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SO MANY UNANSWERED questions. 

Who am I really? Kari wondered again. I am not KariAnn Hillyer. Not KariAnn Granger. They tell me my real name is KariAnn Thoresen Michaels. 

But who is that person?

She frowned. And where are my sister and brother? Who took them? Where are they now?

“Lord, my uncle and my cousins urge me to trust you. They say that you will help me through this difficult transition. And they say that you know where Elaine and Samuel are, that I can trust you—that in you the lost are found! I am so new to this faith thing, though. It is hard to believe you will find them after so many years.”
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KARI PLEDGES HER CONSIDERABLE fortune toward the search for the social worker who, thirty-three years earlier, took three-year-old Elaine and infant Samuel from the scene of an accident—the same accident that killed Kari’s parents—and sold them in an illegal adoption. 

And she is not alone in the search for Elaine and Samuel. Private investigators Anthony Esquibel and Owen Washington join efforts to unearth the identity of the social worker and trace the adoptions of Kari’s siblings. 

Will the last of the lost be found? Will Kari discover for herself that all God’s promises are true? 
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Fall 1923

AFTER A THIRTEEN-YEAR absence, Rose Thoresen is returning to her beloved RiverBend. It may well be her final visit.

Edmund O’Dell, Rose’s son-in-law, has accepted the job as head of the Chicago Pinkerton office. As he prepares to move his family from Denver to Chicago, Rose faces a difficult decision: Will she continue at Palmer House where she has led many fallen women to Christ and mentored them in their faith, or will she give up this ministry and follow her daughter and grandchildren to their new home?

I am seventy-four years old, Lord, and I believe that the work you entrusted to me when we founded Palmer House should now pass to Sarah and Olive. By your grace, Lord God, they are ready to assume this great and wonderful responsibility. I pray you make them fruitful branches in your kingdom, always abiding in the vine, Christ Jesus. As for me? I will go with my daughter Joy and her family to Chicago and pour what love, strength, and time I have left into Joy and her children.

Rose asks only one thing of her son-in-law. “Edmund, when we take the train east, I would like to stop in RiverBend and spend several days there. I have not seen my friends and Jan's family in many years.” 

Not since Jan left us and entered heaven.

O’Dell readily agrees to Rose’s request, and as they prepare to leave Denver, they must say goodbye to many friends.

As the train chugs into RiverBend’s little station, Rose knows the time she spends here will be filled with cherished memories, the sweet entwined with the bittersweet.

Father, thank you for the precious days before me. In them all, please help me to love without measure and bring glory to your name.
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To My Readers
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July 1991

KARI FELL ASLEEP THAT night comforted by a peace her understanding could not fathom. She slept deeply until, in the dark, early hours before dawn, she began to dream.

In the dream, she stood on the road that ran east from Søren’s farm, out onto the prairie. From far down that road she spied the dust of travelers coming toward her. They walked, some together, some singly, all with their eyes on her. 

Then she saw her mother and father. Their faces radiant and joyous, they stretched their arms toward her.

Mommy! Daddy!

Daddy reached her first and she could smell the familiar scent of his cologne on his collar before they touched. 

Always, at this point in her nightmares, before his arms reached her, she would awake, filled with that unseen dread she knew only as The Black—the dense curtain that hid something vital she could never grasp or recall, something she struggled to remember but could not, the thing that terrified and grieved her so deeply.

But this time, this time Daddy’s arms curled around her, and she sank onto his shoulder. She was again six years old and he was comforting and holding her. Kari wept in exquisite joy. She clung to his neck, burying her face in the scratchy hollow below his jaw.

Daddy! Kari felt she could not get enough of his strength, his warmth, his love. She would never let him go. And she would never need to face The Black again.

But she was wrong. The old nightmare began to intrude. 

It was dark—so dark! She was on the side of a black, moonless highway. Daddy and Mommy had put her far away from the narrow shoulder of the road, far from the faint outline of their car, broken down on the edge of the highway. 

“Wait here where it’s safe,” Daddy had said. “Watch over them for us.” He had hugged her before he and Mommy went back to the car to try to fix it. 

Kari had stayed close by her charges—just as Daddy had asked. 

Until the blinding lights of the semi-tractor and trailer swept down on her parents and carried them away.

The grinding of the truck’s brakes jangled in Kari’s ears—the wheels as they locked and screeched on the roadway, the tires as they squealed and shredded, followed by the hideous rending of metal. The sounds of the collision went on and on until there was only silence. 

Silence and darkness. 

In her dream, Kari lay curled into a ball in the dirt and weeds trying in vain to push the sights and sounds from her mind. With her eyes squeezed shut, she clung to Daddy’s neck, clung as hard as she could, blocking out the horror. Blocking out everything. Everything.

Then strong hands pulled at her, trying to pull her away from Daddy.

“No!” Kari protested. She clung harder and squeezed her eyes shut.

“Kari,” Daddy whispered. “Open your eyes.”

He wanted her to look? Look at The Black?

“No, Daddy! I don’t want to!” No! I don’t want to, Daddy!

Daddy’s mouth breathed in her ear; his voice grew insistent. “Please, Kari. Open your eyes.”

“No, no! I can’t!” Kari squirmed and burrowed deeper into his shoulder.

“Kari! Open your eyes!”

Kari’s eyes flew open. Unseen hands ripped her from the comfort of Daddy’s arms where she had, in her imagination, hidden from the horror she had witnessed. 

She looked around. She was no longer near the side of the highway in the dark. She was in a room, a brightly lit room, struggling, trying to reach—

Those same unseen hands restrained her, but for the first time she could see what she strained toward: A man bending to pick up a tiny girl with curly brown pigtails; a woman holding an infant in her arms.

The man spoke to the person gripping Kari, holding her back. “We do want this little girl and the baby boy, but I’m afraid, well, we don’t want her,” the man insisted, thrusting his chin toward Kari, “She’s too old and likely too set in her ways. We don’t want her.”

“Don’t worry; it won’t be a problem,” the faceless woman restraining her declared. “She’s been catatonic since we picked her up, night before last. Hasn’t said a word until now, in fact. We’ll send her into foster care. She’s so traumatized she likely won’t remember a thing.”

“What about their family? Won’t someone come looking for them?”

The woman laughed, sounding confident. “Nope. We found the father’s address book. The only emergency contact was some church denominational headquarters back east. We called them. Turns out the Grangers were missionaries and have been out of the country for years. The woman from the church headquarters said that neither of the parents had any family.”

She temporized. “Well, the woman we talked to said that the man did have an uncle but that they had no record of his name or where he lived. Apparently, Mr. Granger and his uncle were not close. Hadn’t been in contact for years. The situation is perfect, really.”

“But what if someone from that church calls back, asking more questions?”

“Oh, we’ve already sent them a letter. Thanked them for their help; told them we’d located the uncle and that he had made provisions for the burial and the children.”

“What about the police?” the man demanded.

“Stop worrying. I have an arrangement with the officers at the scene; I will pay them, too. They will ‘neglect’ to put the two smaller children into their reports. They will only mention her.”

