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			Advance Praise for Stolen

			“Stolen is a powerful story that follows Lauren as she unpacks her box of memories, hurt, and healing. With the tension of a thriller and the heart of a deeply personal memoir, Lauren shares not only how she was kidnapped—but how she found her way back to hope, faith, and forgiveness. Her story is both haunting and beautiful. It brought me to tears in the best way.”

			—Holly Worthington, The Miracle Files Podcast

			“Wow. Stolen is thrilling but also incredibly poignant. And the women in this story! Their faith and courage are so inspiring! From a childhood abduction in Jordan to a daring rescue and the emotional aftermath that followed, this story grips you with suspense and leaves you changed by its honesty and grace. A remarkable true story of courage, loss, and redemption.”

			—Emily Jones, The Miracle Files Podcast

			“This captivating tale of Cathy and Lauren’s journey, narrated in the manner of an internationally intriguing novel, is no work of fiction. And we know, because we were there. Lauren meticulously documented the trials and turns of being stolen and rescued through the love of a mother, heroism of strangers, tenacity, and Christian faith. Truly a spellbinding effort from a freshman author.”

			—Rick and Beverly Lambert, close family friendswho walked this journey firsthand

			“Stolen is a breathtaking testimony of God’s relentless pursuit, a mother’s fierce love, and the power of forgiveness to heal even the deepest wounds. Lauren’s story is both harrowing and hope filled, reminding readers that no trauma is beyond redemption and no past is too broken for God to restore.”

			—Shannon Stewart, America’s Next Top Model 
finalist and podcast host

			“Lauren tells her harrowing story with honesty and grace, showing how God miraculously brought her through abduction, fear, and her father’s wounds into a life marked by forgiveness and hope. Her life is living proof that with God all things are possible!”

			—Julie Busler, author of Hopeful Sorrow: Turning to God in Hope When Childhood Wounds Have You Turning Away
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			For my mother, whose courage never failed,

			for every child longing for protection,

			and in loving memory of JD Roberts.
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			Foreword

			Growing up, Lauren was my best friend. Our families were incredibly close, and she was the first true friend I ever made. I was only four years old when she was kidnapped.

			My parents were private investigators, so when Lauren’s mother, Cathy, called to say that Lauren had been taken by her father, they immediately jumped into action. Because I was so young, my parents tried to shield me from the reality of what had happened. But I could see in my mom’s tears and my dad’s set jaw that something was terribly wrong. All I knew for certain was that I missed my friend.

			Then, one day, my parents shared the news I had been desperately waiting for: Lauren was coming home, and we were going to meet her at the airport. As she walked down the ramp from the plane, I was so overwhelmed with excitement that I broke free from my parents and ran straight toward her. I hugged and kissed her, completely oblivious to airport security and my parents calling after me. I was just so happy that my best friend was back.

			Years later, when we were in high school, Lauren moved in with my family. I became her little sidekick, and she let me tag along everywhere she went. As we grew older, she began to trust me with the deeper parts of her story, and I started to understand the reality of what she had endured.

			She shared how her dad hadn’t taken care of her—how there was no bathroom where she lived, how she couldn’t speak the language, and how frightening it was to be so far away from her mom. Little by little, I came to understand the strength it took for her to survive that chapter of her life—and what it meant to carry the scars long after it was over.

			It was heartbreaking to hear, but those conversations also taught me about forgiveness, courage, and what it means to lean on faith when life asks you to be braver than you ever expected you’d need to be.

			In Stolen, Lauren brings everything I knew about her story—and so much more—to life. She thoughtfully walks readers through her journey with honesty, heart, and grace.

			Every one of us has faced something that once felt impossible. Some of you may even be in the middle of that kind of journey right now. As you turn these pages, you’ll find strength in the story of a mother and daughter, in the love of family and friends, and even in the unexpected kindness of strangers who show up when it matters most. That strength is in this story—and it lives in you, too.

			Lauren, you were then, you are now, and you will forever be one of the bravest people I know. To say I’m proud of you barely scratches the surface of what I feel.

			To my friend, my sister: Walk in the freedom that sharing your story makes possible.

			You did it.

