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“A riveting story of unimaginable heartbreak and courage. It leaves you in awe of this mother’s vast ability to love and to heal. It cannot help but change your view of what is possible.”

—ELLEN SIMON, SCREENWRITER, ONE FINE DAY AND MOONLIGHT AND VALENTINO

“The story is compelling, fascinating and riveting—I couldn’t put it down! The chapter on ‘Raising Talia’ is one of the most intriguing accounts of parenting I’ve ever read.”

—JENNIFER READ HAWTHORNE, #1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING CO-AUTHOR OF CHICKEN SOUP FOR THE WOMAN’S SOUL AND CHICKEN SOUP FOR THE MOTHER’S SOUL

“This spellbinding, true story shows how the human spirit can triumph in the face of adversity with some inspiring help from beyond the veil.”

—RANDY PEYSER, AUTHOR OF THE POWER OF MIRACLE THINKING


For Talia
My sweet sugarplum; you will always be my greatest love, joy and inspiration.
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Portrait of Talia in oil by Fred Kepler
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PART ONE
THE CALL
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CHAPTER ONE
DECEMBER 23
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It was about 3:30 in the afternoon of December 23, 2007 when the phone rang. I had just finished watching Black Beauty and was thinking what a cute movie it was, and how I could hardly wait for Talia to be home the next night so we could start our holiday break. I picked up the phone; it was Bob Klein, my ex-husband Michael’s father.

“Kim, something terrible has happened. The plane with Michael and Frankie—”

My mouth went dry. “What about Talia? Where’s Talia?” I pleaded, not understanding why he hadn’t mentioned my daughter—his granddaughter—only her friend, Francesca Lewis.

“Talia was with Michael and Frankie, but their plane never landed in Volcan. It’s missing.”

My heart stopped. My brain stopped. I stared into space with the phone at my ear, unable to speak. Like a robot I moved from the den to my office and sat down at the computer.

“What should I do? I have to go to Panama!”

Bob said, “Yes, you probably should go.”

“What’s going on in Panama now? Who’s looking for the plane?”

He said Michael’s brother-in-law, Jim, was organizing a search.

My mind felt empty, as if someone had unplugged it. Mechanically, I asked him what airlines went to Panama, even though I already knew the answer. He told me Copa and Continental flew direct from Los Angeles International Airport (LAX) to Panama City, then asked if I would call the Lewises. I could hardly figure out how to turn my computer on, much less dial the Lewises’ number. He said he’d do it, and we hung up.

I was so frightened for Talia that I didn’t even know what to pack. I grabbed my passport and stuck it in my backpack, then threw in some underwear and two shirts. I forgot my toothbrush, pajamas, any pants besides the jeans I had on, and my cell phone charger. That would end up being a big deal.

It would be a two-hour drive to LAX from Santa Barbara. I decided I’d start making calls, including to the airlines, once I was on the freeway—I had to get going. But first, I needed to make sure Frankie’s parents knew. Bob had not reached them yet, so I tried their house—no answer. Then I called Frankie’s mother on her cell phone. No answer. I left a message. “Valerie, this is Kim. Give me a call as soon as you can. Thanks.” That was it. I could not leave the information on her voicemail.

I ran out of the house. Just then, Valerie called me back. I had no idea what to say or how to say it, but I had to tell her. “Valerie, I don’t know how to say this except to be straight. The plane the kids were on from the islands to Volcan is missing. It didn’t land when it was supposed to. I’m heading to Panama right now. Do you want to come with me?”

Valerie was in shock, as I expected she would be. Unsure what to do, she said she had to call Kirk, her husband. “I’m going to Panama tonight,” I said. “I’m trying to get reservations, and I need to know who’s going so I can get reservations for you too.” I told her to keep me posted.

Once in the car, I called Linda, Michael’s sister, who had first called Bob about the missing plane. She and her husband, Jim lived in the city of David on the Pacific side of Panama, where Michael owned a string of islands called Islas Secas. He had taken Talia and Frankie to his eco-resort there.

I wanted to find out from Linda exactly what had happened. When had she found out the plane was missing, who had told her, what was being done right now to look for the plane—whether there was any news at all.

Linda had no information for me. All she knew was that Michael had been flying to his friend Calle Jansen’s coffee plantation that day. Calle had left a message on her answering machine that the plane had not shown up at the landing strip. Linda hadn’t gotten home until 5:30 p.m., so she had no idea what time Calle had left the message. She didn’t know whether he had called the authorities or started a search, but she was thinking Michael had “pulled a Michael” and decided to change his plans without letting anyone know. She figured eventually he would call from somewhere else and say he had decided to do this or that.

