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Chris and Polly Johns had already successfully raised four 
children: two biological and a set of foster siblings they 
adopted and brought into the fold. And yet, even in later 
years with a full family life and two busy restaurants, Chris 
and Polly opened their home—and their hearts—once 
more to a child in need. Temporary placements turned into 
longtime commitments, and as the size of their family has 
grown with Ava (below), so has their capacity to love.

C H R I S  + 
P O L LY  J O H N S
A N  E V E R - E X P A N D I N G  F A M I LY

B E T T Y :  The school put out a call for 
substitute bus drivers. I thought, Now this is 
something I can do. I’d been looking for ways to 
enrich my life—and hopefully enrich others’ 
along the way. My children, who were too young 
for primary school at the time, sat down on the 
ledge next to me as I drove. I quickly learned how 
special it is getting to be the first face students see 
in the morning and the last before they go home 
for the night. 

L I N :  My brother-in-law started the bus 
program at the school our children attended and 
asked if I’d be interested in helping out. I thought 
I might as well give it a whirl since I could take 
my 2-year-old daughter with me and I’d be off in 
the summers. I rode with Betty on a few routes 
to train. I remember her having that busload of 
nearly 60 kids so well-behaved, singing songs 
and everything. She started having sciatic nerve 
pain in her back, so I got called to drive her usual 
route for a while. The students were not as well-
behaved for me—ha! But that’s how we first met. 
We just hit it off, plain and simple. 

B E T T Y :  We’ve done life together every day—
raised babies, coached the school basketball team, 
taken daily lunch breaks across from one another, 
and even visited Disney World once on a girls’ 
trip. Lin’s been like a sister to me. I didn’t have 
one growing up and neither did she, so we’ve 
gotten to be that for each other. She walked with 
me through my battle with cancer and when my 
husband, Nick, passed away in 2010. 

L I N :  It goes both ways. Betty helped me 
through losing both of my parents. After all 
these years, it feels like each of our families have 
merged into one big family. Now five decades 
later, our daughters are close friends and their 
children are growing up together. It’s a three-
generation friendship, which is pretty special.  

B E T T Y :  Our grandchildren are really the 
reason we continue to drive school buses, to be 
there for field trips and such. I also have a foreign 
exchange student who’s lived with me for seven 
years. He was involved in the school show choir, 
so Lin and I would put in requests to drive for 
those competitions so we could support him.

L I N :  I’m not sure how much longer we’ll keep 
working. We’ve always joked we’ll probably end 
up fully retired, sitting in rocking chairs next to 
each other on the porch. But we like to stay active, 
and we’re busier than ever right now. I don’t know 
about you, Betty, but the older I get, the more I 
appreciate this friendship. 

B E T T Y :  I do too. It’s wonderful to go through 
this life together.

Soul-level friendship often emerges in the most unlikely 
places, like a kindred career by way of a school bus driver’s 
seat. Lin Thornton and Betty Golay first met as they entered 
the transportation business in the 1970s as a way to serve the 
community while keeping their young children in tow. They’ve 
since walked through more than 50 years of life in tandem, 
including grandbabies, difficult diagnoses, and daily rhythms—
like lunching together every day.

L I N  T H O R N T O N 
+  B E T T Y  G O L AY
A  F R I E N D S H I P  F O R  L I F E

C H R I S :  We started to seriously talk about adoption 
when our children were about 9 and 10 years old. I had 
heard an interview about a man who adopted a child 
from China, and I was so moved by the story that I came 
home and told Polly we needed to do something.  

P O L LY :  About a year later, I met a woman at Bible 
study whose family member could no longer take care 
of two of her grandchildren, who were 2 and 4 at the 
time, and they needed someone to take them in. That’s 
when Janie and CJ came into our lives, and our family 
of four became a family of six—overnight. I think I 
would have been too fearful if I had known ahead of 
time the struggles we were going to face as a family. It 
was heartbreaking, yes, but it broke our hearts open for 
these kids. 
 
C H R I S :  Once our youngest was in high school, we 
connected with a foster care program where we could 
mentor kids on a short-term basis as they transition 
through the program, just so we could still be of service. 
Then one day we got a call from a former employee—she 
was expecting a grandbaby who would need a new home. 
 
P O L LY :  It was crazy. Here we were, waiting at a 
sandwich shop, picking up a baby! Ava was just a 
few days old. The outpouring of our community was 
amazing—people dropping off diapers and clothes. We 
had just sent our last kid off to college, and now we’re 
coming home with a newborn. And we thought, Are we 
ever going to sleep again? 

C H R I S :  Right, and we were in our late 50s. When 
the caseworker asked us if we’d consider being Ava’s 
permanent placement, we thought, Ten years ago? 
Absolutely. But now we’re too old for this. We thought this 
was going to be temporary. But then one week became a 
month, and a month became three months. 

P O L LY :  At first, our kids thought we were crazy. 
But they rallied around us and became our biggest 
supporters. We were all smitten with her. 

C H R I S :  When the time came to decide whether or 
not to move forward with adoption, it became clear to all 
of us: Ava wasn’t going anywhere. 

P O L LY :  It took three years to finalize the adoption. 
And then she was finally ours. 

C H R I S :  I think this whole experience has taught us 
that if you want to foster just for yourself, then don’t do it. 
If you’re doing it because you want to love and help these 
kids, then you still need to be prepared for setbacks and 
to be discouraged at times. But also know that, when you 
least expect it, you will be blown away by some amazing 
things. We wouldn’t trade this journey for the world.  