			—Foreword by Miranda Lambert, Grammy Award-winning country singer, songwriter

		

	
		
			Prologue

			It was a bright spring day, the kind that tempts you to tackle projects before summer’s heat sets in. My husband and I were in the garage, sifting through stacks of boxes, clearing space, and creating order. Growing up, my mom and I moved often, and she taught me to “pitch it” if we hadn’t used or worn something in a while.

			Then I saw it. The box. The box. On one side, my mother had written in black permanent marker one word—Jordan. My eyes widened, and my heart stopped.

			Why was it in my hot garage?

			My stomach twisted as if the air had suddenly thickened. I froze, staring at it, dread washing over me. I’d completely forgotten it was there, buried beneath years of life and clutter, and part of me wished I hadn’t seen it at all. Memories I’d worked hard to suppress stirred, sharp and painful. My instinct was to ignore it, to shove it back onto the shelf and pretend it didn’t exist. I wanted to be like my mom and put that box on a shelf and move on.

			In my college years, opening that box meant opening years of hurt and disappointment. In my young twenties, I was focused on my career and new marriage, looking toward my future and not my past.

			But I couldn’t ignore it. Not this time. Even as hurt and hesitation clawed at my chest, the Divine’s unmistakable tug called. This wasn’t just a box of forgotten things—it was a piece of my story that I needed to confront, to redeem, to share. Tears pricked my eyes as I stood there, overwhelmed by a mix of fear and awe. My journey wouldn’t be easy to revisit.

			It was as if the box itself became God’s way of tapping me on the shoulder, His gentle yet firm reminder cutting through my hesitation: Lauren, trust me. The thought stopped me in my tracks, piercing through my doubt. What I’d seen as an inconvenient discovery now felt like divine timing. This wasn’t about my strength or my comfort—it was about surrendering, trusting that even the most broken parts of my story could serve a greater purpose.

			Three months before cleaning out the garage, I felt called to finally write my story. To not only tell what I have gone through but how I walked through it all. The highs and lows, the grief and anger, the ache and the mercy, the long road to forgiveness. All of it.

			It is funny the ways God chooses to speak to us, such as the day I sat in my living room reading Y’all Eat Yet?, my childhood friend Miranda Lambert’s cookbook. It’s filled with stories of her parents, grandparents, and friends. When I saw the photos in her book and read about Beverly and Rick—her parents—who are like second parents to me…my eyes filled with tears, and I heard a whisper, Lauren, write your story.

			See, the Lamberts are a big part of my story, and to this day they are a big part of my life, so, in my brown leather recliner, with my heart full of energy and emotion, I began to pray over the decision to write a book. And over the next few months, that seed of an idea grew and grew.

			But I kept resisting. I have dyslexia and struggled my whole life in school. I have a full-time job. I have two active boys.

			But when you are supposed to do something, and when your story is meant to be told to help other trauma survivors heal and forgive and grow—when it is your destiny—the ways to make it happen open up.

			I never imagined that while working full time, shuttling to soccer, and digging through records on my own abduction, I’d also be building a public platform. When the desire to tell my story wouldn’t let go, I did the work—months of prayer and reflection, researching how to launch a podcast, studying the true-crime space, and seeking advice from producers, authors, and podcasters. With a clear plan, I launched the Redeemed podcast. Within six months, it gained real traction: guests with national followings, steady audience growth, and listeners writing from around the world. That momentum opened doors I hadn’t anticipated, like media interviews and a full speaking calendar, which provided me with a credible, ongoing channel to share a survivor’s perspective and practical hope.

			It was as if a light broke through the shadows, and the fear melted away. A deep, unexplainable peace washed over me, calming my racing heart. Yet, as peace settled over me, so did the question: Was I truly ready to take a hard look at my past? The box held many photographs of my father and details of what he did.

			After so many years of healing, I can finally say that it is okay to forgive someone who has caused you immense hurt and heartache. I feel this is why the box reappeared when it did, dusty and almost forgotten. Almost. Because now, I can’t deny it was my nudge to remind you that you are not alone in your suffering.