I knew this was not the case. First, Talia would have called to tell me about the change—she always calls me, always. Second, Talia and Michael had definite plans, and their date of return, December 24, was set in stone. Michael would not alter that.

I asked Linda how I should to get to David once I landed in Panama City. She said her dad was flying in, and they had arranged for a driver to meet him at the international airport. They weren’t sure whether he would then go to the regional airport and take a commuter flight to David or travel by car.

I had no idea Bob was going to Panama! He had never mentioned it in our conversations—not when I had told him I had to get there or when I had asked about the different airlines. Not even when I had called him for Linda’s phone number. I was flabbergasted that Bob hadn’t offered to make reservations for me on his flight. If the tables had been turned, there’s no question I would have made reservations for him.

It was now about 4:30 p.m., and I was still on the freeway, frantically trying to get some sort of reservations to Panama that night. I couldn’t get through to Copa, so I called American Express Travel for help. They were able to get me a reservation on a Delta flight that went through New York and arrived at Tocumen International Airport in Panama City around 2:00 p.m. the next day. I took it.

Right after I hung up, Bob called. He said he was getting ready to head to LAX and thought he would see if we could drive together. “No use both of us driving,” is what he said. He had been totally selfish; now he wanted to carpool. As if gas consumption was what mattered! It wasn’t that he needed company in this time of need—and it wasn’t that he cared about me while I was freaking out about the safety of my daughter, her father and her friend.

Bob told me he was taking a Copa fight that left LAX at 1:15 a.m. and got into Panama City around 10:30 the next morning. From there he would go to the Marcos A. Gelabert regional airport, also known as Albrook, and try to get on a late-afternoon flight to David. If he couldn’t get on one of those flights, it would be an eight-hour drive to David. At this point he wasn’t sure how he was getting there.

Well, I did know how I was getting to David. After talking to Linda, it was pretty clear I needed to find my own transportation. I wasn’t going to risk being stuck in Panama City. I didn’t speak more than ten words of Spanish, and at this point I was so upset I could barely speak English.

I called a friend of mine, Rob, who had some Panamanian connections, and asked him for the name of a pilot who could fly me from Panama City to David. Rob gave me the phone number of Rodolfo, a pilot he knew. When I told Rodolfo my name, he already knew why I was calling. Michael was famous in Panama; he was known as Mr. Michael, the wealthy and powerful figure who had built the eco-resort on the Islas Secas. Everyone had either worked for him or knew a friend or relative who had worked for him.

Rodolfo told me he had been planning to search the area where the plane had gone missing the next morning. He said he would come back to Panama City around noon and fly me to David whenever my plane got in. Thank goodness!

Still on the way to LAX, I decided to try to get on the same Copa flight Bob was on. American Express tried to reach Copa while I was on the line. At first Copa wasn’t answering—it was the middle of the night in Panama. When someone did finally answer, my phone kept going in and out of reception. It was hell.

Finally, the American Express representative said they were able to get me on the waiting list for the Copa flight Bob was on. Even after telling them why I was heading down, that was the best they could do. At least I had a backup ticket on Delta, but that flight would get me to Panama City at least four hours after Bob arrived. Knowing what I now know about Bob, that four-hour delay could have prevented me from ever getting to the search headquarters in Boquete. I would have landed in Panama City without anyone to meet me, and when I arrived in David, I wouldn’t have known where to go. I would have been completely forgotten.

Once I had arrangements on Copa, I phoned my brother, Justin, whom I always call J. I didn’t want to call my mom yet. I couldn’t. I knew I wouldn’t be able to get the words out; I would break down, and she would get hysterical.

J. was visiting with his boys in South Carolina when I called. He said he couldn’t talk and hung up. I called right back. He said, “I can’t talk, I’m in church.” I said, “It’s an emergency! Talia’s plane is missing in Panama.” He was stunned. He asked if he should meet me in Panama. I was too distraught to know what to do; I couldn’t tell him a thing. I was barely able to make it there myself. J. said his passport was in L.A., so he would fly home immediately to pick it up, then fly to Panama. I told him to wait; I would call if I needed him.

I then called my dad, who lived in Ventura. I had to tell him. I knew he would want to come with me to Panama, but because of his heart problems, I felt he shouldn’t. He asked me to stop off at his boat on the way to LAX, though, so he could give me some cash to take. All I had were credit cards and my ATM card, so I picked up a bundle of money from my father and headed down. We figured I would need to pay people to get me where I needed to go, and cash always works.

