Turning

Trajedy
into
Hope

By Jennifer Irwin
Photos courtesy of the Matthews family

Gwen an

d Terry M

B

atthews

eau Matthews was born on August 21, 2003, and even though he lived for just 11 days,
his memory is very much alive in Northwest Arkansas. He has managed to touch more

than 10,000 lives through The Beau Foundation, which was set up in his memory by parents
Gwen and Terry Matthews.
Gwen and Terry were thrilled to find out they were expecting a third child to join sisters
Brooke, 5, and Brittany, 2. Although Gwen was experiencing a very normal pregnancy, at
16 weeks it was recommended that she take an Alpha Fetal Protein (AFP) prenatal test. “I
was not sure I wanted to take it,” Gwen said, “but my doctor said, ‘why wouldn’t you?’”, so
the Matthews decided to have the test at 20 weeks. Meanwhile, Gwen and Terry had been
discussing baby names with their daughters, and Brittany chose the name “Beau” if it was a
boy. “We decided on his name on a Sunday, and then the next Tuesday, the bomb dropped,”
Terry said.
The recommended AFP test concerned the doctors because they saw something on it
they didn’t like. An ultrasound was ordered, and it revealed a hole in the baby’s heart, so
the Matthews went to the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences in Little Rock for
further testing. Those tests confirmed Trisomy 18 – an incurable disease that creates three
chromosomes rather than two in a person’s DNA sequence. Trisomy 18 occurs in about
1:3000 live births and is usually fatal, with most of the babies passing before birth. Those who
do make it to birth typically live only a few days and many have deformities of some kind.
Gwen remembered several people suggesting to her that she didn’t have to go through with
the pregnancy, but that was never even a consideration. “We knew that if Beau even lived for
a second, we wanted to be there with him,” she said. “Our world was turned upside down,”
Terry added, “but terminating the pregnancy was never an option.”
In preparation for Beau’s birth, Gwen and Terry toured the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit
(NICU) at several hospitals including Northwest Medical Center in Springdale. “Once we
met Dr. (Bruce) Pichoff, we instantly knew we wanted to have Beau cared for at Northwest,”
Gwen said. “Their NICU seemed perfectly equipped to handle our situation, and that way,
we were able to stay at home.”
Gwen carried Beau for five more months, and during that time she and Terry prepared
themselves and their daughters for what was to come. “We told the girls they were not going
to get to keep their baby brother, that he was going to go to Heaven,” Gwen remembered.
“They were just so accepting of it, I can’t imagine going through this without them.”
Everywhere she went, people asked Gwen about her pregnancy – if it was a boy or girl, if
the nursery was finished - normal and fair questions Gwen recalled, but they were hard to