“Yeah. We don’t want her,” the man frowned, “but what if she talks?”

“She won’t talk.” The woman shook Kari and twisted her arm. “You hear me, little miss? You aren’t going to remember any of this, got it? If you tell anyone about this, I’ll make you wish you hadn’t been born.”

She slapped the side of Kari’s head with her palm and jerked on her arm when Kari cringed and whimpered. Kari tried to pull away but the woman yanked her close. She leaned into Kari’s face. 

“Look at me!” the woman hissed. 

Kari stared, terrified, into the woman’s face. She gagged on the woman’s cheap cologne infused with cigarette smoke and noted her hard eyes and harder mouth and the plastic tag pinned below her collar . . .

“That nice man and woman are going to give your sister and brother a good home. But if you ever mention your sister or brother to anyone—if you ever say their names—well, very bad things will happen to them. Do you hear me? In fact, if you ever even think about your sister or brother again, I will know it, and I will have that man and woman throw your sister and brother in a river to drown.”

She shook Kari. “Nod if you understand.”

Kari, a deep, dark tunnel opening before her, somehow nodded. Then the tunnel swallowed her and the darkness was spilling over her, filling her mouth and eyes with thick sand until she was choking and retching, until consciousness began to fade.

The woman turned back to the man, “See? She won’t say a word. Now give me the money.”

Kari struggled up from the dark tunnel and tried to scream, “No! You can’t take them away! You can’t take them!”

They ignored her. Did they even hear her? Or was she screaming her protests only in her own mind? She tried to open her mouth but the dark—The Black—flooded in.

“No!” Kari struggled against the suffocating feeling of sand clogging her throat and managed to croak again, “No!” 

And then she was screaming. “No! You can’t take my sister and brother!”

Kari’s shrieks woke the house. A frantic Max thundered down the stairs and reached her locked door first; Søren was right behind him.

“Break it, Papa! Some ’un’s hurting Kari!” the terrified boy shouted.

Søren’s shoulder popped the flimsy lock and he spilled into the room; Kari was sitting up in bed, still shrieking. Max, scared nearly out of his skin, fell to his knees sobbing—something he would vigorously deny later on—as Ilsa arrived at Kari’s door.

Wide-eyed, Ilsa watched Søren sit on the bed and wrap his arms around Kari. He held her, rocked her, and repeated her name. “Kari! Kari, it’s all right. Kari, it’s just a bad dream. Kari!”

Kari’s screams dwindled and she relaxed into Søren’s embrace. Instead of shrieking, she babbled.

“I saw, Søren, I saw! Daddy made me look and I saw The Black! I saw them!”

Ilsa sat on the edge of the bed facing Søren and took Kari’s hands. “You had a bad dream, Kari. You are safe. We have you.”

“Yes, Kari. It was a bad dream,” Søren repeated. Max crept up onto the bed and put both his hands on Kari’s arm.

“Please be all right, Kari,” he sobbed. “Please be all right!”

Kari made an attempt to calm herself, conscious of Max’s young, impressionable heart. She shuddered and took a gulping breath. “But, Søren, Ilsa, it wasn’t just a dream. I remembered!”

“Remembered what?”

“I remembered what happened after they told me Daddy and Mommy were dead! The police took us somewhere and there was a woman. And then a man and a woman, a couple. They-they said, “We don’t want her! But we want the little girl and the baby!”

It was so clear in her mind now—so very clear. Kari made herself breathe slowly. “Søren. Ilsa. They took them.”

“Took who, Kari?”

“They took my little sister and baby brother,” Kari whispered.

Søren and Ilsa exchanged baffled looks.
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HOURS AND MANY CUPS of coffee later, Kari remained adamant and critical of herself. “All these years! I forgot them all these years! How could I?”

Søren finally believed her. “Kari, you were a child. You watched your parents die—you were traumatized. It’s not your fault.”

“But—”

“Listen, Kari. If someone took your brother and sister, then we’ll find them. We will start an investigation.”

“I remember . . . seeing some sort of tag on the woman’s coat. A name tag. Marge something. It started with an ‘S.’ Marge S.”

Søren touched Kari’s face. “All right, then. Owen found you; we’ll have him start looking for this woman, this Marge S. She had to be a social worker, right? 

“And we’ll get that guy you used in Albuquerque—what was his name? Anthony something? He’s an investigator, too, yes? If this woman was a social worker the year your parents died, there can’t be many with the name of Marge, can there? And there would have to be a record of your brother and sister’s adoption the same year somewhere in New Mexico, right? We will find it.”

“But what if we don’t find them, Søren? I have forgotten them for so long! What has become of my little sister and baby brother?”

“Do you recall their names, Kari?”

Kari blinked and her brows drew down. “Funny you should ask. I have forgotten them all these years, but . . . but it feels like their names should be right on the tip of my—oh! Sammie! My baby brother’s name is Samuel, but we called him Sammie!”

“And your sister?”

Kari nodded. “I think . . . Elaine! Yes; Elaine and Samuel. How could I have forgotten?”

“Kari,” Ilsa said quietly, “They aren’t babies any longer. You said your sister was three and you were six? She would be, what? Thirty-five, now? Your little brother would be thirty-three? They aren’t children anymore. They aren’t in immediate danger.”

Kari considered what Ilsa had said. “I-I know you’re right. But I’m having trouble seeing them . . . grown.”

She thought a moment longer. “And now that I remember them, it means I am not the sole heir of Peter Granger—his estate does not belong exclusively to me.”

Kari turned to Søren. “I had already been praying about using my inheritance for God’s glory. I still intend to do that with my portion, but now Clover and his firm will need to make provision for Elaine and Samuel in the probate, too.”

“Those are their names? Elaine and Samuel?” Ilsa asked.

“Yes,” Kari whispered. “Sammie was only a baby.”

Søren nodded. “Kari, your homecoming is the answer to decades—generations—of prayer and trust that the ‘lost are found.’ But maybe . . . maybe we should take a wider view.”

Ilsa, Max, and Kari looked to Søren to explain.

“Maybe you are the firstfruits of our family’s faith, Kari.” 

He took her hand and set his jaw in determination. “You are the first to be found, but the others are coming. Until then, we trust The Lord—and we never stop searching. Because we know that in God the lost are found.”
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For Jesus Christ, the Son of God, 
does not waver between 
“Yes” and “No.” 
As God’s ultimate “Yes,” 
he always does what he says. 
For all of God’s promises 
have been fulfilled in Christ 
with a resounding “Yes!” 
And through Christ, our “Amen” 
(which means “Yes”) 
ascends to God for his glory.
(2 Corinthians 1:19, 20, NLT)
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August 5, 1991

THE SCREEN DOOR SLAPPED closed behind her as Kari ran down the porch steps. She crossed the farmyard, paused near the pump, and drained the last of the coffee from the mug she held. 

In the hour before dawn, Kari had helped Max feed and milk the cows and goats, feed the chickens and gather their eggs, and muck out the stalls. Now morning chores in the barn and outbuildings were done, and she had a few minutes to herself before Ilsa called them to breakfast. 