			If you are ready, let us open that box together and see what we find.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Opening the Box: Unpacking a Past I Tried to Forget

			The stifling heat of the garage pressed down on me as I stood there, a worn cardboard box in my hands, its edges frayed from years of storage. Inside, memories I wasn’t sure I was ready to confront called to me like whispers from the past. Anticipation, fear, and sadness tangled in my chest—a cocktail of emotions I couldn’t quite sort out. My thoughts swirled while I tried to predict what I might find inside, but a sharp argument broke the spell.

			“It’s your turn!” one of my boys shouted, a broom clattering against the cement floor.

			“No! You didn’t carry as many boxes!” the other cried. Their voices snapped me back to the present, pulling me away from the silent lure of the box. Sighing, I set it aside and returned to the task at hand: sweeping out cobwebs and sorting through dusty clutter.

			Later that evening, when the house was finally quiet, I carried the box into my closet, the only place where I could steal a moment of solitude. I sat cross-legged on the floor, my heart racing as I pulled open the flaps, exposing its contents for the first time in years. A wave of anxiety washed over me as I stared at the chaotic mess inside.

			A tangled collection of folders, papers, and mementos spilled out of the box. My mind raced as I pulled out a thick, yellow folder. It was stuffed with typed and handwritten notes, each page meticulously documenting details about my father’s family: names, descriptions of their immediate families, jobs, appearances, and even snippets about their character. I was struck by the precision of it all. I traded the yellow folder for a bright blue one, its edges well-worn. It was a step-by-step guide from the State Department about what to do if your child has been abducted. The words on those pages, though distant now, were echoes of my mother’s desperate search for answers.

			Beneath the folders lay stacks of old magazines, newspapers, and faded photographs. I began sorting them—press on one side, legal documents on the other—trying to impose order on the chaos. On top of a glossy pile, a cover screamed in blocks: “RAMBO RAIDERS SAVE TOT.” Inside, a two-page spread staged me at seven—hair brushed smooth, posing in a field of flowers—set beside a stark map of Jordan with arrows tracing routes and timelines.

			Another page showed my rescuers, dressed in typical Jordanian clothing. A small box held a grainy picture of my father and me when I was barely three. Near the back, another photo captured my mother in a doorway, arms wrapped around me, my face turned away from the camera as if I already knew how to hide.

			The newspapers’ black-and-white headlines read, “International Kidnapping” and “Mom Rescues Daughter,” sidebars promising “exclusive details” and quotes from people who only knew pieces of the story. Each clipping felt like a verdict handed down by strangers. This wasn’t just a box of paper; it was a record of how the world told the story of my life before I was old enough to tell it myself, and the weight of it settled on my chest as I realized how much of me had been translated into headlines.
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			Headlines that told my story before I could.

			Underneath the magazines and files lay a stack of old photos, their edges slightly curled with time. My breath caught as I uncovered them, a surge of emotion I hadn’t expected gripping me. For years, a single image of my father could send me spiraling, a torrent of fear, anger, and sadness crashing over me. But this time was different. As I held the top photo, its faded colors still vivid in my memory, my heart ached for the father I’d known back then.

			It was a picture of me as a toddler, no older than two or three, cradled in my father’s arms. Alongside the ache was a swell of anger for what came later and sadness for all that was lost. The photo stack revealed more: snapshots of Jerash, Jordan, where my father grew up and photos of my parents during their marriage.

			My mom, Cathy, was just nineteen when she took a leap of faith and left her small-town roots in Florida behind. She grew up with one sister, three brothers, and two hardworking parents, but her dreams pushed her beyond the familiar. Determined and fiercely independent, she landed in Dallas, juggling waitressing shifts while attending classes at El Centro Junior College in the heart of downtown. It was there, in that season of new beginnings, that her path crossed with my father’s, setting the stage for a story neither of them could have predicted.

			My father, Ali, had traveled a much greater distance to arrive in Texas. Born and raised in Jerash, Jordan, as one of twelve siblings, he had grown up in a bustling household steeped in tradition. Seeking opportunities beyond his hometown, he moved to the United States at twenty years old. He first attended Navarro Junior College in Corsicana, Texas, before transferring to El Centro Junior College where his path eventually crossed with my mother’s. Like her, he worked long hours at Denny’s, but in the kitchen as a cook.
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			My mother’s first visit to Jordan, stepping into a world that would later shape my story.

