenging, but deep inside, I knew I was laying a solid foundation 
for the two of us. Sacrifice is not forever, I would often tell myself 
to keep me going. Many times I denied her the playground because 
of my commitment to my education, and my determination to 
succeed. Natalia was patient and understood that I had work to do 
and the times I had to bring her to class was never an issue for her. 
My classroom was her playground.
 “Professor, would it be okay if I skipped all the grades 
and came to college?” She asked.
 At the time she was in third grade and was always happy 
to assist the professor in handing out assignments. She was well 
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behaved and adjusted well to the circumstances.
 Natalia was also very busy. Managing her extracurricular 
activities was like having a second job. I enrolled her in ballet at the 
age of three, swimming at the age of four, pottery at five, horseback 
riding at the age of eight, ski camp in Vermont during the winter 
recesses and her dad enrolled her on a basketball team. She also 
attended the Brooklyn Children’s Museum with her Nana weekly 
and was given piano lessons by the same music teacher that taught 
her grandmother.
 As a single parent on a budget, I do not know how I made 
all of this happen, but I am a firm believer that when we live within 
our means, operate from a place of abundance, give generously to 
those in need, God multiplies our resources. My mom would often 
tell me that my money has an elastic band; I stretch it. “¡Mi hija, a ti 
si te rinde el dinero, creo que tiene elástico!”
 These memories are all fresh in our minds, and I am 
proud to have instilled in her to finish what she starts, teaching her 
discipline and perseverance. Natalia would often tell others, “My 
mom is so much fun.” It was difficult to ever see myself as a fun 
parent when I was also the disciplinarian and felt more like a drill 
sergeant. So many times I felt enveloped with fear and despair, but 
somehow, always pushed through and trusted in God’s promises 
for our lives. As a woman of faith, I learned to shift from a mentality 
of fear to one of strength, hope, and trust.
 I often rejoice in the life I have created for my daughter 
and marvel at the wonders of God’s presence in our lives. 
Everything I had envisioned became a reality and I am delighted 
with the daughter I have raised. She truly blows my mind.
 She doesn’t remember her father and me living together 
and has been able to accept the circumstances for what they are. 
He has been a present and consistent father in her life, giving her 
the love, provision and attention every daughter deserves. I believe 
that because of our dedication to her, she became a well-rounded 
young lady who learned to navigate both worlds.
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Natalia at 12 years old, almost Egli’s 
height and already fitting into her shoes.

Egli and Natalia’s Christmas card 2005.

 Natalia and Egli.
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Part 2
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Chapter 5
life as we knew it