The sun was cresting the horizon at her back; its heat warmed Kari’s shoulders, warning of the scorching day ahead. Showers had pummeled the ground the night before, leaving mud and puddles in their wake, but the glowing ball of fire rising in the sky east of them was already wicking the moisture from the earth, shrouding the rain-soaked fields in mist. 

Kari’s gaze fastened on a point unseen, west, across the misty pasture. 

It’s all right, she thought. The haze will burn off quickly. 

Besides, she knew the way by heart. 

With wisps swirling around her boots, Kari strode down the slope, away from the house and far down the pasture, until she reached her destination. 

Kari had made a habit of spending this precious part of each morning the same way—standing on the bank of the stream that separated Søren’s farm from the abandoned homestead on the other side. 

She found her usual vantage point. The creek bank was strewn with wild poppies. Their long stems lifted sleepy crimson heads to greet the rising sun; their furled buds peeked above the mist that swirled across the ground and about Kari’s feet. 

Kari often sat among the poppies in the late afternoon, but not this morning, not while the soaked earth was surrendering its moisture. Instead, she stood on the bank of the stream and peered across its dancing water to the other side. Through the mist, she spied the shape of the little house that, these many generations later, was still standing, although near to falling down. 

The remains of Rose’s house, she thought. Rose and Jan’s home. Where they raised their daughter, Joy. 

Joy. 

Joy, my grandmother. 

My real grandmother.

Those three words still stunned her. With shaking fingers, Kari wiped cobwebs from her eyes and wished the empty mug she clutched in her other hand still held steaming coffee. 

“Must have more coffee,” she muttered. A moment later she added, “Actually, what I really must have is more of you, Lord.”

Of the many revelations of the last three weeks, finding Jesus had been the best. The most . . . 

Earthshaking. 

Life-changing. 

Awe-inspiring.

Finding Jesus has changed everything! 

She snorted under her breath. Actually, he found me, ’cause I sure wasn’t looking for him!

And then the chuckle caught in her throat and became a sob. O Jesus! I am so glad you found me! When I think of the intricate thread you spun to guide me to you, your hand is evident. 

It is nothing short of a miracle. 

A miracle? 

Yes, a miracle. 

And the precious land across the creek was hers now. Rose and Jan’s falling-down house was hers now. 

Someday I will build a house near theirs and spend part of my life looking from the other side of this creek.

That idea boggled her mind, too.

So much has changed. 

Too many aspects of Kari’s life had changed in such a short period of time, and she struggled daily to process it all. 

Only four months ago, Kari had been nursing the wounds of her husband’s betrayal and their subsequent divorce. The divorce, finalized in January, had required her to sell their home in Albuquerque and split the proceeds with David, the man who was now her ex-husband. But Kari had nowhere to go after the house sold. 

She had been flat broke, without a job or the prospect of one. She had been balancing on the sharp edge of desperation. 

I didn’t even have enough money to rent an apartment until the sale closed and paid out. And the proceeds from the sale of the house, once they paid out? That money would have kept me for a mere six months.

And then a letter had arrived. A letter from Brunell & Brunell, Attorneys at Law, New Orleans. The words still burned in Kari’s memories.

. . . If you are KariAnn Alicia Hillyer, born in 1952 to Michael D. Granger and Bethany M. Granger, and legally adopted by William and Eleanor Friedman in 1961, would you kindly contact our offices at your earliest convenience?

Brunell & Brunell has been managing Mr. Peter Granger’s estate for many years now and we are most anxious to settle it.

Cordially,

C. Beauregard Brunell, Managing Partner

Brunell & Brunell, Attorneys at Law

Kari stared with unseeing eyes into the distance. The memory of the disdain she’d felt as she read that letter remained with her, strong and vivid. 

This has to be a joke or a scam, she had reasoned. I mean, what kind of nut names their child ‘C. Beauregard,’ for heaven’s sake?

But it had been no joke. It had not been a scam.

The man named in the letter as Peter Granger had left the sum of his earthly possessions to his estranged nephew, Michael Granger. Apparently the breach between Peter Granger and his nephew, which occurred when Michael was in his early twenties, had been deep—so deep that uncle and nephew had never spoken again. 

Years after their parting, however, Peter Granger had regretted his actions and had sought to be reconciled to Michael. Although Peter had spent large sums on private detectives, the investigators had been unable to locate Michael. Peter Granger had died in 1964, leaving all he possessed to his nephew—or, should his nephew have died, to his nephew’s offspring.

As the attorneys of Brunell & Brunell had explained to Kari, this Michael Granger had been her father. That meant that she, Kari, was the sole heir to Peter Granger’s estate. 

Why had it taken so long for the attorneys to find her?

Kari sighed and rehearsed the details. Again. 

Kari’s father and mother had died on the shoulder of a New Mexico highway when a truck crashed into their disabled car. The year had been 1958, and Kari had been six years old.

Unable to locate any relatives to take custody of Kari, the State of New Mexico had placed her into the foster care system. Later she had been adopted by Nell and Bill Friedman. Even later, Kari had married David Hillyer. Their seven-year marriage had ended when David announced he was leaving Kari.

It wasn’t until this past January, when The Albuquerque Journal published Kari’s divorce decree, that Brunell & Brunell’s in-house sleuth had, at last, located the heir to the Granger estate.

And so, in a matter of days, Kari’s situation had been dramatically, irrevocably altered. Kari had inherited Peter Granger’s home in New Orleans and the entirety of his estate—an estate so large that its size, at first revelation, had bewildered and terrified her. 

“It still terrifies me.” 

Kari shuddered. Her grip on the cold, empty coffee mug tightened. “O Jesus, please help me to make peace with all these changes.”

The size of the Granger estate was not the only change Kari was adjusting to. No, it had been only the beginning, for then, mere days later, Kari had discovered a journal—the journal of one Rose Thoresen. 

Kari had been acquainting herself with Peter Granger’s sizable house. After she had explored every room on both floors and in the attic, she had decided to see what secrets the old detached garage held. 

To Kari’s immense delight, the garage had housed a classic, candy-apple-red Cadillac Coupe de Ville—securely covered and mounted on blocks. Under its wraps, the car was in like-new condition.

According to the attorneys of Brunell & Brunell, Peter Granger had bought the car off the showroom floor in 1959 when he was 87 years old. However, because of his advancing years, he had not driven it much. 

When their client passed away in 1964, his attorneys had found the car in a neglected state, its tires flat and ruined. They hired a specialty company to remove the car’s wheels, set the chassis on blocks, drain the car’s fluids, and secure a custom-fit cover over it. 

After Kari discovered the vehicle, her attorneys had the Caddy towed to a classic car restoration company. When the company delivered the restored, ready-to-drive Coupe de Ville to Kari, she had been thrilled.

Classic Caddy!

But as much as Kari loved the Caddy, the vehicle had not been the garage’s most meaningful treasure. In the attic above the garage, Kari had found an old trunk filled with her grandmother Alicia’s evening gowns—beautiful relics of the 1910s and 20s. Kari had lifted each dress from the trunk with love and care, exclaiming over their exquisite beading and lace work. 