			Their connection grew amid shared shifts and conversations in the rhythm of their busy lives. My dad’s strong work ethic and worldly charm must have caught my mom’s attention, while her determination and beauty drew him in. Despite their cultural and religious differences (my father, a Muslim from Jordan, and my mother, a Christian from the United States), they were both willing to take a chance on their relationship.

			As I continued to sift through the box, I grabbed another stack of worn photographs of my parents from their visit to Jordan. My mom had often shared stories about this trip. It was the first time my father took her to meet his family and marked the beginning of her immersion into his world. The faded images transported me to a time long before I was born, offering a glimpse into a pivotal chapter of their lives. In one photo, my mom stood with her hair modestly covered, framed by the timeless beauty of ancient Greek ruins and the silver-green leaves of olive trees. In another, she wandered the narrow, sunlit streets of Jerash, her expression a mix of curiosity and wonder.

			The images of Jerash stirred memories of a town I had long forgotten. That’s the thing about trauma and being so young: It blurs the edges of your past until a photograph awakens something deep inside you. The photos told a story of connection and contrast—a bridge between my father’s heritage and my mother’s new reality. I stared at them longer than I intended, wondering how much of that world my mother had truly understood when she stepped into it.

			That was the first time she had ever visited Jordan, but it would not be the last. She’d recounted to me how they had traveled to Jerash to share the news of their engagement with his family. The festivities included a feast where a goat was sacrificed, a gesture of hospitality that stunned her. She described standing in the courtyard, frozen for a moment, before stepping gingerly over the goat lying in the entryway to reach the home. It was one of many moments where she began to grasp the depth of the cultural differences between her world and my dad’s.

			During their stay, Mom met my father’s large, close-knit family for the first time. She spoke fondly of his brothers and several of his sisters, who greeted her warmly despite the unspoken tension in the room. In my father’s culture, arranged marriages were the norm, and it was expected that he would marry a Muslim woman. By choosing an American Christian, my dad had defied deeply held family traditions. Even so, my mom said she felt a genuine sense of acceptance during that visit, unaware of how her presence marked the beginning of a quiet conflict that would linger beneath the surface.

			The stack of photos revealed scenes from around Jerash. As I sifted through them, I found myself transported not only to my parents’ past but also to fragments of my own memories of Jordan. My emotions fluctuated as I struggled to remember details of the town, my father’s family, and all that had happened.

			What if my mother had realized during that visit just how vast the differences between their worlds truly were? The weight of their religious beliefs, cultural traditions, and opposing values could have easily convinced her that their lives were too different to merge. What if she had decided it was all too much to overcome? Perhaps they would never have married. Perhaps I would never have been born. And this story—my story—would never have been told.

			Yet, here I am, a living testament to how God can take the most unlikely circumstances, even the messiest moments, and weave them into a beautiful message. It’s a powerful reminder that His plans often defy human understanding, turning what seems impossible into something extraordinary.

			I picked up another stack of photos, this time of my parents’ wedding. The images captured a small, intimate ceremony held in their modest apartment. Only a handful of guests were present, including my grandparents and one of my uncles on my dad’s side, who lived in the Dallas area. Among the attendees were my parents’ closest friends, Rick and Beverly Lambert, neither knowing how deeply they would impact my life one day.

			I spied a white envelope tucked beneath a pile of disheveled folders. The corners were slightly bent, and the paper felt thin and worn. I carefully picked it up, noticing my mother’s handwriting across the front, faded but unmistakable. My heart quickened as I opened it and pulled out an old Pan Am Airlines ticket.

			The ticket was delicate, its ink slightly smudged from years of being tucked away. As I read the details, a lump rose in my throat: The flight was from Cyprus to Amman, Jordan. This wasn’t just any ticket—it was the ticket, the one that had brought my mother back to me. The realization hit me hard, and I clutched the paper in my hands as if holding it could somehow bring me closer to the moment it represented.

			I could almost picture her boarding that plane, her heart heavy with fear but unwavering in her determination. It was the flight that carried her into the unknown, trusting that God would guide her to me. The thought of what she must have endured—her courage, her faith—made my chest ache. Tears welled in my eyes as I held that fragile piece of paper, overwhelmed by the significance it carried. It wasn’t just a plane ticket; it was the bridge between my mother’s prayers and the moment she held me in her arms again.