He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds.
 -  Psalm 147:3

No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear.
 -  C.S. Lewis
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 Cherry blossoms were blooming everywhere in New 
York City on this spring day of April 14, 2008. I was recuperating 
from a major surgery, so this time it was Mami who drove us to pick 
up Natalia from school. I had been holding on to the hope of having 
more children, but after several attempts to preserve my womb, I 
lost my battle. The constant hemorrhaging became so debilitating; 
my family pleaded that I have my uterus removed rather than risk 
my life.
 “Egli, no puedes arriesgar tu vida. ¿Piensas dejar a Natalia 
huérfana?”
 I would never forget the day my sister Jenny looked 
into my eyes and said, “If you ever want to have another child, I 
would carry the baby for you, sis. I can’t stand seeing you like this 
anymore. You cannot continue to risk your life for the possibility of 
one day having another child when you don’t even have a prospect. 
Natalia depends on you.”
 Freezing, under layers of white blankets, my eyes fixed 
on the pints of blood being transfused before the removal of the 
benign tumors growing inside and outside of my uterus, the idea 
of my sister offering to be my surrogate filled me with hope and 
gratitude. She was only twenty-two years old.
 Papi stood on the side of the bed, while Mami rubbed my 
legs and prayed.
 “Que se haga la voluntad de Dios mi hija. Tu no déjaras de ser 
mujer si te sacan todo eso que ya no te sirve.”
 It was difficult accepting that my uterus was no longer 
going to serve me and my dreams of having more children were 
shattered. A part of me died that day.
 The chronic anemia caused by constant hemorrhaging 
made it difficult to breathe and walk while still having to function 
and provide for my daughter. I was exhausted on so many levels. 
This condition had robbed me of living a normal life.
 Suddenly, it all made sense as I reflected on the words of 
wisdom repeated to me on that day. Thinking about my precious 
daughter as the last pint of blood was being transfused, I asked my 
family to call in the surgeon.
 “Dr. Wilcox, I have decided to go on with the 
hysterectomy instead. I do not want to risk anymore.”
 “That makes sense Egli; I was respecting your wishes 
although the procedure was not guaranteed. We will be taking you 
into the operating room soon.”
 I was given papers to sign. My family became elated 
upon hearing my decision; they witnessed my health deteriorate 
one procedure after the other. They kissed me and helped push the 
stretcher into the operating room; I waved goodbye as they blew 
kisses and reassured me we would see each other soon.
 Although I woke up in excruciating pain, the surgery 
was a success.
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 ***
 For two weeks, Natalia complained about pain on her 
right knee. I was still recuperating and like most Latinos, believing 
it was the cure for everything, I applied Vicks Vapor Rub. Even 
after giving her Ibuprofen, she was still in pain. I did not notice 
any bruising or swelling, so I thought that as an active twelve-year-
old involved in many extracurricular activities this was all part of 
growing pains. Her dad is about 6’7,” and I am pretty tall as well. 
That same week I received a note from the school nurse suggesting 
I should take Natalia to the doctor because of her persistent visits.
 It is unusual of Natalia.
 I immediately scheduled an appointment with the 
orthopedic as per the pediatrician’s recommendation.
 We arrived at Natalia’s school a few minutes before 
dismissal and double parked in front of the school’s building. 
Finding parking in Harlem was nearly impossible. I worked across 
the street from her school but was on sick leave recovering.
 We headed out to the orthopedic in our old neighborhood 
in Bay Ridge.
 Natalia was asked to put on a gown and escorted to the 
X-ray room before seeing the physician. This was a state of the art 
facility and the X-rays were done quickly. I was still in shock but 
looking back now, I imagine the room was white. Natalia sat on the 
examining table and I sat on a chair opposite her. A tall, white man 
wearing a lab coat walked into the room. He introduced himself 
and without a pause, put the X-rays on a reflecting white light on 
the wall and pointed out to the femur on her right leg blurting out, 
“She has a tumor. It is about the size of a lime and I am 99.9% sure 
that it is malignant.”
 And just like that, the world as we knew it was turned 
upside down and inside out. Within minutes, our lives forever 
changed. I was stunned, hoping it was a bad dream. Realizing my 
daughter was in the room, I could not understand why I was not 
given the option to let her stay in the waiting room so, she would 
not hear this terrible news.
 I wanted to scream and pushed back tears; my heart was 
pounding out of my chest. Natalia, being the bright girl she has 
always been understood the horrifying discovery.
 These things don’t happen to people like me.
 But that is not where it ended; he continued to disclose 
what felt like atomic bombs exploding in my chest.
 “She has a tumor on her right distal femur the size of a 
lime, you see? Right there.” He pointed on the screen.
 “I am 99.9% sure it is malignant. This kind of cancer is 
called Osteosarcoma and it takes about a year or two to treat if 
caught on time, which I think we did. I will refer you to the two 
best physicians that treat this kind of cancer in New York City. Let 
us hope they take your insurance.”