But under those gowns? At the bottom of the trunk, concealed by boxed hats, shoes, and handbags, and tied up in a diaphanous silk scarf, Kari had found a small cedar box. The box was locked; glued about its girth was a paper seal with the year “1957” scrawled across the paper in a shaking hand. 

The date on the seal had puzzled Kari, for Alicia Granger, whose belongings filled the trunk, had died in 1927. Everything in the trunk—with the exception of the cedar box—predated the sealed box by three decades.

Someone had hidden the little cedar box away. Someone had, quite intentionally, placed the box where it would not easily be found.

Kari had searched for and discovered the tiny key that fit the lock on the cedar box—it was glued to the underside of the trunk’s lid. Once she had unlocked the box, she found a velvet bag. In the bag were two items: a sealed envelope and a small red volume, its binding faded and cracked with age. 

The ink on the envelope had faded over time; nevertheless, Kari was reluctant to break its seal until she knew to whom the envelope had been addressed. 

The book, however, was not sealed. The inscription inside the brittle cover read: 

Rose Thoresen

My Journal

The journal’s opening date was April 25, 1909.

Eighty-two years ago!

Although Kari had no idea who this Rose Thoresen had been or why her journal should be at the bottom of Kari’s grandmother’s trunk, the account recorded in the little book became the most precious, most important portion of Kari’s inheritance.

“O Rose!” Kari moaned as her fevered mind traced the details of the last three weeks. 

Because of you, my life has changed. 

Kari had devoured the words penned in Rose’s own hand. What Rose had written during a two-year period had set Kari’s heart afire. But when Rose’s account ended abruptly on April 12, 1911, Kari could not relinquish the woman or her words. 

She longed to know more about this Rose Thoresen: What had become of her? How had her journal ended up in Peter Granger’s attic, buried beneath Alicia Granger’s clothing? And what of Palmer House, the home in Denver Rose had described with such passion? What had become of the girls who had lived there? 

. . . And what of the God Rose loved and served?

Kari had to find answers to the questions that burned within her. 

Less than four weeks ago, armed with the scant few clues the journal provided, Kari had left New Orleans en route to Denver in search of the mysterious Rose Thoresen. Rose’s journal had led Kari to . . . such grace! 

Rose’s journal had led Kari to Palmer House and the elderly woman who still lived there and could personally speak of Rose Thoresen.

Rose’s journal had led to the revelation of a heartbreaking event of decades gone by, an event that had defined the families it touched. 

It had led to the faith-filled prayers of generations. 

It had led to the infant boy who was lost—and to his daughter who was found.

And it had led her to Jesus!

I found you, Lord. I found you! Because of Rose’s journal, I found you, and I found the truth about myself. I found my real family—three uncles and a gazillion cousins and dear friends. 

You stripped away decades of deceit, Lord. You showed yourself to be faithful to those who trusted in you, but . . . 

But I still have so many unanswered questions.

Questions like, who am I really? I am not KariAnn Hillyer, not KariAnn Friedman. I am not even KariAnn Granger. 

Peter Granger was not my great-uncle. Alicia Granger was not Peter Granger’s sister-in-law, was not my father’s mother, was not my grandmother. 

They tell me my father’s real name was not Michael Granger but Edmund Thoresen Michaels, and that he was stolen from his parents, Joy and Grant Michaels. 

They tell me that my real name is KariAnn Thoresen Michaels. 

But who is that person? Who is Kari Michaels? Kari wondered again. 

She shuddered. I am drowning in change; I am mired in uncertainties.
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KARI STIRRED FROM HER deep reverie. She blinked and sucked in deep, reviving breaths. Her reflections always ended here—frozen. Stuck at this place of unanswered questions and concerns.

The concerns were not only for herself, either, because the startling revelations of the past week had unlocked another door, the door to Kari’s earliest childhood remembrances. 

For her entire life, a mental fog had imprisoned Kari’s memories—particularly her recall of the night her parents had died. Now, like the morning haze that surrounded her on this creek bank, that fog was lifting away under the intense light of truth. 

Her lost memories were returning. 

Kari sighed. It is almost too much, Lord. Too much—and yet not enough. 

As far back as Kari could remember, she had suffered nightmares and debilitating anxiety attacks. The attacks came on her whenever she dreamed of or tried to recall her parents, whenever she sought to remember their touch, their voices, or even their faces. Or if she thought about the night they died.

For when she dreamed or thought of them, The Black—a dark, terrifying curtain—would engulf and smother her. Once she was caught in the grip of a full-on panic attack, the episode usually ended in Kari losing consciousness. 

To avoid these attacks, Kari had taught herself not to think of her mother or father. She had learned not to think or speak of the night they perished. 

But eight nights ago, The Black had lost its hold over her.

Eight nights ago, Kari had been dreaming of her father—his comforting voice, the familiar smell of his suit, the scratchy roughness of his cheek on hers. As usually happened, the precious moments were interrupted and Kari was soon caught in the suffocating clutches of another nightmare featuring The Black. 

This time, though, her father had not disappeared. He had encouraged her to fight the dark curtain. 

“Kari,” Daddy had whispered. “Open your eyes.”

He wanted her to look? Look at The Black?

“No, Daddy! I don’t want to!” No! I don’t want to, Daddy!

Daddy’s mouth breathed in her ear; his voice grew insistent. “Please, Kari. Open your eyes.”

“No, no! I can’t!” Kari had squirmed and burrowed deeper into his shoulder.

Her father had been insistent. 

“Kari! Open your eyes!”

Inside the dream, Kari had opened her eyes—and she had remembered. 

She had remembered the truck hitting her parents and their disabled car on the side of the road. She had remembered the sirens and flashing lights, the police coming and finding her.

She had been unresponsive to them. For hours, perhaps days, activity had swirled around her, but she had been locked in her own body, unspeaking, unmoving.

“Catatonic,” she’d heard a woman say from a far distance. “She won’t talk.” 

That same woman had assured the man and woman holding a little girl and an infant that Kari would not present a problem—except that Kari had woken then, screaming, “No! You can’t take them away! You can’t take them!”

The woman had shaken Kari and twisted her arm. “You hear me, little miss? You aren’t going to remember any of this, got it? If you tell anyone about this, I’ll make you wish you hadn’t been born.”

She had slapped the side of Kari’s head with her palm and jerked on her arm when Kari cringed and whimpered. Kari had tried to pull away but the woman had yanked her close. 

“That nice man and woman are going to give your sister and brother a good home. But if you ever mention your sister or brother to anyone—if you ever say their names—well, very bad things will happen to them. Do you hear me? In fact, if you ever even think about your sister or brother again, I will know it, and I will have that man and woman throw your sister and brother in a river to drown.”

That was Kari’s first encounter with The Black. The darkness had spilled over her, had filled her mouth and eyes with the choking sensation of thick sand, and had stolen the very breath from her body—until consciousness had faded.

But in the dream eight nights ago, Kari had, after thirty-three years, remembered. Now that she saw what lay behind the curtain, The Black would never again hold her in its death grip. 

I remember my little sister and baby brother now. 

For the umpteenth time she berated herself. How could I have forgotten them? How could I have not remembered them all these years? How could I?