I also called my friend Merryl. She wanted to go with me, but I told her no. Although she spoke fluent Spanish, I knew the situation would be too intense, too frantic, and I didn’t need to worry about anyone except Talia and myself.

At this point I was thinking the plane must have had to make an emergency landing, and Talia and Michael and Frankie were stuck in some field or on a hillside with no cell coverage, waiting for us to find them. That is what I really thought. I knew Talia was extremely smart and would act wisely, not because she had ever been in an emergency, but because I had always told her what to do in case of one. We had watched survival shows, and she had gone to child safety classes. I just knew she was sitting there saying to everyone, “My mom will be here. She will come for us, no doubt, so we just need to stay put so we don’t get lost or hurt. Hang out and she will be here as soon as she can.” That’s how she and I were. She knew she could rely on me for everything.

I also knew she probably feared for her life. I recalled the time she was driving home from Tucson with her dad and his girlfriend and her kids. They had just left some little diner in a roadside town on 1-10, when Talia noticed her dad looking in the mirror a lot and speeding up. He was going over 120 miles per hour when she noticed they were being followed.

She asked her dad about this, but he ignored her. It was at this moment that I started to get one text message after another from Talia. I love you, Mommy. Love you so much... I knew something was up but wasn’t sure what.

That night, when Talia was in bed and I lay next to her, talking, she burst into tears and told me what had happened. She said she had thought they were going to be killed and she would never see me again.

It was during this conversation that I told Talia that no matter what happened, no matter where on earth she was, no matter what, I would come for her. I would find her, and I would bring her home. Nothing would stop me, nothing.

Knowing Talia would text me from wherever they had crash landed—if she had cell reception—I realized she had to be out of cell range. She would be scared, more scared than anyone could possibly imagine, but she would be confident I would be there for her the second I could. This would keep her strong and allow her to get through anything. She wouldn’t let herself give up. It was important that I knew this, in case she had some kind of injury. I knew she had the physical and mental strength to make it through.

When I was almost at the airport, I finally felt I could take a breath and call my mom. I waited until the last minute, because I was sure she was going to freak out. However, she was actually calm. I think she knew I needed to be calm, and this was how she could help me.

I also called Talia’s riding trainer, Leslie, who had become my good friend. She got very upset. Her husband, Dan, told me he was coming with me to Panama—and for some reason, I said OK. He was young and easygoing, spoke Spanish, and could take care of himself. I wouldn’t need to worry about him while I was worrying about Talia. There was time for him to get to LAX because my flight on Delta was not leaving until 11:00 p.m., but he had to leave right away.

After all these calls, I realized I had not packed my cell phone charger! I had my car charger but no wall charger. This was going to be a problem unless I could buy one at the airport. Just as I realized this, my mom called and told me my cousin Sharon, who lives in the San Fernando Valley, was coming to LAX to wait with me so I wouldn’t be alone. She would try to find me a charger on the way.

I spoke to Valerie again, and she told me her family was heading down to LAX to try to get on a flight to Panama. By the time they had called Delta, about two hours after I offered to do it, the flight was already sold out. Copa was also completely booked, so they were going to try to work something out at the airport. Valerie and Kirk, their daughter Rosie, and Kirk’s brother Peter were all going. That was a lot of people to get booked on a flight last minute.

At LAX I dropped my car off in a parking lot, took a shuttle to the Delta counter, and bought the Delta ticket that American Express had held for me. I had also reserved a ticket for Dan, who was on his way down from Santa Barbara. I planned to pay for his ticket as soon as I knew for sure that I was taking the Delta flight. My goal was to get onto Bob’s Copa flight, but I needed to get processed for the 11:00 p.m. Delta flight in case I didn’t make it on the Copa flight. I couldn’t take the chance of having no flight!

After I finished at Delta, I ran down to the Copa counter in the next building over. It was now 7:00 or 8:00 p.m., and a huge line was already forming, even though the counter wouldn’t open until 9:00 p.m. I spent that time in line trying to hold back my tears. I called my mom, my dad, my brother, and friends like Georgette, Ray, and Merryl again. Everyone wanted to come with me. But I didn’t want any of them at this point. I figured I could handle it myself. I thought I would be there with Bob and Linda and it would be OK. I was so, so wrong about this one.

While standing in line I decided that if the Copa agents couldn’t get me on the flight, I would try to find someone in line who would agree to sell me his or her ticket. I figured a bribe would work. I had to get there as soon as possible.

