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by Vikki Kestell
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Joy Thoresen Michaels has lost the two most precious people in her life: her husband and her only child. She cannot receive her husband back from the dead, but she has hope for her son—hope that he will be recovered.

“I spoke a moment ago about my prairie heritage—the enduring faith my papa and mama lived as an example for me. It is because of their faith that I have such hope for Edmund even though he is, today, lost to us. 

“You see, what is lost to us is not—is not—lost to God! I remember Papa saying this very thing: In God, the lost are found. Our Lord sees the entire world—and nothing in all of his creation is hidden to him! I am comforted to know that wherever Edmund is, God is there with him.”

Four families bind themselves in a solemn pledge: They vow to never stop searching for Edmund and to never stop trusting that God will restore him to them, whether in this life or the next. 

Lost Are Found chronicles how God answers those who utterly trust in him, no matter the circumstances—and no matter how long the wait.
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I dedicate this book to those parents 
who know the pain of losing a child.
God, our Father, knows your pain. 
He lost a child, too.
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April 1911

The trees above their heads rustled in a warm breeze; new-green leaves and a scattering of clouds shaded the mourners gathered near the freshly dug grave. Next to the grave, a simple coffin rested upon a stanchion. 

Joy stood before the mourners, as tall and with as much decorum as she could muster.

“My husband, Grant Michaels, faithfully served his Savior all the years that I knew him. I don’t believe I have ever known a man as devoted to the Lord and his family as he was, unless it was my father, Jan Thoresen.

“To lose Grant . . . again, will pain me the rest of my days on this earth, but . . . but you may be surprised to hear that it will not pain me as much as it did four years ago when his ship went down at sea.

“I confess to you that the woman I was when I lost Grant the first time is not the woman I am today. My faith in my heavenly Father has changed in these last years. Grant and I both grew in our faith and, although our love for each other was deep and abiding, our love for our God was greater, as it should be.”

She paused and looked off in the distance as though remembering something. “I should say, too, that I have had a good example of how to deal with loss and suffering. I have watched my mother bear with dignity her own grief and loneliness. She has set her heart to live a life of service to the Lord and to others. How can I not but follow her example?”

Joy swallowed and waited until her voice was hers to control again.

“My mother has, several times in the past two years, mentioned something I thought rather curious. She has alluded to her “prairie heritage.” I didn’t understand her—I didn’t realize what it meant. I think now I do.

“Some thirty years ago, during the darkest time in her life, she came west, searching for solace. In a tiny country church out on the prairie, she found Jesus and made him her Lord and Savior, and she found consolation in a simple farming life lived for God.

“Farmers may seem plain and unsophisticated, but the hardships of the prairie require honest work, spines of steel, and faith that cannot be shaken. This is the heritage she found out on the prairie, this faith that cannot be shaken, and this is the heritage she and my father passed to me as I was growing up and the heritage I hope to pass on.

“We are here to say goodbye to my beloved husband and to testify how he lived for Christ. We will see him again in the Resurrection. I am confident in this and look forward to That Day. His testimony will live on in all of us—and in our son.

“Which is why, while we are here together, I will also speak of our little boy. My arms long to hold him. I have wept until I have no tears left. I tell you, my heart is broken, but I will also proclaim to you that my faith is not.

“Where is Edmund? Where is our baby? I ask this question every hour of every day.

“I do not believe he is . . . dead, but I could be wrong. If I am wrong, then I know with certainty that he has merely gone home to join his papa, ahead of the rest of us. I say home, because life upon this earth is not our real home, you know. Here we are merely sojourners and pilgrims. We are merely passing through.

“But because I sense in my heart that Edmund is alive, I will not forget to pray for him. I have set my heart to remember him in prayer daily and to believe that, even though he is apart from me, God will make himself known to Edmund and, on That Day, the day when we see Jesus face-to-face and every injustice is revealed and recompensed, we will see each other again and all this grief will vanish away.

“I spoke a moment ago about my prairie heritage—the enduring faith my papa and mama lived as an example for me. It is because of their faith that I have such hope for Edmund even though he is, today, lost to us.

“You see, what is lost to us is not—is not—lost to God! I remember Papa saying this very thing: In God, the lost are found. Our Lord sees the entire world—and nothing in all of his creation is hidden to him! I am comforted to know that wherever Edmund is, God is there with him.

“How do I feel about the man who took our son? I confess that I am tempted to hate him and to curse him, but . . . I cannot call myself a Christian if I do. 

“And so, here and now, I declare that I forgive Dean Morgan for every wrong he has done me. I leave his life and our vindication in God’s hands. I believe that the just and righteous God I serve will make all things right in the end.

“I will not hate and I will not be afraid; I will not allow my mind’s eye to wound me with fearful imaginings. And I will not lose hope.

“This is how I stand before you today; this is how I will live: with faith that cannot be shaken. From now until I draw my last breath, I will believe that, if I cannot hold Edmund in my arms, my heavenly Father will hold him in his arms—until he brings us all safely home to himself.

“Like my papa, I declare, that in God, the lost are found.”

A ripple of amens followed Joy as she stepped toward the grave. Tears washing her face, she kissed her hand and placed it on the coffin, letting it linger. Then she straightened and, composing her face, she turned away.

Edmund O’Dell was next to walk to and stand beside the coffin. As he did so, he was remembering the most remarkable conversation of his life.

My friend, I don’t have many months left to me—No, no, why do you deny this? It serves no good purpose. Nothing can be done to help me, and death comes to us all in due time, doesn’t it? My departure will be my entrance into eternal joy, and I am glad beyond measure that you, too, have received the Savior’s gift. Someday you and I will meet again, in the glorious presence of God the Father and his Son!

Now, because I am dying, Edmund O’Dell, my dearest friend, I must talk plainly: I know you once had feelings for Joy. Please do not protest. I knew this the first time I saw you look at her—while you still thought her a widow.