She frowned. And where are they? Who took them? Where are they now?

O Lord, I’m so grateful to be free of The Black! I am so grateful that you are restoring my memories of Sammie and Elaine. So grateful for everything.

She took a slow, deep breath. “But it is time. Time to start looking for them.”

Kari strode up the slope toward the farmhouse, her long legs eating up the yards. When she glanced toward the top of the field, she spied Max’s blonde hair next to the pump. His slumped eight-year-old shoulders told her that Søren had forbade Max from interrupting Kari during her morning ritual. 

He spotted her and brightened. “Hey, Kari!”

“Hay is for horses,” she teased. 

Max eased under her arm and they walked the remaining distance to the house in companionable silence. The boy fit against her side as if he had always been there. 

I am learning to love Max, Kari thought. It will break my heart to leave him. 

She knew he felt the same. She also knew he harbored an unspoken hope that Kari and his papa, Søren, would “get together.” 

Lord, I am learning to feel something for Søren, too. Kari shrugged the thought away. No, it is much too soon to go there. My life has been a mess for years. I don’t need emotional entanglements to complicate it. Besides . . . 

And Kari’s thoughts returned to Elaine and Samuel. 

Max and Kari passed Kari’s Coupe de Ville, parked close to the house. Søren’s friend Jeff had delivered the Caddy last evening. The repairs—to replace the smashed windshield and fix the dented hood, both caused when a bale of hay fell from Søren’s truck onto Kari and her car—had taken longer than two weeks. Now, as Jeff had promised, Kari’s car was “as good as new.” 

Kari brushed her fingers across the chrome on the fender as she and Max passed by. They climbed the back porch steps and, with the screen door slapping closed behind them, entered the open kitchen. 

Søren’s sister, Ilsa, smiled from the stove. “Perfect timing. Breakfast is ready.” 

“I’ll wash up.”

Kari walked from the kitchen into the living room on her way to the guest room and paused at the old family photographs lining an entire wall. Her fingers touched the glass covering the portrait of Jan, Rose, and Joy when Joy was around Max’s age. 

Kari sighed. “Ah, Rose.” Then she brightened. “Oh! That reminds me.” 

A few minutes later, Kari stepped over the bench and took her seat at the table. Søren bent his head to pray. “Lord, we thank you for this bountiful food. May it strengthen us and may we use our strength for your glory. Amen.”

“Amen,” Ilsa, Max, and Kari murmured in unison.

They were silent while Ilsa passed around the platters of bacon, potatoes, eggs, sliced tomatoes, stewed apples, and pancakes. Even Kari took more than she had been accustomed to eating—accustomed, that is, before she came to visit Søren and Ilsa. 

I eat more because I help Max with his chores—and it is hard, demanding work. 

Good heavens, they’ve turned me into a farm girl! 

She realized she’d laughed aloud when three heads swiveled toward her. 

“Sorry. Thinking aloud.”

Max grinned at her, and Kari couldn’t help it. She ran her thumb down Max’s cheek. 

“I’m gonna miss you.” She hadn’t meant to say that aloud, either, but it came out anyway. 

Max’s face fell. “Me, too,” he whispered. 

Søren cleared his throat. “You’re going today, then?”

They knew she was leaving; she had told them last evening. 

“Yes.” 

He nodded and turned his eyes back to his plate. “You have the map to Matthew’s place in Emporia?”

He knew she did. They’d gone over it last evening. He’d written out detailed directions, too.

“Yes. Thank you.”

“And his phone number?”

“Yes. I have it.” 

Ilsa interrupted the strained silence that followed. “May I help you finish packing?” 

“I’m done. But thank you.” 

Kari kept her eyes on her own plate. Next to her Max sniffled and she knew tears were trickling down the cheek she’d stroked. 

Lord, this is so hard. 

Kari was desperate to change the subject. “I forgot to ask you something, a favor, actually.” 

Søren, Ilsa, and Max looked at her. 

“I, um, I would like to hire someone, a professional, to come here and reproduce the portraits and family photos on the living room wall. So I can have my own copies. Would that be all right with you?”

Søren and Ilsa glanced at each other. 

“That’s actually a good idea,” Ilsa answered.

Søren agreed. “Most of the old photos are one-of-a-kind images. Even our cousins down the road don’t have some of the pictures we have.”

“Wonderful. Thank you. I’ll have the person I hire make more than one copy of each so that, God forbid, should anything happen to the originals, we’ll still have the reproductions.”

“I know of other family members who would be keen to have their own copies, Kari,” Søren answered.

Max tapped Kari’s arm. “Will you send me a picture of you, Kari? A nice, big one? I don’t want to forget what you look like.”

He looked so serious that Kari had to cough before she could answer. “Of course, Max. I’ll take care of it as soon as I get home.”

Ilsa began removing the breakfast things, and Kari and Max jumped up to help. After they had cleared the table, they settled back in their seats, each of them opening their Bibles. Kari opened the used black Bible Søren had loaned to her. 

I will have to leave this here, she thought with regret. 

As though he had read her mind, Søren said, “We know you can buy a study Bible of your own when you get home, Kari, but we would like you to keep this one. As a keepsake of your time with us.” 

Kari nodded. She couldn’t reply. 

“Let’s read where we left off yesterday,” Søren said. “1 Thessalonians, Chapter 2.”

Kari found her way to the passage and smoothed the pages of the Bible with her fingers. She followed along as Søren read.

For this reason we also 
thank God without ceasing, 
because when you received the word of God 
which you heard from us, 
you welcomed it not as the word of men, 
but as it is in truth, the word of God, 
which also effectively works 
in you who believe.
Kari found it difficult to keep her attention on the passage. When will I be back here with these precious people? she wondered. How long will it be? Will things be different? Will Max have grown into an incorrigible teenager? Will Søren have moved on with his life? O Lord, I cannot live with so many goodbyes!

Kari’s right hand clenched in her lap, and she stifled her own sniffs—until Max’s hand found its way onto her lap and clasped her tense fingers. The sob jumped out then. Max slid closer to her and laid his head on her shoulder. 

With merciful tact, Ilsa and Søren averted their eyes and Søren kept reading. As Kari listened, she felt as though she would always associate his mellow baritone with the reading of Scripture. She leaned her cheek upon Max’s head and inhaled his scent, part boy, part barn. 

Søren finished reading, but he did not ask questions or invite discussion as he usually did. Kari could tell he was struggling, too. To end the uncomfortable moment, she disentangled herself from Max, drew her legs over the bench seat, and stood. 

“I’ll be getting my things.” 

She fled to her room. She unbuttoned the plaid shirt she wore—one of Ilsa’s—and shrugged it off. She tugged on a soft cotton top with spaghetti straps for the hot road ahead and, packing the Bible and a pair of sandals into the smaller of her two cases, she closed and latched it. The last of her toiletries went into her overnight bag.

When she opened her bedroom door to bring her luggage out, Max and Søren were waiting. Søren took her two cases without a word. Max grabbed Kari’s overnight bag. They strode through the kitchen and the screen door slammed behind them. 