50Egli Colón Stephens 

UNBROKEN: A Mother-Daughter Journey of Resilience, Faith and Courage

It was 6:20 p.m. when he left us in the examination room to make 
some phone calls. I followed him, but could not keep up. I was still 
limping from the pains of my surgery, holding on to my abdomen. 
I walked over to my mom instead and collapsed in her arms. I cried 
so hard I feared my incision would pop open.
 “Mami el doctor dice que Natalia tiene un tumor en la pierna 
y el está casi seguro que es cancer.”
 Mami had no immediate reaction; perhaps the shock 
paralyzed her. She stood up and walked with me to Natalia.
 “The doctor is crazy or probably seeing things. It is not 
possible to make a quick diagnosis just by looking at an image. We 
have been here for less than an hour.” She said in Spanish.
 I repeated the doctor’s findings to her but was still in 
denial.
 “Eso fue la imagen de una mariposita que iba pasando cuando 
le hicieron los rayos equis, no te preocupes mi hija. Estoy segura que eso 
fue lo que el doctor vió, tranquila.”
 “Really mom? A butterfly passing by while the X- rays 
were being taken? Couldn’t you come up with a better lie?” Natalia 
said. “Good one mom.”
 I went out to find the doctor.
 Though Natalia did not shed a tear, I knew she was 
upset. As the young girl she was, she seemed to be angrier at the 
doctor demanding we canceled her trip to Barbados which was 
supposed to happen in the following week.
 The doctor was on the phone in a nearby room trying 
to get a hold of a specialist in the city to begin treating Natalia’s 
condition.
 “Time is of the essence; she needs to be treated soon.”
 He was unable to get a hold of anyone since it was past 
office hours and gave me their direct phone numbers to contact 
them the next morning.
 Natalia could not grasp the severity of the situation, 
and neither could I. I was in disbelief but had to keep it together. 
I had to remain strong for the both of us and immediately went 
into survival mode, absorbing all the information and strategizing 
a plan. Saving my daughter was my only option.
 I needed the doctor to repeat the diagnosis in my 
mother’s presence even though Mami’s understanding of the 
English Language was limited.
 Suddenly, I felt as if we were in a movie. Everything was 
in slow motion, including the words coming out of the doctor’s 
mouth. My stomach turned, and an intense sense of panic swept 
over me as he repeated, “There is a hairline fracture on your 
daughter’s leg. We would have to amputate her leg to prevent the 
cancer from spreading if she happens to break that leg.”
 “I can’t take her home like this; she is too fragile!” I 
finally exploded.
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 “Go to the pharmacy across the street. Here’s a 
prescription for stronger pain medication and crutches. Make sure 
she doesn’t break that leg! Call these numbers in the morning. 
These are the two physicians that treat her condition. Hopefully, 
they take your insurance.” He said without hesitation and avoiding 
any eye contact.
 Natalia was still trying to negotiate to go on her trip the 
following week. “I will be very careful and make sure I don’t break 
my leg in Barbados, doctor.”
 “You cannot get on a plane. You cannot travel. You need 
to stay put.” He said in a firm voice.
 She mumbled a couple of words under her breath stating 
that she was still going. She was entitled to grieve in any way she 
pleased, so I remained silent.
 I was ready to put my daughter in a bubble. I wanted 
to carry my 110 pounds, 5’10” twelve-year-old out of there in my 
arms. I wanted to move people out of her way. I was confused. I 
was angry. I felt helpless and dismissed. I did not know what else 
to say or do. I could not believe the doctor had done all he could.
 What does he mean there’s nothing else he can do?! Couldn’t 