I do not mention this in condemnation! Rather, I say this to one of the most honorable men I have had the privilege of knowing. I have never feared you, Mr. O’Dell, because I know your worthy heart, just as I know that Joy’s heart belongs to me. No, you did not dishonor me, and I say this to your credit, realizing the struggle you endured.

Why did I write and ask you to come to Denver? Before it is too late, I wish you to make me a solemn promise. I wish you to promise me that when I am gone you will watch over Joy and our son. In time, if it is God’s will and when Joy’s grief allows her to love again, I hope you will marry her and raise my son—my son to whom I gave your name.

I cannot think of any man I would wish to be a father to my son besides you! I say, “if it is God’s will,” because he will lead and guide you in this matter. I am content that, if you pray and follow his direction, all will be well.

I am asking a difficult thing of you, my friend, I know—but it is so strong in my heart, and I sense death closing in on me. I cannot let what time I have left slip away without speaking to you and asking for your sincere word.

Will you give me your word on this?

O’Dell, too, rested his hand on the casket for a moment. “I will miss you, Grant, and I will miss your example of godly manhood. As long as I live, I will not stop searching for Edmund. When I find him, I will cherish him as my own. I will not relinquish my promises to you.”
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And all these, having obtained 
a good testimony through faith, 
did not receive the promise,
God having provided something better for us, 
that they should not be made perfect 
apart from us.
(Hebrews 11:39, 40, NKJV)
*
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The Lord is not slack 
concerning his promise, 
as some men count slackness; 
but is longsuffering to us-ward, 
not willing that any should perish, 
but that all should come to repentance.
(2 Peter 3:9, KJV)
*
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We live in a fallen, sinful, unjust world that will one day come to a fiery end. To put it plainly, life can be hard and filled with unanswered questions—even for those with faith.

We will not see perfect justice on earth before and until The Righteous Judge returns. But we can know The Righteous Judge who will make all things right when he returns. 

We can know him now . . . and knowing him makes all the difference. 

***
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Fall 1990

KARI HILLYER PERCHED on the very edge of their bed, still and watchful, trying hard to keep her weary back straight and rigid. Her hair, a soft brown shot with a thread of gold, hung down that weary back all the way to her waist.

She made an effort to ignore the wisp tickling her cheek, but she was tired.

So tired.

Every man in my life has either left or betrayed me, she brooded. And, guess what? Today isn’t any different.

Then she blinked as she realized that she wasn’t as crushed as she’d thought she’d be . . . right now, as her husband announced that he was discarding her.

I’ve already been crushed to the bone over the last seven years. This she knew.

“Kari, pay attention; this is pretty important.” David Hillyer’s temper, never far from the surface, was heating. “This is our marriage I’m talking about.”

He rubbed his eyes with forefinger and thumb as though destroying her was, after all, very hard work.

“I’m listening,” Kari whispered. She did not look at him although David usually demanded direct eye contact when he was “communicating” with her. She tucked the offending curl behind her ear and made another effort to straighten her posture.

“What I said was that I will take the house. You can’t afford the mortgage payments on what you’ll be making, so it seems best to me that I keep it.” He shrugged. “I’ve paid for it, after all.”

He paid for the house?

Their home?

Kari’s thoughts flew over the years they’d lived in the rambling stucco house nestled in the foothills of Albuquerque’s Sandia Mountains. Feeling like a stranger peeping through a window at someone else’s life, she dispassionately weighed David’s statement against the many bright promises he had made when they had first seen this house.

“We’ll turn this place into a showcase, Kari. You just wait and see!” he’d boasted. “Ample money and some dedicated effort should do the trick.”

But how had he expected “a showcase” to magically appear when he was never available to do any of the work? Or when he had argued against and refused to let her spend any money on repairs or upgrades? In fact, David hadn’t allowed her to buy anything without his permission in years.

She recalled the hopes she’d nourished, the yard she’d painstakingly landscaped herself, and the walls she’d textured, painted, or papered—all on the stringent budget that only David controlled.

Just like he controls me.

Despite David’s iron hand on their bank account, Kari had found ways to make their home a place of simple beauty: She’d forgone buying clothes for herself to eke out a few dollars for wallpaper, and she’d trimmed her own hair, spending money she could have spent with a beautician on house paint instead.

And she’d reveled in the joys of everyday tasks—the carpets she’d vacuumed, bathrooms she’d cleaned, and countless meals she’d fixed—because it was their home. The first real home she’d ever known.

Now their home was nothing more than another dream dashed to dust. Just one more disappointment in a long line of the same.

She sighed over the necessity of giving it all up, of relinquishing her fragile hopes . . . this time for good. Kari looked up from where she sat on the edge of their bed.

“No.” It was all she could muster.

David frowned. “What do you mean, ‘no’?”

She forced herself to face him directly. “I mean . . . no, you won’t be able to keep the house either, David.”

David’s face tightened. “What the devil does that mean?”

“Well, it means . . . New Mexico being a community property state . . . we will need to sell the house and split the equity.”

Kari figured she wouldn’t have to wait much longer—she’d provided the spark, and David’s temper would ignite momentarily. But not quite yet. No, she pretty well knew what had to play out first. She shivered a little, foreseeing what was coming.

“And I . . . I’ll need some money to start over.”

Oh, why had she added that? How she hated sounding so—so weak and dependent. Pathetic!

“Kari.” David gentled his voice. In the manner of a parent patiently explaining a great disappointment to his child, he shook his head, even managing to look regretful.

“Kari, this might be difficult for you to hear right now, but do you recall the prenuptial agreement we signed? We discussed this quite painstakingly before we married, do you remember? The agreement stipulates that if we divorced within ten years, whatever each of us contributed financially to the marriage would determine how the property was divided.”

Kari’s memory was working perfectly. She’d left her job as a librarian at The University of New Mexico—where David taught and they had met—less than a year after their wedding, right after they had bought this house. David had insisted that she make a home for them—and for the babies they’d be having soon.

Except, of course, David had changed his mind about the babies.

“Just let me get a bit more put aside before we try to have a baby, okay?” was how his change of heart had started. Then it was, “If I’m appointed Department Chair, they’ll expect me to put in a lot more hours the first semester. It won’t be a good time to be worrying about a pregnancy.”