Kari sniffed and straightened. Then she marched into the kitchen and into Ilsa’s arms. 

“Goodbye,” she whispered.

“No, in our ancestors’ tongue we will just say, Gud gå med deg. Our God—and our love—will go with you.”

Kari sniffed. “And with you.” 

“Ja.” Ilsa squeezed her once more and let her go. 

Kari stood at the top of the porch and stared out across the acres of Søren’s farm, trying to hold it close while at the same time letting it go. Then, determined to be brave, she smiled at Max and Søren waiting for her by the Caddy. 

She kept her voice low and light. “Everything squared away?” 

“I think so.” Søren rubbed his hand across his neck, up the back of his head, and over his close-cropped red-blonde hair, a sure sign of agitation. 

I can’t give in to these emotions, Kari told herself. I can’t—or I will never leave. And I must leave. I have work to do. She placed her large handbag containing Rose’s journal on the passenger seat and opened the driver’s door. She kept her face slightly averted. 

Then Max plowed into her. He threw both arms around her, sobbing, “Please don’t go, Kari. We love you. We want you to stay.”

Søren’s arms joined Max’s. “I know you have things you must do, but please promise to come back. We-we—”

He didn’t finish, but his arms enfolded Kari and tugged her close. Kari leaned against him and could hear the strong, steady beat of his heart. She pulled back a little and looked up; he released her, took her face in his hands, and placed a soft, chaste kiss upon her forehead.

“Goodbye, Kari. May the Lord bless you and keep you until we meet again,” he whispered. 

Søren tore Max away from Kari, and she slid into the Caddy’s front seat. As she glanced up, Søren’s eyes caught and held her.

Blue. So blue! Like mine. 

“Not goodbye,” she managed. “Just Gud gå med deg.”

The tanned lines around his eyes crinkled. “Ja, Kari Thoresen Michaels. Ser deg snart. We’ll look for you soon.”
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​Chapter 2
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The caddy raced down the open road, and Kari’s view through the car’s new windshield was flawless. Hot August sunlight poured down upon her head; miles of road blended together and sped by. 

At first, Kari’s thoughts insisted on revisiting those last moments before she left Søren and Max. The feel of their arms about her persisted and sparked a longing in her. 

Lord, I left part of myself with them. Please help me to keep Søren and Max tucked safely in my heart until I can return. O God, bless them and keep them safe.

Kari wrenched her thoughts away from the image of Søren’s blue eyes and focused her prayers on the tasks she would face when she returned to New Orleans. I know I have responsibilities waiting for me, Lord, and I know you have spoken to me regarding Elaine and Samuel. 

Once she had remembered her siblings, the desire to find them had begun pressing her. Her need had grown stronger, more urgent, during her last week on Søren’s farm—until yesterday. 

Yesterday, they had attended the little church in RiverBend. The pastor had preached on the parable of the lost sheep from the Gospel of Luke—and the preaching of God’s word had calmed her. Given her focus. 

“Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep 

and loses one of them. 

Doesn’t he leave the ninety-nine 

in the open country and go after 
the lost sheep until he finds it? 
And when he finds it, he joyfully 

puts it on his shoulders and goes home. 

Then he calls his friends and 
neighbors together and says, 
‘Rejoice with me; 
I have found my lost sheep.’ 
I tell you that in the same way 
there will be more rejoicing in heaven 
over one sinner who repents 
than over ninety-nine righteous persons 

who do not need to repent.”

The pastor’s message had not focused upon the one sinner who repents but rather on the compassionate heart of God. “Love,” he told the congregation, “involves risk. Love requires sacrifice. 

“See how the shepherd risked his entire flock to retrieve one lost lamb? Every lamb is of value to the Lord who made us in his image. Every lamb is worth the life of the Savior. Every lost lamb is worthy of our diligent pursuit.”

At that moment, the parable took on an added dimension for Kari. 

O Lord, I have lost two little lambs—Elaine and Sammie. You did not restore my memories for nothing. Now I know that I must be willing to leave everything to seek for them. Thank you for speaking to me with such a clear word.

With that assurance before her, Kari’s emotions had settled. With that assurance, she was able to leave Søren and Max and direct her efforts on the search before her. 

Her first stop would be Emporia, Kansas, where she would visit with Matthew and Linda O’Dell. Matthew was Kari’s uncle, the eldest of Joy and Edmund O’Dell’s three sons—Matthew, Jacob, and Luke. 

My father’s younger half-brothers. 

Matthew had offered Kari a gift she yearned to hold: He had offered Kari custodianship of the remainder of Rose Thoresen’s journals.

Three more volumes! 

Kari shivered with anticipation. She longed to soak up more of Rose’s heart through her own words.

Matthew had brought the journals with him to the family reunion at Søren’s farm to compare their handwriting to the handwriting in the journal Kari had found. However, when Matthew and his brothers had opened the old book, they had recognized Rose’s distinctive hand on the spot. And after they determined that Kari was, indeed, their niece and had seen her love for Rose and her writings, they decided that she was the appropriate caretaker for the remainder of Rose’s journals. 

Unfortunately, with the emotional upheaval of that weekend, Matthew had forgotten to remove Rose’s other journals from his RV and had unintentionally taken them back home. Kari was now on her way to Emporia to pick them up. 

The stop was only a little out of her way. Besides, she was looking forward to seeing her uncle again. 

I have uncles! And aunts, and cousins, and second cousins, and . . .

Her newfound wealth of relations and family friends was a continual wonder. 

“I can’t say I’m sorry that you must fetch Grandma’s journals from our home, Kari,” Matthew had said over the phone. “With meeting nearly one hundred new family members last week, you were a bit overwhelmed—and we had to share you with others. What we need is a nice, calm, quiet visit to get to know you better.”

I completely agree, Kari thought as the Caddy ate up the miles.
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IN THE LATE AFTERNOON, Kari wound through the neighborhood where Matthew and Linda lived and found their modest home. 

If ever an image epitomized the proverbial house with the white picket fence, this is it, Kari marveled. The cottage-style home was surrounded by a beautifully groomed lawn and lush, overflowing flowerbeds—and yes, an old-fashioned white wooden fence. The fence, with its pointed pickets, spanned the front of the yard and down both sides. 

Kari pulled into the driveway. Almost immediately Matthew and Linda rushed out to greet her. 

Their arms enveloped Kari and she melted into their welcoming embrace. Kari was again struck by Matthew’s kind eyes as he pulled away to look at her. 

“I can’t get over how much you resemble Mother,” Matthew whispered. “Every time I see you, it takes me back to when I was a little boy watching her in the kitchen baking or doing dishes.” 

He chuckled. “It refreshes my heart—makes me feel young again!” 

Linda took Kari’s overnight bag while Matthew pulled Kari’s small bag from the trunk and lifted his chin toward the front door. “As soon as we knew you were coming, we pulled out every photo album containing pictures of Mother and Dad. We can’t wait to show them to you.”

Kari swallowed. “You have pictures?”

“Oh, yes. We have pictures!” Matthew said as Linda drew Kari toward the house. “Dad became quite the amateur photographer after we kids were born. He had a little darkroom in a shed in the back yard and always carried a camera with him. We also have pictures of Grandma Rose.”