The Copa counter opened, and the line slowly began to move. Just then, my cousin Sharon and her husband, Mark, showed up. The minute I saw them I broke down. They hadn’t been able to get me a charger because they couldn’t find a cell phone store that was open, but I was so glad they were there. I was so scared for Talia. This was something no one should ever have to go through.

A few minutes later, I noticed Bob had arrived. He was standing at the back of the line, and I did what any family member would do—I brought him up to my place. Oddly, when I went to get him, he said hello but didn’t hug me or reach out to me. His son and my daughter—his granddaughter—were missing, and he didn’t even hug me! Nevertheless, I told him to come up with me, and he did.

When it was my turn at the Copa counter, I had Bob check in with me because I thought it might help me get a ticket. He had already bought his ticket on Copa, and I was on the waiting list. I immediately told the Copa representative, who was a very nice woman, that I had to get on this flight. I explained that Talia’s plane was missing and I had to get there ASAP to search. I told her my father-in-law was on this flight, and I had to be on it with him. She disappeared for about ten minutes and came back and issued me a ticket! I was incredibly grateful to her.

Now I could breathe for a second: I was on the Copa flight. There was no way I could get Dan on the flight, so I called him and said I really appreciated his efforts and his love, but he would have to turn around and go home. He didn’t want to but did it anyway. I also let Valerie know that I couldn’t get them any seats on the flight. Valerie said they were almost at the airport and would take care of it when they arrived.

I thanked my cousins and hugged them, crying. Then Bob and I headed up through security. After that, we went to a little sandwich shop. Bob picked up his food and paid for it. That was when I knew I was in for a very cold and distant time with him in Panama: he didn’t even offer to pay for my sandwich! Bob is a retired physician, a very successful specialist with millions of dollars invested in Michael’s hedge fund. Money was not Bob’s problem. His problem was coldheartedness.

After buying some food, I headed over to the little airport store to look for a phone charger. They had nothing. I could not be in the jungle or in the middle of nowhere, waiting for Talia to call and tell me she was OK, and not have a phone! I was able to find various charging parts, and after buying three different packs of things, I managed to piece together a very short charger with a cord no more than eighteen inches long. Thank God I had something! I then grabbed about fifteen protein bars and a few bottles of water. I was going to need these to give to Talia, Frankie, and Michael when we found them. They would be hungry, weak, and dehydrated.

I then ran all over the gate area looking for an electrical outlet. When I found one, I sat down, plugged in, and tried to relax a bit. Bob walked by. He didn’t see me, but I called him over. He said he was going to sit by the gate. He had some sleeping pills, and he gave me one. I took out my water and stuck the pill in my mouth. As I swallowed it, Bob said, “Oh, you need to wait until thirty minutes before the flight.” The flight was in ninety minutes.

Now I was going to fall asleep in the airport. Thanks for the warning, Bob! I kept myself awake out of fear of what Talia was going through. I was afraid she might be in a dangerous place; I was afraid she was not sitting there waiting for me to find her but was lying there, hurt, in pain or worse. Whenever that thought entered my mind, I tried to get rid of it quickly, as it made me cry. Thinking Talia was OK, just waiting for me, was a much better thought. But honestly, I wasn’t able to control my thoughts very well.

As it got closer to boarding time, Kirk called and told me they were at the airport. They had booked a flight, but somehow the reservations hadn’t been held for them—and now the flight was full. They were freaking out, and I didn’t blame them. I told them I would see what I could do. As soon as the Copa agents arrived at our gate, I went up to one of them and told him the situation.

I told him my daughter and her dad and her friend were on a missing plane, and I had to get the friend’s parents on this flight so they could search for their daughter. Bob, by the way, was asleep in his chair. I then took out my cell phone and showed the man a photo of Talia and Michael.

Immediately he said, “I know them! He’s on my flight all the time, and I remember them on my flight a couple of days ago.” That was amazing! He said he would get Frankie’s parents on our flight. He called down to the ticket counter and spoke with someone, and within minutes all the Lewises had tickets and were being ushered up through security, past the huge lines, to our gate. Thank God I was able to get them on that plane!

The plane was fully boarded by the time the Lewises made it up to the gate. I was in my seat, and Bob was a few rows back, so I wasn’t able to talk to Valerie before the flight. I did see that they all made it onto the plane, which was my main concern. Now there was nothing I could do for the next six or eight hours but wait and hope.

I lay back and tried to sleep. I was absolutely sure that when I got off the plane in Panama City, I would have a voicemail from Talia, telling me they had crashed but were totally fine, and she had just now gotten to a place where she had cell reception. That was the thought that kept me sane for the moment. That was the thought I would keep in my head while I was on the plane.