The coveted position at UNM had come through, and the first semester had turned into a year and then the year into three years before he’d “confessed” that he’d never thought of himself as “good parenting material.”

The dreams had started dying then. Now, at thirty-eight years of age, Kari had to admit to herself that she was too old to find someone new and have children. She had to face the harsh truth that her hopes of having a family and a home—a real, enduring home—were over.

Done.

Shattered.

She would be alone soon. Again.

What a fool I’ve been. I never should have quit my job!

Kari sat staring at her husband and, as much as she knew she needed to harden her heart toward him, she couldn’t help but see him right then as she had when they’d first met and married. Tall and wonderfully good looking, David could glance at her, and Kari would heat inside with longing.

We were a striking couple once, she reminded herself. She was tall and slender and, against his chest, the long strands of her light brown hair had shimmered with golden highlights, the perfect complement to his darker looks.

He was everything I needed! Everything I wanted! she mourned. We were going to have a good life together!

Especially after her disastrous first marriage.

Both David and Kari had been married previously. Kari’s first husband had been mysteriously unable to stay employed, and they’d struggled for three years until she’d stumbled on the evidence of his many lies and his longstanding drug problem.

According to David, his first wife had been blatantly and shamelessly unfaithful, something he declared he would never again tolerate—which was what had prompted his insistence on a prenuptial agreement.

Kari had understood his reasoning at the time, especially the adultery clause. But now . . .

“Yes, David, I remember,” she answered softly.

“Well, then. My lawyer can work out the numbers. You’re entitled to a small percentage of the equity—not a lot, since you didn’t contribute much—and I’ll cash you out, but I don’t plan on selling this house. Not now that we have it fixed up right.”

We? We have it fixed up right? Kari swallowed down the anger churning in her stomach.

David lifted his right hand, one finger pointing upwards—a gesture that signaled that he had already moved on to another, more important topic and was impatient to drop the present one. It was the same gesture he used to manage discussion in his classes or departmental meetings.

I didn’t contribute much? I quit my job to make a home for us! I turned this drab shell of a house into a place of beauty and comfort! I cooked and cleaned! I—

Kari took a calming breath; she couldn’t go there—and she didn’t need to. She squared her shoulders, unconscious of doing so.

“David, do you remember the adultery clause in the prenuptial agreement?”

Ah.

She noted the color leave his face and saw his jaw clench, followed by a hasty attempt to cover his shock.

“Come on, Kari, I think I know you better than that,” he bluffed. “You’d be the last person in the world to commit adultery.”

He laughed a little to cover his unease, but his right hand was hanging uncharacteristically still at his side. His ‘tell.’ “So, what? Are you about to confess some torrid affair to me?”

“No,” Kari murmured. “I’m about to confront you with yours.”

They stared at each other for a long, charged moment. Kari willed herself not to look away first.

Finally, David snorted in derision. “Yeah, right.”

He started to turn away but whirled back, the anger she’d anticipated barely in check. “As usual, you’re being totally ridiculous—and it won’t work, Kari. My God! I should have left you last year.”

“You mean last year when you were having an affair with Jules Rivera? Or last year when you dropped her to seduce Gil Trask’s wife?”

David’s mouth twisted, and he shook his head viciously. “Oh, no, Kari. This won’t work on me.” He jabbed his finger close to her face. “I won’t listen to you slander me like this. And if you talk this kind of trash to anyone outside of this room, you’ll live to regret it.” He turned away and moved toward the door.

“You know, I’m not concerned with Jules Rivera or Molly Trask anymore,” Kari replied, her words contemptuous. “Beth Housden is your current ‘flame,’ isn’t she?” 

Kari took advantage of David’s facing away from her to stand, her legs wobbling, and edge away. 

But when he spun back, instead of hurling the filthy insults she’d expected, he studied her hard for several thundering beats of her heart.

“I don’t know how you concocted these interesting stories, Kari, but your strategy is ingenious. Too bad for you that your accusations are baseless. Not that you would have benefited from that morality clause even if you could prove your lies. I believe I had my attorney write the clause to apply only to unfaithfulness on the wife’s part.”

“My attorney believes it can be enforced on either party.” Kari was breathing hard now.

“Your attorney?” She’d surprised David again.

“Yes. The one I retained three months ago—when I found you’d sold off 850 shares of our stock. At $67 a share, that was a nice little chunk of change.”

“I reinvested the money elsewhere,” he retorted, but his gaze wavered.

“Oh, yes. I know. A sapphire and diamond necklace—from an estate sale through Beauchamp and Company—was part of your ‘reinvestment,’ I believe.” Kari sniffed, her derision out in the open now.

She was ready when the flat of his palm connected with her face. She even managed to stay standing despite the ringing in her ears.

“You—!” He cursed her vilely, ending with, “I promise you’ll get nothing from me, do you hear me? Nothing.” His face was suffused with anger and he spat the last word.

“Well, I don’t need anything from you,” Kari hissed, “because this house, everything in it, your investments, and even your retirement are mine, thanks to your own actions and your tidy little morality clause. My attorney says I can take it all—everything—and walk away from you, shaking your dirt off my feet on the way out the door.”

David laughed, his mirth ragged. Harsh. “This is great, Kari. You’re playing the part very well. It’ll be interesting to watch you try to pull this off. Not only will you be unable to prove any of this, but I’ll countersue and keep you in court so long that, even if your lawyer works on contingency, he’ll give you up long before it’s over. I’ll empty the checking account and cut you off from the credit cards before the bank closes today. You won’t even have grocery money by the end of the week.”

Kari, her breathing uneven, didn’t answer. She walked on shaky legs to her dresser, pulled open the top drawer, and removed a thick manila folder.

“These are all copies. The originals are with my lawyer. The investigator I hired in December of last year is very good and very thorough. Even the photo quality is good, don’t you think?” She spread the folder’s contents on the bed.