“What?” Kari stopped halfway up the walk. “You have photographs of Rose?” 

“Come and see.”

Kari followed them gladly.
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HOURS LATER, REPLETE from a late dinner and filled to the brim with all the memories Matthew had shared with her, Kari still pored over the albums. Matthew had carried them into the guest room for her private perusal. She studied the old black and white photographs pasted into the books, many of them cracking with age. 

When I engage someone to replicate the family photos on Søren’s wall, I will have him come here and photograph these, too, Kari decided. They need to be reproduced before the originals fall to pieces.

Kari scrutinized her favorite photograph of Rose. It was taken, Matthew said, when Rose was in her early eighties. Edmund O’Dell had captured Rose in a moment of reflection. The clarity of that black-and-white image spoke to Kari’s heart.

I will have the copy of this one framed so I can place it near my bed, Kari decided. 

Rose sat at a table in a straight-backed chair with her Bible open before her. Her hair, braided and pinned at the back of her head, was silver, streaked with even lighter strands. One hand rested on the Bible’s open pages, but her face was turned slightly away, her eyes focused on some distant point. 

Kari took in the old-fashioned organdy dress Rose wore. Although she could not tell the color of the flowing fabric, the pattern was lovely, the lace on the collar beautiful in its simplicity. 

It was the expression on Rose’s face that captivated Kari. She thought that some other woman caught in the same unguarded pose might have projected sadness or vulnerability, but Rose’s photograph did not. Although Rose’s head was turned a fraction from the camera, Kari could see and study Rose’s countenance. 

A strong chin.

Firm but sweet mouth.

Steady, calm eyes.

Soft gray, Matthew had told her.

It was a portrait of confident, patient hope. 

Kari touched Rose’s face with her fingertips. Rose. My great-grandmother! What a legacy you and Jan left to us.

I thank you from the bottom of my heart.
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MATTHEW, LINDA, AND Kari lingered over breakfast the next morning. Kari had not yet told Matthew and Linda that she had recalled the memories of the night her parents died. As they sat down to eat in the morning, she had to first explain about her lifetime of panic attacks. 

About The Black.

“All my life,” Kari began, “from as early as I could remember, I have had panic attacks. If I tried to think about Mommy and Daddy, I would grow anxious. If I tried to push the anxiety down and still think about them, the anxiety would turn into a panic attack. So, of course, I avoided thinking about them. 

“The worst part, though, was this dream I had, this awful, recurring nightmare. In it I felt like I had forgotten something, something important. But the more I tried to remember what it was, the worse the nightmare grew. A horrid, dark mist, what I named The Black, would smother and swallow me. Sometimes a voice would say, We don’t want her. We don’t want her! As a kid, I woke up screaming more times than I can count.”

Linda took Kari’s hand. “I’m so sorry, Kari! Anxiety attacks are no laughing matter. I had a few after our son Richard had a serious accident. But I couldn’t understand how they took over like that, why they overwhelmed me.”

“I didn’t understand them at first, either,” Matthew confessed. “Linda is not a worrier. She is one of the calmest, most levelheaded individuals I know. And her faith is unshakable.”

Linda nodded. “I was able, after a few episodes, to grasp the fact that the attacks were a physical response rather than a mental one. And after I figured out that I was not dying, that the symptoms would pass, I learned to wait them out. After a few months, the incidents eased and finally stopped.” 

She studied Kari with compassion. “I guess I got off easy. A six-year-old would have much more difficulty coping with an anxiety attack, especially a newly orphaned six-year-old. And to be oppressed like that your whole life? Oh, my dear. I am so sorry.”

Linda’s loving empathy caused Kari to swallow. Hard. “Yes, well, I coped as best I could, mainly by avoiding the trigger, which was thinking about my parents. Then, after my divorce I started seeing a counselor, a therapist who deals with domestic violence. Anthony, the private investigator I hired for my divorce, recommended her. Her name is Ruth.” 

Kari chuckled a little as she remembered meeting Ruth. “I knew that Anthony was a Christian—he makes no bones about it—but Ruth was the first Christian I’d encountered to actually share Jesus and the Gospel with me—to challenge me, to confront me with my need for a savior, I guess.” 

Her chortle ended as a sardonic grin. “Let me say that her straightforward approach didn’t go over well with me!”

She laughed and Matthew and Linda joined her. “Ruth brought Jesus into every single conversation, and I thought, Good heavens, woman! Give it a rest already! 

“Then Ruth started digging around in my life, digging into places I didn’t want to go. Ruth wanted to know about my childhood and, of course, because we were talking about Mommy and Daddy, I had a panic attack. Right there in her office.” 

Kari looked at her aunt and uncle. “As it was taking me over, Ruth did the most amazing thing. She wrapped her arms around me and said she would stay with me, that it would pass and she would stay right there with me until it did. 

“Ruth is a very loving person. Her willingness to be with me—to share in my discomfort—affected me more deeply than I cared to admit. 

“Well, after that, I told her everything about the panic attacks, about the nightmares, about The Black. Ruth suggested that I might be suppressing an early childhood memory. Of course, I had no idea what that memory might be. And, as much as I resented her preaching at me, because I had opened up to her I also started to trust her. 

“Anyway, after I moved to New Orleans, found Rose’s journal, and started reading it, the anxiety and nightmares eased. For the most part.” 

Caught up in Kari’s tale, Matthew and Linda sat, with mouths slack, forks on their plates next to the unfinished remains of their breakfast.

Matthew’s kind eyes sought Kari’s. “I think we saw you have a panic attack in Søren and Ilsa’s living room—after we told you that Joy and Grant’s baby son Edmund had been kidnapped and that you were Edmund’s daughter.”

Kari nodded. “Yes. I guess you did.”

“What has changed, Kari? You have a point to make here, yes?”

Kari loved her uncle more at that moment. “Well, something else happened after everyone had left the family reunion.”

Matthew and Linda leaned toward her. “Will you tell us?” Linda asked. 

Kari nodded. “It’s what I’ve been working up to,” she whispered.

Taking a deep breath, Kari plunged ahead. “That night the old, ugly nightmare came again, but it started differently. I was standing on the dirt road that runs by Søren’s farm, the one that runs out onto the prairie. I saw people walking toward me. Happy people. Mommy and Daddy were with them, and they reached for me.

“It was so real, they were so real, that I could smell Daddy’s cologne. But then the same old nightmare intruded. Before Daddy reached me, that dreadful curtain—The Black—came down to separate us. As always, I was struggling to hang on to something important, but I couldn’t grasp it, couldn’t find it.

“In this dream, for the first time ever, Daddy reached me. I put my head on his shoulder and he held me.” 

Kari wept for the exquisite joy of that moment, and Matthew placed his hand upon hers and stroked it. 

“I felt safe. Loved! And, oh! I wanted to stay with him, but The Black was lurking close by. Then, without warning, I was standing—not on the road by Søren’s farm, but by a highway in the dark. I was back from the road, standing in the weeds. I could see a very little by moonlight. Everything else, all around me, was dark. Shadowed.”