			This really did happen. It is funny how one ticket, one box can change everything. I have shared my story more times than I can ever count, but at that moment, with the ticket in my hand, it was visceral.

			There I was, the scared little seven-year-old who had been kidnapped by her father and taken to Jordan; the nine-year-old little girl, scared that she would never have a normal life again; the ten-year-old longing to have the love of a father; and the fourteen-year-old angry at God and the world, trying to figure out who she was.

			Overwhelmed, I closed the box and rested my head on my knees, the weight of emotions and memories pressing down like a heavy blanket. The silence of the closet, once my refuge, now felt stifling and too small, as if the walls themselves carried the echoes of my past. I squeezed my eyes shut and whispered a prayer, barely audible in the stillness. “God, give me strength,” I pleaded, my voice trembling. This task felt insurmountable.

			After a few steadying breaths, I opened my eyes, still uncertain but resolved to take it one step at a time. The flood of memories and emotions would have to be faced slowly, piece by piece. It was only 7:00 p.m., so I had a little more time before I had to put the kids to bed. With a deep inhale, I reopened the box, determined to uncover whatever lay inside.

			As I sifted through the contents, my fingers brushed against something I hadn’t noticed before—a spiral notebook. Flipping through the pages, I recognized my mom’s cursive handwriting. I read as fast as I could, trying to figure out what treasure I had just found. It was my mom’s journal—one she had written in every day after I was taken. Every single day, and this was the first time I had ever seen it.

			After reading a few lines, I quickly dialed her number with shaking hands. The phone barely rang before she picked up, and before she could even say hello, the words spilled out of me: “Mom, I found the Jordan box in the garage. You won’t believe what I’ve discovered inside.” My voice wavered with a mix of urgency and awe as I tried to convey the weight of what I’d unearthed.

			Her voice softened on the other end, steady and familiar, as if she’d been waiting for this moment. Prior to finding the box, I had shared with her that I was determined to write a book about my kidnapping and rescue—a prospect that both moved and terrified me. She responded without hesitation.

			“Lauren,” she said, her voice thick with emotion, “I always knew it was your job to write this book. That’s why I kept all the details of the rescue in a box for you.”

			Her words hung in the air, heavy with meaning. She had been quietly preparing for this day, preserving pieces of our story so I could tell it fully. Now, as I held her journal and heard her words, it all began to make sense. My calling to write this story started long before I imagined writing a single word.

			 At the top of each page, my mom had written the date and time. Some journal entries were emotional: how difficult the days were without me and without hearing from me day after day. Others were factual: what she had done that day, who she spoke with, and the information she had learned. The entirety of the journal focused on finding a way to get me back. I began to read portions of it to my mother as I sat in the closet. The line was quiet for a moment, and then her voice, trembling, came through. “Lauren,” she said softly, “that journal was my lifeline. I wrote every word for you—for this moment.”

			I began to read one of the earliest entries aloud to her over the phone. The words were raw, heavy with heartbreak and guilt: “Ali has taken Lauren. How could I be so stupid to trust him? Why didn’t I see this coming? No one can help me, but I will continue to try. Rick and Beverly are calling everyone they know. I have to trust that Lauren is safe. I have to believe that I will see her again.”

			My voice faltered as I read her words, feeling the weight of her pain as if it were my own. Tears stung my eyes. I paused for a moment, struggling to continue, then snapped a picture of the page and sent it to her, thinking it might be easier for her to see it than to hear me read it.

			There was a long silence on the other end of the line after she received the image. Finally, she spoke, her voice trembling. “Lauren, this is…this is too much for me right now. But I am so happy you found the journal.”

			Her words carried a mixture of relief and pain—relief that the memories she had poured onto those pages were now in my hands, but pain from revisiting the agony of those days. I wanted to say something to comfort her, but the truth was, I didn’t have the words. In that moment, I realized just how much she had endured, how deeply she had fought for me, and how these pages weren’t just her story—they were ours.