David gaped at color eight-by-tens of himself and Beth Housden—outside her apartment door, inside his car, seated in several restaurants: kissing, petting, smirking. In several photos Beth wore a very nice sapphire and diamond necklace. From Beauchamp and Company.

Kari was panting and growing light-headed. She edged toward the door of their bedroom. “I told my lawyer that we would take it easy on you, that I just wanted out with my fair share. I still feel that way, but I can be persuaded to change my mind.”

David’s dark, smoldering eyes burned her.

“By the way,” she added, “I paid my lawyer a $10,000 retainer. Maybe a little over the top, but you never can tell how long these things will drag out—right? 

“How did I pay him? I cashed in a few of ‘your’ CDs. All of them, actually. And did you know? There’s quite a penalty when you cash them out before maturity! I opened my own account at the credit union with the remaining money. Just in case you wanted to play hard ball.”

She reached for the door jamb to steady herself. “Oh, right. And my lawyer has already moved to freeze all of your other assets including the joint bank accounts and your retirement. You can’t sell any more of your stock now, my darling, and I doubt if Beth Housden will want you long after she sees what you’re left with.”

Kari was struggling to suck in air and, despite her determination, tiny black spots danced before her eyes. O God, I'm panicking. No, please! I can’t! Not here! Stop it. STOP IT RIGHT NOW!

She forced herself to keep breathing even as her vision darkened around the edges. “One teensy thing more, David. My lawyer will have this lovely bruise on my cheek photographed tomorrow morning when it’s looking its very best. I’m sure the judge will want to see it when I request a restraining order against you.”

She hugged the bedroom door, gutting out her anxiety attack. “And now I would like you to leave. I’ll be living here until the divorce is final and the house sells. I want you, your clothes, and your personal items out. Now.”

David swore violently and bore down on her, fists lifted to strike. He jerked back when a short, stocky man with silvering hair appeared behind Kari in the bedroom doorway.

“Who the devil are you?” David demanded.

The man nudged Kari aside and nodded at the folder on the bed. “Anthony Esquibel, private investigator. I see you’ve been admiring my work.”

He pulled an Asp—a short, telescoping baton—from his back pocket and, with a flick of his wrist, extended it. “I believe you’ve been asked to leave. I’ll give you ten minutes to get your clothes together and make your exit—during which time you will mind that foul mouth of yours.”

David gaped at him and Esquibel slapped the baton once on the door to get his attention. “Listen up. Kari’s gonna have around-the-clock security here until the restraining order is in place and all the locks are changed. Any questions?” He glanced at his watch. “No? The clock has nine minutes and twenty seconds on it.”

David didn’t move.

Esquibel whipped the baton against the doorframe, splintering its wood with a resounding crack. “Nine minutes, fifteen seconds.”

“Son of a—!” David screamed.

“Yes, you are. Now, get moving. With or without your clothes you will be out in another . . . eight minutes and fifty-five seconds.”

***
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KARI’S SOON-TO-BE EX-husband left the house with five seconds to spare. She sank down on the living room couch feeling emptier than she could ever recall feeling.

“You okay?” Esquibel asked quietly.

“Thanks to you.”

“How ’bout some ice for your cheek? That eye looks a bit puffy.”

“Yeah, well, don’t we want it to look really ripe for the picture tomorrow?”

“I don’t think ice will detract from its photogenic quality.”

“That good, huh?” Kari leaned her head back against the cushions.

“Believe me, I’ve seen worse.” Esquibel wandered through the living room and back. He hesitated and then asked, “Kari, has David ever really . . . I mean really hit you before? Like, beat on you repeatedly? Have you had any broken bones, been to the E.R.?

“I probably should have gone once or twice, but I got over it.” She crossed her arms and rubbed them.

“Look, you hired me to do a job for you, I get that, but some of my clients kinda grow into friends. I start to care for them. A few of them have gone through worse than this; some of them less, but they all feel the same after it’s over. Pretty much like, well, poop, if you get me.”

“Yeah?” Kari laughed at his reticence, but she felt resentment simmering in her gut. “Like I said. I'll get over it.”

“Uh-huh. Well, see? That’s the deceptive part of this. They didn’t just ‘get over it’. Which is why, mija, you being one of those clients I consider a friend, like I just mentioned, I want to make a very strong suggestion to you.” Esquibel reached into his shirt pocket and retrieved a card. “Take this.”

“What? A social worker? A shrink?” Kari’s anger was burning hotter and, as much as Anthony didn’t deserve it, he was going to be on the receiving end of it shortly.

“Nah. This woman is another friend of mine. She has sort of a gift for helping women put the blame where it belongs and get back on track again after something like this.”

He sat down across from Kari and gently took her hand, placing the card in her palm. “I think you’ve just done the bravest, most difficult thing you’ve ever had to do in your life, and you’ve done it with strength and dignity.”

When she didn’t respond, he insisted, “Kari, look at me for just a second.” Kari might have believed she was masking her feelings, but he’d seen them too many times to be fooled.

“The past few months have been . . . difficult, but in the next few days and weeks you’re going to go through something far worse.”

Her face twisted. “Are you kidding me? How can anything be worse than,” she gestured haphazardly, “than all this?”

“It will be worse because now you have to deal with the future, with who you are after all this. Please trust me on that count.” He closed her hand over the card. “I’m going to tell this woman that you’ll be calling her. If she doesn’t hear from you, I’m going to give her your number. Are you okay with that? Kari?”

The doorbell rang.

Esquibel sighed. “That’ll be Gabe. He’ll be here, in the house, until seven in the morning. Peter will relieve him and will be changing out the locks. I’ll be by to escort you to Baldonado’s office at ten. We should have the restraining order in place by tomorrow evening.” Esquibel tipped her chin toward him, and she grimaced.

“Always a dad at heart, right?” she quipped. Then she crumbled.

Esquibel let her sob on his shoulder. “Yeah, that’s me. Always el papá. And like a good papa, I don’t like matónes beating up on my girls. Let’s see if we can put this behind you, okay, Kari? Let me help?”