he call an ambulance or hospitalize her? Isn’t this life-threatening?!
 We slowly found our way out of the office. I felt 
disoriented and for a while forgot where I was. I wanted to 
become my daughter’s crutches and wrapped her arm around my 
shoulders, allowing her to put her weight on me as she hopped out. 
Mami grabbed the other arm reminding me how delicate I still was.
 “Tu no puedes hacer fuerza mi hija.”
 I did not care that I shouldn’t be lifting her. None of that 
mattered. Saving my daughter’s life was all I could think about.
 We walked to the pharmacy across the street to fill the 
prescriptions.
 “Leave me alone. I can walk on my own. I am still going 
on my trip with my dad and Nana!”
 Natalia was in denial and disappointed. Mami and I 
looked at each other, feeling her pain and confusion.
 We respected her wishes and allowed her to cross the 
street without our assistance. Mami walked beside her, and I 
walked behind her, making sure she did not fall or miss a step. 
Impulsively, I would extend my arms in case she fell. 
 Mami and I avoided eye contact as best we could, when 
all we wanted to do was embrace each other and weep for our little 
girl. The uncertainty of the road ahead of us was daunting.
 We crossed Third Avenue and went into the pharmacy. 
Mami sat Natalia down on a chair by the counter. As I walked 
towards the pharmacist, I was trying to come up with a plan to 
have my daughter admitted into the hospital. I was scared.
 The doctor prescribed adult size crutches for Natalia. 
She was three months away from her thirteenth birthday and had
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reached puberty before the diagnosis. The orthopedic explained 
that the tumor developed after a rapid growth spurt. She was a size 
81⁄2 in shoes at the beginning of the school year, and by April she 
was already a size 10. Her arms and legs were long too, and I often 
found myself buying new clothes and sending her old ones to her 
cousins in the Dominican Republic.
 I was desperate as we waited for her prescription to be 
filled. Mami continued to avoid eye contact, preventing a break 
down between both of us.
 When we got home, Natalia insisted that we work on her 
science project due the following day. She was convinced that she 
could go on with life as usual and that the doctor was exaggerating.
 She went into the kitchen with her new crutches like a 
pro and asked me to help her.
 “I don’t want to show up to school without my project, 
mommy, so come on.”
 I looked at her and just followed her orders. We created 
a cell membrane with jello, clay, grapefruit and other stuff I can’t 
remember. The pain medication started to kick in, and she slowly 
dozed off after she was done with her project. She made her way 
to the room; I helped her put on her pajamas and tucked her in. I 
was relieved when she fell asleep. I wanted to do the same to wake 
up the next day and say this was all a horrible nightmare. I felt like 
burying my head in the sand but knew I could not.
 Something deep within told me that I had to seek 
immediate help. I knew in my heart 
that my daughter was not well 
although she looked terrific and was 
as stubborn as a mule. I sat on the 
edge of her bed, caressing her face 
as I watched her sleep peacefully for 
about an hour or so. My heart was 
sinking. As she slept, I asked God to 
please watch over her, to let this be 
a false alarm and let it be a benign 
tumor. I asked God to guide me 
and show me the way. Covering my 
mouth as I sobbed, I knelt in front of 
her bed, stretched my hands over her 
and pleaded to God.
 “Lord Jesus, please, please, 
don’t take my daughter away from me. 
Help me. I need you. I’m desperate. I 
don’t know where to turn to; please 
come to my rescue in my midnight 
hour.”
 I stayed there for a few minutes and wept as I gently 
caressed her leg and prayed for healing. 