			Reading the journal as a mother myself, the weight of my mom’s words hit hard. I found myself not just reading of her heartbreak; I felt it through the lens of what I would do for my own children. The fear, the fight, the faith, it all became more vivid. In that moment, I realized just how much she had endured and how deeply she had fought for me.

			After we hung up, a surge of energy and curiosity coursed through me. I set the journal aside and reached for a gallon-sized Ziploc bag crammed with old cassette tapes, relics from decades past. My hands wavered as I held the bag. I hadn’t seen a cassette tape in over twenty years, and I had no idea if they would even still work. But what if they did? What secrets might these tapes hold? Would they bring memories to life or answers to questions I didn’t even know I had?

			One of those questions hit me like a jolt—was I ready to hear my father’s voice again? Just the thought made my heart race. I opened my Amazon app, found a pink cassette player, and purchased it for $31.00. As I clicked “Buy Now,” my mind raced with possibilities. I couldn’t wait to find out what stories, messages, or emotions were trapped within those little spools of magnetic tape, waiting for their moment to be heard.

			A few days later, an Amazon package arrived on our doorstep, igniting an immediate squabble between my boys over whose it might be. Their voices rose in anticipation as they examined the box like detectives. When I caught sight of the small blue-and-white box, I chuckled and said, “Boys, that one’s mine.”

			Caleb, my youngest, grabbed it eagerly and brought it over. “What did you buy, Mom?” he asked, his eyes alight with curiosity. I tore open the package and revealed a small pink cassette player. Caleb frowned, tilting his head. “What’s that?” he asked, skepticism dripping from his voice.

			Stifling a laugh, I said, “This is what we used to play music back in the day.” The explanation was enough to extinguish their interest. They wandered off, leaving me alone with my nostalgic discovery. I couldn’t wait to retreat back to my quiet closet, open the Ziploc bag of cassettes, and uncover the voices waiting for me after all these years.

			I hurried into my husband’s office, clutching the cassette player like it was a long-lost treasure. “Do we have any double A batteries?” My voice shook with emotion and nervous energy.

			He glanced up from his desk, mildly amused, and reached into a drawer. As he handed me the batteries, his curiosity got the better of him. “What’s this for?” he asked, studying my face. I took a deep breath, my fingers tightening around the cassette player. “I’m hiding in the closet to listen to the tapes,” I said, my words rushing out. “I need to do this without distractions.”

			He smiled, catching the mix of eagerness and apprehension in my tone. “Got it.” He nodded, his easy acceptance reassuring me. He’d keep the boys and dog at bay, but as I turned to leave, my heart thudded in my chest. What if the tapes didn’t work? Or worse, what if they did? The anticipation buzzed through me as I headed to my quiet refuge, batteries in hand.

			My boys already knew my story. They grew up understanding that the abduction in 1987 was why their biological grandfather wasn’t in our lives—and why marriage, faith, family, and resilience are non-negotiables for me. I’d always planned that, when they were old enough, I would not only tell them everything but I’d also let them watch the film about my case. But writing this book was different. It meant opening boxes of documents and tapes and hearing voices I’d never heard before. This wasn’t just a retelling of the past; I would be learning things I did not already know about myself and my life.

			I knelt on the floor of my closet, surrounded by the familiar scent of my clothes and the faint smell of leather from my husband’s shoes. The quiet hum of the house felt distant, muffled by the door I had shut firmly behind me. Clearing a small space on the carpet, I reached into the Ziploc bag and pulled out a tape buried at the bottom. Its label, written in faded ink, read Calls to Family. My breath hitched. My fingers hovered over the words as memories surged—fragmented and hazy, yet powerful enough to make my chest tighten. Could this cassette hold my father’s voice?

			Over the years, my father and I had spoken only in jagged intervals—brief calls, long silences, each conversation reopening wounds that had never fully healed. And at this point, it had been seven years since I’d heard his voice at all. I had never heard a recording from those days—from that season—the months in Jordan when I was separated from my mother.

			I slid the tape into the player and braced myself, wondering what would surface when the past finally had a voice.

			I hesitated, overwhelmed. Was I truly ready for this? I steadied myself. With deliberate care, I placed the cassette into the pink player and pressed the play button. My heart raced as the machine whirred softly to life.