Kari only cried briefly. She’d wept so much in the past six months that her crying jags were short, over in a few minutes. “Okay,” she sniffed, yet she doubted if any of this would ever be “behind her.”

“Right. Let’s let Gabe in and get you buttoned down for the evening. Don’t forget—we have a car to buy for you this week, too. You must be able to get around.”

Kari only nodded.

***
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“HEY, BABE.” ESQUIBEL kissed his wife before wearily dropping into his La-Z-Boy.

“Is she all right, Antonio? Did everything go okay?” Gloria Esquibel used the remote to mute the television.

“Y’know, I recognize that this is only supposed to be a job, but after a night like this, I’m really tempted to go back to the firehouse.”

“Sure you are. At your age? And after all the months we’ve prayed this through? You’re just exhausted. Did she do well tonight?”

“She did great. Probably the first time she’s ever gotten the best of that . . . Ay! The more I deal with low-lifes, the harder it is to keep my mouth clean.” He raised his right hand to heaven. “God, please help me, I’m asking you.”

“Well, if you get out of line, I can always run a bar of Dial soap around in your mouth—isn’t that what your mama—God rest her!—used to do to you boys?”

Esquibel grinned. “She certainly did. The summer I was fifteen she must have shoved this one bar of soap into my mouth a dozen times. And not open my mouth when she told me to? Oh, my! I would never have dreamed of refusing such an order. I believed that God’s lightning would strike me dead if I so much as raised my voice to her. But for some reason, as soon as I was out of her presence, I would go right back to swearing—until spitting soapsuds got real old.”

He frowned. “And I don’t know how she always knew!”

“Your mama raised good boys. Fine men,” Gloria answered. “So did you give Ruth’s card to Kari?”

“Yeah. I’ll let Ruth know to expect her call.”

“Then let me get you some dinner, Corazón. Your sister and I made tamales today. You will feel better after a good meal. Then we will pray for Kari, and God will continue to move on her behalf. Hasn’t he already? And he says that if he begins a good work, he will see it through to the end, no?”

Esquibel took her hand and pressed it to his lips as she got to her feet. “Ah, how I love you, old woman. You will always be my jewel, Gloria.”

“Who are you calling old, abuelo?”

Esquibel grinned. He was feeling better already.

~~**~~
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Chapter 2
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With Anthony’s help, Kari stumbled through the next few weeks in a dazed stupor, scarcely conscious of what she was doing or what went on around her. When she came to herself one morning, a plain used car—a white, late-model Reliant—sat in her driveway, and she had new locks on her doors, a restraining order against David, and a court date to commence divorce proceedings.

She also had an appointment to meet with Ruth Graff.

Kari stared at herself in the bathroom mirror. Instead of her daily hikes in the foothills above their house, she’d holed up, spending hours dwelling on her pain, only leaving the security of her home when necessity forced her.

Now the image reflected by the mirror was disheveled. She couldn’t remember when she’d last showered and washed her hair. Her usually bouncy locks hung in lank strings. Her eyes were ringed with shadows. And she’d lost more weight.

She studied her protruding ribs with distaste. You look like a third-world refugee, Kari. Disgusting.

She sighed and turned her attention to the appointment card in her hand: Thursday, 4 p.m. That would be today.

She had, with reluctance, agreed to meet with Anthony’s friend, Ruth, and Anthony had said he would make the appointment for her. He’d stopped by yesterday and pressed the card into her palm.

“Promise me you will go,” he’d urged in his fatherly manner. And Kari had promised.

She sighed again, then turned the shower on, stripped off her filthy clothes, and stepped into the welcoming heat.

***
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“HI, KARI; I’M RUTH.”

Kari stared at the hand extended toward her. The therapist or counselor or whatever she called herself was maybe in her late fifties, plump and pleasingly rounded. Her shock of silver-streaked hair was tied in a loose ponytail and she grinned, her black eyes crinkling and her cheeks dimpling as her mouth curved.

Her greeting didn’t come off, Kari decided, as one of those false, put-on things, but as a pleasant, authentic welcome.

Kari took Ruth’s hand and the woman drew her toward a chair. “Here—sit here. It’s the best chair in the place. What do you think of that view? Lovely, isn’t it?”

Kari glanced where Ruth pointed: The window framed Sandia Crest, and the late afternoon sun was painting the mountain a brilliant magenta.

“It’s perfect,” Kari admitted, sinking into the offered chair. Like the view out our back door.

“Things of beauty help us realize that life isn’t over,” Ruth murmured, “even when life has beaten us up pretty good.”

Kari looked up and Ruth’s smile had faded. In its place was calm compassion and acceptance.

“Us? Has life beaten you up ‘pretty good’?” Kari couldn’t help the sarcasm that crept into her words.

“Oh, yes. I spent two weeks in the hospital the last time my ex-husband beat me up. And that was just the last time he beat me.”

She pointed to the left side of her head. “That was fifteen years ago, but I still wear my hair in a ponytail or chignon to hide a bald patch I have right here. My husband hit me with a bottle—six times, I think—cutting up a couple of inches of scalp. The ponytail covers the spot where my hair wouldn’t grow back.

“The doctors say it’s possible that I lost that piece of scalp when he beat my head against the window until it shattered, but I don’t remember any of that. The next thing I knew was when I woke up in the hospital a couple of days later.”

Kari stared in horror as the older woman delivered those lines without self-pity or anger. She didn’t know what to say in response.

Ruth took a seat opposite Kari and filled in the silence. “Kari, you’ve just come through some similar difficulties, I believe. I want you to know that I am here to listen to you and to accept you just as you are as you work through the aftermath.”

“The aftermath? It’s over now.”

“Yes, but . . . abuse, whether it is verbal or physical, has well-documented aftereffects. We can talk about abuse and how it affects a person so that you will be able to recognize those feelings if you have them.”

Ruth’s mouth smiled although her eyes did not. “I’ve experienced the aftermath of abuse myself, so I’m not likely to spout senseless platitudes about something I’m unfamiliar with. I just want you to know, first of all, that you are not alone.”