Natalia playing tricks with her crutches.
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 I had been on bed rest for the past couple of weeks 
recovering and began to feel uncomfortable in that position. 
I slowly got up holding on to her bed and went to the kitchen. I 
passed the phone, looked at it and decided to pick it up. I thought 
to myself, what do I have to lose? I started calling the offices of the 
doctors we had been referred to. It was past midnight. I knew no 
one was going to answer, but I wanted my messages to be the first 
ones they retrieved when they got in the office. I cleared my throat 
and composed myself. I left clear messages about my daughter’s 
condition and asked to be called back to set up an appointment. 
I spoke with urgency and confidence. I prayed internally that 
whoever listened to the messages in the morning would call me 
back with some guidance. I hung up the phone and started to walk 
and pray around the house as everyone else slept. I did not want to 
wake up anyone as I tiptoed on our old hardwood floors and went 
back into Natalia’s room.
 I watched Natalia sleep some more and decided to do 
some research on the computer. 
 I need to be well informed and prepared to go into the offices of 
the physicians when they call back.
 I was determined to show up with my daughter if they 
did not call me back in the morning. I forgot what the condition 
was called and reached out for the paper where the orthopedic had 
written it. He spoke about it with ease and familiarity, although it 
seemed like a foreign language to me.
 I was hesitant to explore the web but decided to Google 
Osteosarcoma anyway. I closed my eyes after pressing the Enter 
button and opened them, slowly. The more I read, the less I 
understood. Or maybe, I did not want to understand. I went to 
YouTube hoping that a video would shed light into this darkness 
we were in, when a video of a leg reconstruction popped up by 
one of the physicians we had been referred to, I played it and 
immediately became nauseous and light headed.
 I can’t even imagine my daughter going through anything 
near any of this. I shut off the computer without logging out.
 Natalia continued to sleep peacefully. I tried to lie next 
to her and could not stop watching her breathe in and out. I was 
afraid of closing my eyes. A feeling of helplessness overcame me. 
Morning did not come soon enough; this night was the longest of 
my life. It was as if time had frozen. I was tossing and turning on 
her bed and did not want to wake her. The fear of falling asleep 
with her, knocking her leg and breaking it, paralyzed me.
 How could this have happened? How did I become afraid of 
touching and breaking my daughter? Was I dreaming about this?
 I was restless. It was impossible to fall asleep, not even in 
the bed directly across from her. Forcing myself to close my eyes, I 
thought, the sunrise will bring new hope. I needed to hold on to that 
1% possibility of Natalia being cancer free. I needed this for my 
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 As dawn was breaking, I continued to pray for answers. I 
need to move faster than this darn cancer that was beginning to take over 
my daughter’s life, my life. We are stronger than this!
 Natalia slept past her wake-up time, and I had no 
intentions of sending her to school. Her Nana and I planned on 
tag teaming; she would consult with her physicians and I with 
mine. I was unable to sleep or eat, but Mami insisted I should eat 
something.
 It was 9:00 a.m., but I still had not heard from anyone. 
Why isn’t anyone calling me, damn it?! I was waiting to hear from her 
pediatrician but never did. I was delusional. Was he not calling me 
because of fear I would blame him for not detecting the tumor sooner?
 Natalia’s attitude remained the same as yesterday; she 
was upset that we did not wake her for school. “We need to make 
sure your leg is fine first,” I explained. She was zooming through 
the house with her new pair of crutches as my heart hung from a 
thread watching her do new tricks she was beginning to learn. 
 “Ay Dios mío ayúdame” This became my constant prayer 
as I would try to keep up with her.