			Wow, it actually worked. Every word was as clear as if the conversation had just happened yesterday. With a mix of relief and disappointment, I realized it wasn’t my father’s voice coming through the speaker; it was my uncle’s. As I sat cross-legged in the closet, the world around me faded, and I was transported back to 1987.

			My uncle spoke with my mother. Her voice gripped me, the raw emotion and urgency there as she asked my uncle, “Why did Ali take her? Why did he do this?” Her words were heavy with confusion and heartbreak. As the conversation on the tape shifted, memories of my own surfaced, brought to life by my uncle’s mention of The Country Skillet—the restaurant my father and uncle owned in Dallas.

			Instantly, I was a little girl again, standing in the bustling kitchen of that restaurant. I could hear the clang of pots and pans, smell the sizzle of food on the grill, and feel the warmth of the kitchen as I stood on tiptoes to peer over the counter and watch my father cook. Those moments were among the few untarnished memories of my father that I had left—a time when life felt simple and safe, untouched by the pain he would later cause. For a moment, time stood still, and I was wrapped in the warmth of love and security that came from our father-daughter bond.

			But the tape kept playing, jolting me back to the present and the mission at hand. I needed to uncover the buried past, to piece together the fragments of my story, no matter how painful or complex they might be.

			As I continued to listen, I learned the business hadn’t been doing well, and the brothers were discussing its uncertain future. My uncle’s voice was firm, almost exasperated, as he told my mom repeatedly, “Cathy, Ali has lost his mind. I don’t know what he’s doing.”

			I heard my husband calling my name from somewhere deeper in the house. “The boys are heading to bed!”

			I froze, the spell momentarily broken. With a sigh, I hit the stop button on the cassette player, the mechanical click echoing in the confined space. Carefully, I placed the tape back in the box, tucking it away as if safeguarding a secret too fragile to leave exposed. But even as I closed the lid, my thoughts remained tethered to the voices on the tapes. They had become a lifeline, pulling me deeper into the story of my own life, piece by piece.

			I found myself returning to the box at every opportunity, consumed by an insatiable need to hear more. Late into the night, I would sit on the floor, pressing play again and again, scribbling frantic notes in a journal. Come morning, I’d be up early, drawn back to the tapes as if they held answers I’d been chasing my entire life.

			The obsession spilled into my days. On my commutes to work, the cassette player rode shotgun, my car transforming into a time capsule as voices from the past filled the space. After each tape, I called my mom, eager to share what I’d uncovered. “Do you remember this?” I’d describe snippets of conversations that I could only partially piece together. Sometimes, her voice would falter, the memories too painful to confront all at once. She’d ask for time to process, and days later, she’d call back with stories, her words deepening the picture I was slowly assembling, each one adding more and more to my journey.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Pregnant and Alone

			The early morning sky remained cloaked in darkness as I backed the car out of the garage. I slipped on my earphones, slid a cassette into the player, and pressed play. The rhythmic hum of the tires on the pavement filled the background as I drove. I had about twenty minutes to immerse myself in the past before reaching my office.

			I instantly recognized the first voice as the raspy, smoker’s drawl of my Aunt Joyce. Joyce had been gone for twelve years at this point, but through the speakers, she felt alive again. My chest tightened, and tears welled up, spilling down my cheeks as her familiar cadence wrapped around me. Hearing her voice again was an unexpected treasure, like stumbling upon an old photograph you thought had been lost forever. She wasn’t really my aunt, but she’d loved me fiercely, as though I were her own daughter.

			Another voice emerged—my mother’s, warm and unmistakably Texan, her thick accent so much stronger on the cassette tape. I couldn’t help but smile through my tears, marveling at how the tapes captured not just words but the essence of who they were.

			Joyce’s tone was urgent and indignant. “Cathy, how could he do this? How could Ali take Lauren like this? I know he abandoned you when you were pregnant, but did you ever think he’d do something like this?” Her words hit me like a jolt. Abandoned? The word reignited a trauma response in me, though the circumstance of the traumatic event was from a long-lost, barely there memory, yet it had been within me all along, whether I acknowledged it or not. I hadn’t even been born when this traumatic event occurred; I was just a baby growing deep in my mother’s womb. All the same, pain, confusion, and anger resurfaced as I hung on every word, driving in the dark of the morning with my past playing out through the tiny headphones.