Kari’s mouth twisted. Not alone? Right. I’ve been alone my whole life.

But Ruth either didn’t see her reaction or chose not to respond to it. She just kept chatting, occasionally asking for simple responses from Kari. An hour later, Kari realized that she and Ruth had covered a lot of ground.

“So, what do you think, Kari? Can we do this again?” Ruth asked, flashing that engaging, eye-crinkling grin.

Kari shrugged. She didn’t want to admit it, but she did feel a little better, a little less isolated. “All right.”

“Well, I’m glad. And I’ve enjoyed getting to know you a bit. How about next week at the same time?”

Kari nodded; Ruth scribbled on and then handed her another appointment card. Then Ruth sat back and studied Kari.

She saw a tall woman in her late thirties—a little thin for her height—unaware of how striking she was and unconscious of her appeal. Even in jeans, wrinkled t-shirt, and scuffed ropers, her honey-colored hair hanging free down her back, Kari Hillyer was oblivious to the effect she had on others—particularly the effect her eyes had. They were a startling blue, a deep, penetrating blue. But her eyes were also haunted. Damaged.

She is broken, Ruth observed. And not, I wager, by only this failed marriage and her husband’s abuse and infidelity. Something much more . . . elemental has been wounded.

“Kari, I’m a counselor, and I specialize in helping battered women, but I want to be up-front with you about my counseling approach.”

Kari looked at Ruth with suspicion. “Which is?”

“The thing is, I’m a counselor, but I’m also a Christian. I don’t separate my faith from my function as a counselor because I believe that many of our struggles are spiritual in nature and can be addressed from a spiritual perspective.

“When I observe a spiritual truth during a session, I will present it to you. You are free to listen and think about it or you are free to tell me to go fly a kite—I will never, of course, try to cram my faith down your throat. Please do tell me to go fly a kite if ever I come on too strong.”

Kari turned Ruth’s words over in her mind, recalling her first year in foster care. Maybe at one time I believed that God was good and that Jesus loved me, she reflected, because I have memories of praying . . . 

I remember begging God to bring Daddy and Mommy back. I remember crying and pleading with God to rescue me from the awful loneliness. After a while when God didn’t answer my prayers, I asked him to just kill me so that I could go wherever Daddy and Mommy were. He didn’t answer that prayer, either. 

Kari closed her eyes. I don’t know where my childhood belief in God came from, but all those unanswered prayers—and the hopelessness of my messy life—have taught me the futility of religion. 

Ruth leaned forward. “Kari, I want you to know, ahead of time, that I will frequently bring spiritual facets into our conversations. Can you accept that?”

“I suppose. But you’d better be prepared to fly a lot of kites,” Kari sniffed. She kept her thoughts on God to herself.

Ruth chuckled. “Fair enough. Until next week then.”

As Kari stood, Ruth reached out her hand again. When Kari took it, Ruth gently tugged her into a light embrace.

Kari was surprised and a little flustered, but Ruth just squeezed her and gave her back a few light pats. “It’s going to be all right, Kari,” Ruth whispered.

It was as though an artery burst somewhere deep in Kari’s heart, spurting grief and hopelessness. Without intending to, she found herself sobbing on Ruth’s shoulder.

Ruth gently rubbed Kari’s back while she cried and, once, smoothed her hair. “Don’t you worry, Kari,” she murmured. “God will get you through this and get you to a better place. I know he will.”

At the mention of God Kari’s tears dried up as though a spigot had been cranked off.

God? God will get me through this? Kari frowned. If he’s so “great” and so “almighty,” isn’t all this his fault in the first place?

***
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KARI MET WITH RUTH regularly over the following weeks. The most valuable thing Kari began to recognize during their sessions had to do with why—why she had, not once but twice, chosen poor marriage partners, and why she had tolerated their lies, infidelities, and abuse as long as she had.

“It seems that your ‘picker’ is broken, Kari, and so you choose the wrong type of spouse. Why don’t you tell me about your family, and we’ll try to figure out why you do that?” Ruth asked during their third session.

“My family?” Kari shivered.

“Yes; tell me about your parents, growing up, siblings, and so on,” Ruth coaxed.

“Well, my parents died when I was six,” Kari answered, “and I have no siblings.” A familiar stab of pain accompanied that simple statement.

“I am so sorry,” Ruth whispered. “How did they die?”

“I was told it was a car crash,” Kari answered. “I don’t remember it happening. In fact, I don’t really remember anything before they died.”

“Nothing?” Ruth was surprised. 

“Not really. When I try to remember, it’s like I have my eyes closed. I can’t see anything. I remember what Mommy and Daddy were like—what they smelled like and felt like and sometimes I remember their voices, but . . . but I can’t see them. I don’t recall where we lived or much of anything else.”

“Considering the age you were when they passed, that is unusual, Kari.” And concerning, Ruth added, to herself.

Kari shrugged. “They are buried here in Albuquerque, but I—they—had no relatives, so I was first put into foster care. Later, when I was nine, I was adopted by a couple, Nell and Bill Friedman. They fought all the time and got a divorce when I was twelve.”

Ruth’s lips parted and she frowned. “What happened after they divorced?”

Now it was Kari’s turn to frown. “Well, for a while I lived with Nell’s mom while Nell tried to get a job and a place for us to live.”

“I notice that you don’t call Nell and Bill ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad’ or Nell’s mom ‘Grandma.’”

It wasn’t a question, so Kari simply nodded and thought about it. “Even though they legally adopted me, I don’t think I ever got close to them. As far as I was concerned, I already had a mom and dad, but . . . they were gone. And I remember Nell and Bill arguing and bickering every day, from the first day I was with them until they split. The situation wasn’t very conducive to affection.”

Kari described how, later, she moved from place to place with Nell, some places better than others, some much worse. She talked about the men Nell allowed to live with them and how, when Kari was seventeen, Nell came down with TB.