answer sometimes. “Now when I see someone who is pregnant,” Gwen said, “I always just say, ‘I hope
everything is going well,’ because you just never know.”
Beau’s due date was September 8, and during the time leading up to it, the Matthews were living every
single day not knowing what was going to happen. Gwen recalled a particularly difficult moment.
“One day I was upstairs feeling very sad and I thought ‘maybe I should just throw myself down those
stairs.’ I was bawling and it was just one of those rock bottom moments. And then, I remember just
sitting down and totally handing it over to the Lord. After that, I was still so sad, but I knew that God
would take care of everything and we would have a little boy in Heaven watching over us.”
The Matthews were overwhelmed by the outpouring of support they received from family, friends and
even people they did not know. “We got cards and letters from complete strangers,” Gwen said. “It
was incredible.”
Brooke’s fifth birthday was approaching on August 21, and Gwen prayed Beau would not be born that
day. But, as fate would have it, Gwen’s water broke at 3:44am. “That was the scariest moment of all,”
Gwen said. “We knew our lives were about to change forever, and we were so nervous.” Terry recalled
being a nervous wreck himself. “I think I drank 25 diet cokes that morning.”
Beau Alexander Matthews was born at 7:30am on his sister’s fifth birthday. He weighed three pounds,
nine ounces and was a beautiful baby. “He really was,” Gwen said, “we don’t have a bad memory at all,
he was just beautiful to look at.”
Terry immediately baptized his son, and although Beau’s heart was beating when he was born, he did
not take a breath for the first seven minutes, “and then all of a sudden, he just took a big breath and I
said ‘give him to me!’” Gwen remembered.
The Matthews rarely left Beau during the 11 days he was in the NICU. “The doctors and nurses there
were wonderful,” Gwen said. “They gave us our own room; we learned to feed him, and we got to hold
him all the time. I can remember just being so joyful during those 11 days,” Gwen said.
Beau did pretty well until day seven. “It was a scary moment,” Terry recalled. “Beau had just forgotten
to breathe.” After that, Beau started losing color and his health started to deteriorate quickly. On the
11th day, the Matthews knew the end was near.
“We were in our room with Beau’s favorite nurse,” Gwen remembered, “and I had Beau in my arms
and Terry was holding Beau’s head in the palm of his hand. He opened his eyes briefly, and I said, ‘it’s
okay, Beau, you can go,’ and I could feel his whole body just change. It was a beautiful moment, but
difficult to say goodbye.”
Meanwhile, Dr Scott Bailey, who was a longtime friend, was an encouragement to the family during
the whole situation. Terry said, “I had told Dr. Bailey that we wanted to buy a machine or something
for the NICU, and Dr. Bailey said ‘we don’t need another machine, we need early access to prenatal
care in Northwest Arkansas’.” Twenty percent of the pregnant women in Northwest Arkansas receive
little or no prenatal healthcare.
Suzanne Ward and Connie Hendrix-Krahl of the Northwest Arkansas Community Foundation were
thrilled to find out that the Matthews wanted to help with prenatal care. “They told us that prenatal
care was one of the largest needs in the community,” Terry said. Things began to happen quickly and
the Matthews put together The Beau Foundation Board of Directors. “What faith the people we asked
must have had,” Gwen said.
There is not a state mandate for prenatal care in Arkansas, and there are thousands of pregnant women
who are not able to receive the care they need. In May 2005, the Beau Foundation funded a program
called Prenatal Pathways. The program helps women who might not otherwise have access to prenatal
care because of financial hardship or other reasons and is operated by the Community Clinic, a
healthcare ministry at St. Francis House in Springdale. The Beau Foundation also provides funding
for the prenatal program at Community Clinic Rogers Medical.
Kathy Grisham, Community Clinic Executive Director said, “I can tell you that within six months
of starting the program, the number of patients who showed up for delivery without prenatal care in

Northwest Arkansas had been cut in half.” The program
conducts initial laboratory tests, works with the Arkansas
Department of Human Services to help mothers-to-be
apply for Medicaid insurance, provides free prenatal
vitamins, and assigns each woman to a participating
doctor for the rest of her pregnancy.
“The Matthews took their own personal tragedy and
turned it into hope for so many people who didn’t
know another way,” Grisham said. “They have given an
unbelievably valuable gift to our community.”
So far, with the help of The Beau Foundation, more than
5,000 women have been given the prenatal care they
need. “If those 5,000 women each had one baby, that
is 10,000 people that little boy has touched right here in
Northwest Arkansas,” Terry said.
“The stories you hear about women who don’t receive
prenatal care are incredible,” Gwen said. “So many
problem cases or tragic outcomes could be prevented.”
The Beau Foundation is working with area hospitals
and foundations to organize events for the fifth annual
Prenatal Care Week, July 7-14. The Prenatal Charity
Casino Night/Texas Hold’em Poker Tournament will be
on July 11 at the John Q. Hammons Center in Rogers.
The Beau Classic Charity Golf Tournament will be held
at Pinnacle Country Club on Monday, July 14 (morning
and afternoon flights), and Mike Duke, Vice Chairman,
Wal-Mart Stores, Inc, International Division will be the
guest speaker at The Prenatal Charity Luncheon on July
14 at Pinnacle Country Club. Tickets and sponsorships
are still available for all events.
“We anticipate that this will be our million dollar year
for fundraising,” Terry said. “We had no idea there was
so much of a need for prenatal care in our area. It is our
hope The Beau Foundation can continue to raise a lot of
money and to educate the community on the importance
of early prenatal healthcare.
This has all been a ‘God thing’,” Gwen said. “It is not all
bad because look at all the blessings that have come out
of Beau’s short life.”
Please call 479.254.3696 for more information about
The Beau Foundation. •••
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