			As I pulled into the parking lot at work, I pressed the stop button with the voices still echoing in my mind. I grabbed my journal and jotted down a quick note: Call Mom. Ask about the conversation with Aunt Joyce. I tucked the journal and cassette player carefully into my bag, wiped away the lingering tears, and took a steadying breath before stepping out of the car.

			The cool morning air brushed against my face as I walked toward the office, trying to push the emotional weight of the recording aside. Inside, the familiar routine of the workday awaited. I greeted our secretary with a smile, her cheerful response grounding me in the present.

			Later that afternoon, before driving out to pick up the boys from the bus stop, I dialed my mom’s number as I was getting into my car, my fingers shaking as I placed the phone down. When she answered, I wasted no time. “Mom, do you have a minute?” I asked, my voice already quivering with emotion. “I listened to a conversation between you and Aunt Joyce today.” My words faltered, cracking under the heaviness of what I was about to ask.

			Excitement and curiosity rose in her voice. “Really? What did she say? What did I say?”

			I hesitated and gripped the phone tighter. “That’s why I’m calling,” I said softly. “Aunt Joyce mentioned something about Dad abandoning you when you were pregnant with me.” The words hung in the air, heavy and raw. “I know you’ve told me bits and pieces about my birth before, but…can you tell me more?” My voice trailed off, a quiet plea for the truth I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear.

			My mom responded almost immediately, her voice steady yet tinged with a hint of uncertainty. “Of course, Lauren. I’ll tell you everything I can remember, but my memory isn’t what it used to be. You might need to call Bev and ask her to fill in the missing pieces.”

			I smiled at the mention of Beverly. She’d always been the keeper of details, the one with a memory sharp enough to recall even the smallest moments. Bev’s recollections were like pieces of a puzzle Mom and I couldn’t complete on our own. If anyone could provide clarity, it would be her.

			I pulled into the church parking lot, waiting for the kids’ school bus as my mom began recounting the early years of her marriage. She shared vivid memories of how she’d met Rick and Beverly and the details of her pregnancy with me. I grabbed my journal to take notes as my mother’s voice carried me into our past.

			She told me about the time she took a job at the apartment complex where she and my dad lived. It was there that she struck up a fast friendship with her manager, Wanda, who eventually introduced her to her daughter, Beverly Lambert. My mom and Beverly instantly hit it off. They were two peas in a pod—outspoken, energetic, and fiercely strong-willed women who thrived on tackling life’s challenges head-on.

			Beverly’s husband, Rick, a homicide detective with the Dallas Police Department, soon became part of their close-knit circle. Mom and Dad, Beverly, and Rick bonded deeply. They weren’t just friends; they were like family. They spent countless evenings together, sharing meals, laughter, and stories that made their little group feel like something extraordinary.

			As my mom spoke about Rick and Beverly, I began to truly understand why I loved them so deeply and why they’ve always felt like home to me. They weren’t just friends of the family; they were part of my life from the very beginning. They carried pieces of my story that no one else ever knew. They knew my dad—not just as a husband or a father, but as the person he was in those early, formative years. Their connection was woven into my history, making their presence feel both inevitable and irreplaceable.

			Mom’s voice became heavy with what she was about to share. “There are things about our marriage I never wanted you to know, but maybe it’s time.” She paused, as if gathering her thoughts. “Even with the friends we had around us, your dad and I started falling apart. The arguments became more frequent, and he was working longer hours—too long, if you ask me. He wasn’t home much, and I could feel in my gut that something wasn’t right.”

			She sighed, the kind of sigh that carries years of unresolved hurt. “I’d confront him, but he always denied it. Still, the signs were there. Like the time he came home without his wedding ring. I’ll never forget that. Or the whispers I heard from one of the residents in our complex, hinting at things I didn’t want to believe. But no matter what, I loved him. I loved him so much, and I fought to save our marriage. I fought harder than I think he ever realized.”

			I sat in my car, hanging on every word. Even after all these years, I had never known this. The idea that my father might have been unfaithful was a revelation I wasn’t prepared for. Yet, even in the midst of her pain, my mom’s voice carried a quiet strength that
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