“I could see the outline of our car closer to the highway. Daddy and Mommy had put me a distance from the road. The car had broken down and they were trying to fix it, I think.”

Kari stared into Matthew and Linda’s curious and concerned faces. “Daddy said, Wait here where it’s safe. Watch over them for us. He hugged me and then he and Mommy went back to the car to try to fix it.”

Matthew and Linda exchanged confused glances.

Kari rushed on. “I remembered then, seeing the lights rush toward our car, toward Mommy and Daddy. A truck. A big one. I remember the horrible, crashing, tearing sounds. Then silence.”

Kari stared at the table. “I didn’t want to look anymore, but Daddy’s voice urged me to be brave. To look. To remember. So I kept dreaming, but in the dream, I remembered the accident. And more. You see, Uncle Matthew, I remembered everything The Black had been hiding from me all these years.” 

She shivered. “Mommy and Daddy had moved us away from the side of the highway because it didn’t have much of a shoulder. I was supposed to watch Elaine and Sammie and keep them safe.”

Matthew choked a little. “Who . . . who are Elaine and Sammie, Kari?”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I remembered them—my little sister. My baby brother.” 

“You are saying that you remember having a younger brother and sister?” Matthew was floored. Stunned. Linda’s face expressed the same disbelief and alarm.

“Yes. Elaine and Samuel. Sammie.” Kari sighed. “Elaine was three, I think. Sammie was an infant. Maybe six months? He was lying in a little car seat thing. Elaine was sitting on a blanket next to him.”

She glanced up and saw their doubts. “I know. Believe, me, I know. I cannot believe that I forgot them for so many years. And there’s more. Apparently we were taken somewhere, perhaps nearby or into Albuquerque. I don’t know exactly where, but the room was very bright. A woman—a social worker?—was there. And a man and a woman. A couple. The man picked up Elaine. The woman had Sammie. 

“The man said they would take Elaine and Sammie but they didn’t want me. The social worker said it was all right—that I wouldn’t remember or talk about them. 

“The woman grabbed me and slapped me and said, If you ever mention your sister or brother to anyone—if you ever say their names—well, very bad things will happen to them. Do you hear me? In fact, if you ever even think about your sister or brother again, I will know it, and I will have that man and woman throw your sister and brother in a river to drown.”

Linda recoiled in horror; Matthew’s face turned dark red and he growled deep in his throat.

Kari didn’t notice their reactions. “The Black surrounded me. That’s when it started. The nightmares and panic attacks. Anyway, when I remembered the man and woman taking Elaine and Sammie, I must have started screaming in my sleep. The next thing I knew, Søren, Ilsa, and Max were in my room. I told them about the dream. I told them everything I remembered. Told them about Elaine and Sammie.”

Kari dropped her face into her hands and sobbed. “But, still! I forgot my own sister and brother? How could I? I’m so ashamed!”

“Stuff and nonsense, Kari Thoresen Michaels. You stop that right now.” 

Shocked at the steel undergirding Matthew’s words, Kari sat up and wiped her face.

He waved a finger over his plate of cold eggs. “The Accuser of the Brethren—Satan, if you are unfamiliar with this passage of Scripture—wants to condemn a six-year-old child for being unable to cope with an event that would have sent many an adult to the loony bin? You must begin to exercise discipline over your thoughts, Kari. Reject any blame for not remembering your siblings. Fix your faith and courage on what is ahead. Focus your mental and emotional energy on what you need to do. You’re going to find them, aren’t you?”

“Yes. At least I’m going to try.”

“Try? Don’t think for a minute that God brought these memories back to you so you could stew in defeat the rest of your days, Kari.” The uncle Kari had considered merely kind and gentle was showing a very different side—a spine and a will of iron. 

“This is a lot to take in,” Linda murmured.

“Yes, but it is a call to action, not an invitation to a pity party,” Matthew replied.

Kari ducked her head. “I’m sorry.”

Matthew frowned. “Please reserve those two words for instances where they are appropriate. You have no cause to be sorry or to apologize, especially to us. Now—” He gathered Linda’s hand in one hand and reached for Kari’s hand with the other; Linda clasped Kari’s free hand, completing the circle. “Let’s fight this battle where the war is being waged: In the spiritual realm.”

He bowed his head. “Father God, you are the maker of heaven and earth. Your eyes roam to and fro across the earth and see everything. In you the lost are found. You found Kari, Lord God, and brought her back to her family. More importantly than that, you brought her to Jesus. 

“Your plans span eternity, Lord God, and yet you are attentive to the very hairs on our heads. Now, Lord, you are revealing the next part of your plan for Kari. I am confident, Father, that you opened her memories ‘in due season,’ which means at the right time to accommodate your plans! 

“Therefore we ask you, in the mighty name of Jesus, to lead her and guide her. Help her find Elaine and Sammie. According to your will let it be done, Lord, and may you receive the glory. Amen.”

“Amen!” Kari repeated. Matthew’s few simple words of prayer had galvanized her. 

“What will you do first?” Linda asked, squeezing Kari’s hand before letting it go. 

“I will head to Albuquerque from here. I want to hire Anthony Esquibel, the investigator I used for my divorce. He has a lot of contacts in Albuquerque and Bernalillo County. He will know how to get started. And when I return to New Orleans, I will ask my attorney’s investigator to join him.”

“What does your friend Ruth say about all this, Kari?” Linda asked. 

“I-I haven’t told Ruth about Elaine and Samuel yet, but I will when I get to Albuquerque.”

“Not to be indelicate, Kari, but these things take money. We—” Matthew looked to Linda for confirmation. “You are family. We can help a little. We will give what we can, and I am certain others will, too, when they hear about Elaine and Samuel.”

Kari’s mouth curved into a sweet smile and grew larger. “Those are about the most precious words I have ever heard, Uncle Matthew, but money won’t be an issue.”

The couple looked dubious. “Um, are you sure? Things have a way of costing more than we think.” 

Kari looked at both of them. “Please don’t shout this from the rooftops, but Peter Granger left me a wealthy woman. That is to say, he left me and my siblings wealthy. Trust me when I say I have plenty of money. I am grateful to God that I can well afford whatever we need in the months ahead.”

Linda blinked. Matthew muttered, “Well, then.”

Kari grinned more. “It is justice of sorts, don’t you agree, that everything Peter Granger—or Dean Morgan, if you prefer—spent his lifetime acquiring should come to those he injured the most?”

Kari’s head tipped to the side a bit. “In fact, shouldn’t you and Jacob and Luke—who had to watch your mom grieve for her lost son—shouldn’t you and your families share in my bounty?”

Matthew was already shaking his head. “No, no. There’s no need, Kari. Don’t give that another thought.”

“If you say so, Uncle Matthew.” But Kari tucked the idea away to think on more later. 

Linda stood up. “Look at us! Look at the time! It’s closer now to lunch than breakfast.” 

She started clearing the table and Kari jumped up to help. “Yes; I should probably get on the road again.”

After Linda and Kari had cleared away the dishes, Matthew appeared with three volumes in his hand. The
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