“The state sent Nell to a sanitarium and sent me back to foster care. Bill didn’t want me—he was remarried—and that was all right with me. I got out of foster care when I turned eighteen. I heard Nell died a year later. I’d worked in the library my senior year in high school, so I started taking a few classes at the junior college and then at the university, working my way along in the library sciences.”

“You mentioned that sometimes Nell allowed men to live with you. Did they ever . . .”

“Ever try anything? Once, but I told Nell and she threw the guy out. No, I was not molested or sexually abused.”

Ruth started to ask another question but noticed that Kari had lapsed into silence, staring into space. Ruth waited for a full five minutes before interrupting Kari’s reverie.

“Kari.”

Kari turned unseeing eyes toward Ruth.

“Kari, what are you thinking about?” Ruth asked.

Kari blinked and looked down at her hands; they were twisted into the fabric of her shirt. “I . . . I was thinking about the nightmares.”

Ruth sat up straight and peered at Kari. “You haven’t said anything about nightmares.”

“No, I don’t suppose I have.”

“Can you tell me about them?” Ruth probed, her voice gentle.

“I think they started . . . when I was in foster care,” Kari whispered.

“In foster care. The first time or the second time?”

“The first time. It seems like I’ve had them my entire life, really.”

“What can you tell me about them?”

“I can tell you they really bothered Bill! He hated when I would wake up screaming,” Kari said in a dreamy tone. “So, I started waking myself up when it came. Or I’d stop myself from having it.”

“When it came? It?” Ruth leaned toward Kari.

“The dream.”

“You had the same dream? The same nightmare?”

“Oh, yes. It’s always the same place but I can’t remember much about it. It’s . . . frustrating.” Kari’s words trickled to a stop.

“Hmm. Maybe we should talk more about the nightmares later,” Ruth suggested, sensing that Kari was closing up, “but how about if right now I make an observation and you tell me what you think?”

“Okay,” Kari said, shrugging.

“All right. Here it is: You’ve never had a home, Kari.”

Kari snorted. “Big revelation, Ruth.”

“Think about what that means for a minute? Maybe think about what has motivated you in life? In marriage?”

Kari pondered what Ruth said. “I think at this point I’ve given up on having a home. It’s one of the things that most discourages me . . . looking ahead.”

“It discourages you because you have given up on marriage?”

“Because I’m too old to start over, to get married, to have kids. I turn thirty-nine next month. Forty feels like it is lurking around the corner, waiting to pounce on me.”

“Forty is a sobering milestone.” Ruth’s smile was wan. “Fifty isn’t any better, trust me. But back to what has motivated you. Can you articulate what you looked forward to when you, say, married David? What drove you? What did you look forward to?”

Kari frowned. She didn’t like talking about David, but . . . “We were both working when we got married. Then we bought our house. I’d never owned a house before! And David wanted me to quit working so that I could be a homemaker, so we could start a family. We planned to have a baby right away . . . and I was so happy . . .”

“Because you were making a home? A family?”

“Oh, yes. It was like a dream come true. I thought it was going to be perfect . . . for the first time, perfect.”

Ruth didn’t say anything. Kari finally looked at her. “That’s it, right? Why I put up with all of his . . . bad behavior?”

“It is certainly part of it, Kari, but I think it likely that there is more. I think you have what I term ‘a thorn of rejection’ buried in your heart. Rejection is a tricky thing. If it becomes part of your identity, it can make a person a little passive-aggressive.”

Kari wasn’t buying it. “What do you mean?”

“What I mean is, rejection can color all of a person’s interactions. When a person feels rejected, they often beat everyone to the punch by sabotaging themselves.

“To put it into your context, I think—and this is my observation—that in your mind your sense of rejection justified David’s abuse. Yes, you were afraid he would leave you—but at the same time you made sure he would.”

“What?” Kari was outraged. “How dare you put David’s actions on me! I—”

“Kari, I didn’t say you were responsible for his infidelities or his abuse. Nor did I say that they were excusable. 

“What I am saying is that you, by being afraid of being rejected and by being passive toward his abuse, waved a big, yellow flag that shouted, Go right ahead and treat me like dirt, because I’m too afraid you will leave to give you any grief about it!”

Kari sat still, stung by Ruth’s words but electrified by them at the same time. “You’re saying . . . I expected him to be unfaithful and controlling?”

Ruth nodded. “When, in our innermost beings, we don’t feel that we have value, we project that sense of worthlessness to others. In subtle ways—and perhaps not-so-subtle ways—we advertise our lack of worth. If that other person is selfish, he or she will treat you as the worthless person you consider yourself to be.”

Ruth changed directions. “Tell me more about what you were thinking when you married David.”

Kari sighed and thought. “Well, I wanted . . . I needed a home so bad. Permanence. A place, a husband, children . . . who would always be there and would never leave me, never . . . abandon me. David promised all of that.”

Ruth nodded. “Can you talk about the word abandon and how it makes you feel?”

Kari started shaking her head. “‘Abandon’ means being alone. It is always there, always there. No one wants me and I’m always alone, always . . .”

Kari was trembling and tears clogged her throat. “No one stays with me! They all leave! Why can’t I keep them from leaving!” Her shaking increased and then she couldn’t breathe.

It took Ruth a moment to realize that Kari was experiencing a panic attack. When she did, she jumped to Kari’s side and wrapped her arms around her.

“It’s all right, Kari. I’m here; I’m not leaving,” Ruth crooned. “You are all right. Just take steady breaths until it goes. Even if you pass out, I will still hold you. You will wake up all right. Steady breaths, now. Steady breaths.”

Ten minutes later, an exhausted Kari lay limp against Ruth. The panic had passed, leaving her wrung out.

“How often does this happen, Kari?” Ruth inquired.

A weary Kari shook her head. “Whenever the nightmares come, either while I’m sleeping or when I wake myself up. When I started waking myself up to stop the dream and stop myself from screaming—that’s when the attacks started. Sometimes they happen during the day. When I think too much about certain things.”

Kari gathered herself and sat back in her chair, her chin dropping to her chest. Ruth resumed her seat also. She watched Kari and waited.