55Egli Colón Stephens 

UNBROKEN: A Mother-Daughter Journey of Resilience, Faith and Courage

 Though our home was filled with suspense, my parents 
remained calm in our presence. I was looking out the window 
holding my head in despair when my dad walked in. 
 Placing his hands on my shoulders, he said, “Tranquila mi 
niña que todo está en las manos de Dios.” I needed to hear those words, 
those words that brought me so much comfort. 
 Everything is indeed in God’s hands. 
 I was finally able to settle Natalia on the couch but 
continued to pace around aimlessly. 
 Okay, I am going to take a shower. No! What if I miss a call 
from a doctor’s office? I scratched my head and peeled the skin from 
my lips, not being able to make up my mind about anything.
 Wait? What if the phone is off the hook? I checked a couple 
of times to make sure it was working. 
 Okay, it is working. I am going to take a shower now. 
 Feeling disoriented, I walked out of the shower. 
 Did I just take a shower? Yes, I did. I think. Okay Egli, time to 
get dressed. 
 “Put on my pants: now my shirt: and now my shoes.” 
I said out loud; this was my way of staying on track, of staying 
present. 
 It is 10:15 a.m. now. The phone rings. “Finally!” I ran to 
answer, “Hello?” My voice trembled. 
 “Good morning, this is Shelly. I am calling from 
Memorial Sloan Kettering Hospital. You left us a voicemail about 
your daughter. Are you available to bring her this afternoon at 2:00 
p.m.?” She continued, “Bring a copy of her birth certificate, proof of 
address, a photo ID and insurance card, please.” 
 “Yes, yes, we will be there.” I replied with a broken voice. 
“What is your address?” By the time I hung up the phone, I was on 
autopilot, ready to go.
 I was ready to take over and I was the one taking the 
wheel from here. Walking to get my car, I was finally able to mourn 
my daughter’s condition. I knew this was the only time I had to 
release some of the anxiety that had built up and doing it in front of 
my daughter was not an option. 
 “Do you know something I don’t?” Natalia would ask 
me. “Stop crying; I am not dying mommy!” 
 The ride to the hospital was a quiet one for Mami and me, 
while Natalia skipped from one radio station to the next, singing 
along. When we pulled in front of the hospital, I froze for a second, 
realizing what our new normal had become. 
 A young bald girl was coming out of a yellow cab with 
whom I imagined was her mom. I was shocked. I had only seen 
the St. Jude’s hospital commercial with bald children and the kids 
on the pediatric floor when I worked at Brooklyn Hospital, but 
there was a disconnection, a disassociation. I never imagined this 
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affecting us directly. I froze. It took me a while to drive away. I 
stared at them and then drove once I looked at the clock. 
 “That is not going to be us.” I said to myself. 
 I dropped off Mami and Natalia in front of the hospital 
and went to park the car. I put the car in a parking lot, paying an 
expensive fee and did not even try looking for parking in the streets 
of Manhattan. I walked over to the hospital about two blocks away.
 I noticed people in wheelchairs and some women with 
headscarves on, coming in and out of the hospital and in the vicinity. 
I was seeing the world through a different lens and noticing things 
I usually never noticed. I could not believe so many people were 
being affected by this cruel disease; I still thought we were exempt.
 I met Natalia and Mami in the registration area. We 
registered and then proceeded to do the X-rays and a CAT scan 
of the affected area as instructed, before seeing the oncology 
team. 
 Prayer has been my lifeline for as long as I can remember 
and this time was no exception. I kept holding on to all I had at this 
time, my deep faith.
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Glimpse of Natalia’s 
modeling portfolio
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For I know the plans I have for you, declares 
the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to 
harm you, plans to give you hope and a 
future. 
 -  Jeremiah 29:11
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Despite the many obstacles both mother and daughter have 
encountered, they both find great satisfaction in giving of 
themselves to others. They both served as missionaries in 
2012 by joining Mercy Medical Mission and a team from 
John’s Hopkins Hospital, where they contributed as Spanish 
medical translators in Perú. Over the past decade, they 
have participated and assisted in leading family retreats at 
the Marianist Family Retreat Center in Cape May.
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humble beginnings in Santiago, Dominican Republic, she is highly 
accomplished and proudly admits that her greatest accomplishment 
has been raising her daughter while pursuing her educational and 
professional goals.

For more information and updates, please visit: 
eglicolonstephens.com
Photographer: Jacqueline Ayala
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UNBROKEN
Social Media and Contact Information:

Follow Unbroken via Instagram: 
@UnbrokenTheJourney 

and #unbrokenthejourney

Follow Unbroken via Facebook:
UNBROKEN THE JOURNEY

For all inquiries and feedback, please send an 
email to: unbrokenthejourney@gmail.com
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Unbroken is a hope-filled story of a mother and a daughter, 
and their unwavering grip for life; reminding us that the 
human spirit is unbreakable. Grounded in their faith, 
together they battle a life-threatening disease that would 
forever change the course of their lives. In this chronicle you 
will hear these warriors’ roar, holding on to life and God's 
promises. Dr. Egli Colón Stephens digs into memory weaving 
stories of her cultura, familia, and tradiciones that armed her 
with the tools to survive the challenges of life. Instinctually, 
she began to write about the journey God had brought her 
from, and a decade later, here it is. Like life, which is not 
linear, this story takes many shifts and unexpected turns. 
Facing the biggest challenge to date, through her daughter’s 
life challenge, Egli learns what it means to be courageous, 
resilient and relentless while leaning on her community for 
prayers. Their story has over 53,000 views on Telemundo 
and over 32,000 visits on their CaringBridge blog. They have 
also been featured on NBC News Latino, Daily News, The 
Morning Show in Australia, Vivala, ABC News, DNAinfo, 
Women’s Health, Us Weekly and Vogue. 
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You can purchase a copy of UNBROKEN on
amazon.com 
OR through

eglicolonstephens.com
Priced $14.99 (e-Book) and 

$19.99 (Paperback) which will be released 
on August 1, 2019