“What should I do?” Kari whispered. “How do I fix this?”

Ruth nodded but thought for several minutes.

“Kari, this is where I would like to bring in a spiritual truth. I want to read something to you from the Bible. It’s about Jesus.” Ruth tugged a well-used book from her desk drawer and thumbed through it. “Here it is.

He is despised 
and rejected of men; 
a man of sorrows, 
and acquainted with grief: 
and we hid as it were 
our faces from him; 
he was despised, 
and we esteemed him not.”

Kari wrinkled her nose. “They said that about Jesus? But I thought he was, you know, supposed to be revered and worshipped. And stuff.”

Ruth’s eyes were sad. “And little children are supposed to be loved and cherished and never abandoned or rejected, Kari. What they did to Jesus was wrong and should never have happened. Just like what happened to you was wrong and should never have happened.”

She turned back to her Bible. “This is how the next line reads.

Surely he hath borne our griefs, 
and carried our sorrows”

She closed her Bible. “I just want to say, Kari, that when wrong things happen—things that should not happen—Jesus understands. When we feel rejected, he understands, because those he loved rejected him. When we feel abandoned, he understands, because when he needed his friends and family the very most, they all left him.

“Don’t be afraid to take your pain to Jesus, Kari. He already carried your griefs and sorrow. You can take them to him and let them go.”

That night Kari closed her eyes and thought again about what Ruth had read to her. It didn’t make sense and she was still so very angry, but some tiny piece of what Ruth had read seemed to resonate inside. Kari rejected Ruth’s religious overtures, but that one tiny piece hung on anyway.

***
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BEGINNING IN MID-JANUARY, Kari’s attorney, Jorge Baldonado, pursued her divorce with the precision of a surgeon and the ferocity of a pit bull. In court, he presented the incontrovertible evidence of David’s infidelities and financial maneuverings to cheat Kari out of her share of their property. He was both eloquent and concise—and he was ruthless. Kari watched in breathless awe.

David’s attorney, on the other hand, one Richard Forster, presented no case other than attempting to badger, belittle, and discredit Kari at every opportunity. David sat through that part of the proceedings pursing his lips, a tight, smug smile playing about his mouth.

Later in Ruth’s office, Kari had raged and fumed, “I wanted to bash his smug face, Ruth. I wanted to see the look on his face then!”

Fortunately, Baldonado had coached Kari so that she was able to respond to Forster’s accusatory questions in calm, succinct sentences. At every juncture she thwarted Forster by keeping cool and maintaining what Jorge called “the innocence of angels.” When Kari stepped down from testifying, a vein was throbbing in the middle of David’s forehead. She flashed a smirk his way and watched him redden with suppressed ire.

Then Baldonado turned his ferocity on David and David paled and stammered under his onslaught.

Forster whined to the judge, “Mr. Baldonado is badgering and intimidating my client.”

The judge, looking over his glasses, replied in a dry voice, “Perhaps you should have better prepared your client, counselor.”

Kari sighed in satisfaction.

In his concluding remarks, Kari’s attorney asked the judge for a fair and equitable division of Kari and David’s assets. He did not ask the judge to enforce the adultery clause in the prenuptial agreement. 

Then it was over. The judge finalized Kari and David’s divorce, and Kari received sixty-five percent of all of their assets—the extra fifteen percent in recognition of the stocks David had sold off without her knowledge or permission and the other assets David had not declared. Baldonado had demonstrated to the court’s satisfaction that David had disposed of joint property in an attempt to hide the funds during the divorce proceedings.

Kari, though, had declared the proceeds from the CDs she’d sold. The judge included them in their shared assets, not holding them against her.

Kari walked out of the court, thanked her attorney, and went straight to an appointment with Ruth. By then Kari had been seeing Ruth for five months and had come to trust Ruth as a friend and confidant.

“It was glorious, Ruth, on so many levels,” Kari admitted. “I know I’m not supposed to gloat, but . . . well, it felt good to win for a change instead of being beaten down.”

Ruth shook her head but smiled in understanding. “I’ll let you get away with the gloating today, but not after today. No gloating next week, okay? So. Next steps?”

“The judge said I can list the house with a realtor now. A court representative will oversee the disbursement of the proceeds from the sale.”

“And then?”

Kari shrugged. “Get a job, of course. I’ve been looking, but no luck so far.”

“Will you keep David’s name? Hillyer?”

Kari shrugged. “What would I go back to? Friedman? I have enough to deal with without adding to a worsening identity crisis.”

Saddened, Ruth nodded. “I take your point.” O Lord, please help this woman! she prayed.

***
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A MONTH LATER THE HOUSE sold—or it was at least under contract. The realtor warned Kari that the buyers were waiting for the sale of their home to close before they could finalize and close on Kari and David’s house. “This is not a contingency sale,” she assured Kari. “Their house is sold. It is now just a matter of timing, for their sale to close and then fund your sale.”

The realtor projected the entire process to take up to ninety days; Kari estimated perhaps another thirty before the court authorized the funds from the sale to be disbursed to Kari and David. In the meantime, David was only obligated to pay a quarter of the mortgage on their house and none of the utilities since Kari benefited from living there.

David, under Anthony Esquibel’s watchful eye, came and claimed the rest of his personal belongings. Then Kari went through what remained in the house, sorting what she would keep and what she would sell, and giving away the rest. She was ready to move, but could not until the sale closed and paid out.

As the days passed, Kari watched in horror as her bank account dwindled. Baldonado had used all of the retainer and more. Would she have enough to live on until she received her share of the sale of the house? Would she have enough to get into an apartment when the sale closed?

I have got to get a job—like, yesterday! she fretted.

Before and during the divorce proceedings, she had applied to every job she qualified for and was invited to four interviews—but she was yet to receive a job offer, even though she was bilingual, nearly fluent in Spanish, a definite advantage. Visions of having to vacate the house but having nowhere to go haunted her.

I’ll have to take a job at McDonald’s or Taco Bell soon, she fretted, and it still won’t be enough.

Time
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