CHAPTER TWO
DECEMBER 24
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Somehow the sleeping pill worked. I think my mind and body knew that whatever sleep I got on that plane might be the last for quite a while, so I had to sleep. And I did. But it’s interesting how your body knows when to wake up. Just before the flight attendant came around to ensure that all of our seat backs were in an upright position, I woke up, ready to start my search. I figured once we landed in Panama City, it would be all action. Fast going from one airport to the other, fast getting on the charter flight to David, and fast getting to the search and rescue control center.

Even before the flight attendant said we could use cell phones, I turned mine on. We hadn’t hit the ground yet, but I figured we were close enough to get a signal. I just knew that I would see the little voicemail icon showing I had a message from Talia, telling me she was OK. But I didn’t. I had no messages! I was stunned.

I waited for permission to use my cell phone, then quickly called Rodolfo to let him know I was in Panama City and would be heading to the regional airport as soon as possible. I asked him how many passengers his plane could hold, now that I had Bob and the Lewises with me. He said all but one would fit on his plane.

The Lewises decided Peter would be the one to take a commercial flight to David, as he was capable of figuring things out on his own. It would later prove to be a good choice; on that flight Peter met a prominent businessman from David who gave up his holiday with his family to help us.

Linda had arranged for a driver to take Bob to the regional airport. He said I could ride with him, and I invited him to share the charter flight I had arranged from Panama City to David. We cleared customs and waited outside the secured area for the driver and the Lewises. It was clear Bob didn’t want to wait for the Lewises, but I insisted we wait and go to the other airport together.

The Lewises finally cleared customs, and we all walked to the parking lot, where the driver was waiting for us—in a pickup truck! Four of us crammed into the cab, sitting on each other’s laps, while Kirk and Peter sat in the open back with the suitcases.

It took us about forty-five minutes to drive through the city. More precious time went by as the driver made numerous calls trying to figure out where to take us; he even called Rodolfo, our pilot—it turns out everyone in Panama knows one another! But in the end, there was no hurry. We had to wait another hour and a half for Rodolfo, who had told me he was on his way when we had talked earlier. It seemed nobody felt the urgency I did.

My phone was not holding its charge well at all, so while we waited, I scouted around and found an electrical outlet for my phone, right next to a room that looked like an air-conditioned phone booth with an ATM machine in it. I leaned up against the windows of that little room, pressing my face against the glass and trying to stay cool while I charged my phone.

Gradually, everyone in our group began moving through some glass doors into the main waiting area. Not wanting to be left alone, I followed them and found another outlet across the room from everyone. I was only twenty feet away, but I have never felt so alone in my life. I let my phone charge for as long as I could stand it, and then went over to where Bob was.

No one spoke much. Bob started getting agitated because Rodolfo wasn’t there and kept insisting we take a commercial flight instead. I wanted to tell him to get on a commercial flight himself, but instead reassured him that Rodolfo was on his way. I was trying to be calm, concentrating on getting to Talia, but the truth was that I was completely freaked out because I still hadn’t received a voicemail from her telling me she was OK.

Finally Rodolfo landed at the airport. An airport worker, or one of Rodolfo’s helpers, found us in the waiting area and led us out to the plane while Rodolfo fueled up. Peter stayed behind to take the next commercial flight out.

The flight to David was difficult. I looked out at the land below, not knowing where I was or where they had flown, and tried to spot Talia’s plane on the ground somewhere. I really thought I would look down and see something—a plane on a field where it should not be—and it would be them!

But soon after we took off, the sky became cloudy and I couldn’t see a thing. Until the last ten minutes of the flight, when we made our descent, it was nothing but solid clouds. I thought they were just normal clouds; I didn’t realize there had been a storm. I couldn’t see an inch in front of my face as I pressed against the plane’s window. I was feeling helpless and sick. It wasn’t the plane ride that was making me nauseous; it was the thought of Talia being out there, possibly hurt, tired, hungry, scared, alone.

I wondered if Michael was hurt or worse, and I realized that Talia might be trying to keep herself and Frankie safe while they waited for me to come for them. I tried to stay calm. Sitting on the plane was very very hard.

As we descended into David, I looked down at the airport and saw no activity. This airport was close to the area where we needed to search—the mountains near the Baru volcano, where Calle lived on his coffee plantation in Volcan. I expected planes and helicopters to be fueling up, taking off and landing, as they do in the U.S. when a plane is lost. But there was nothing going on! I couldn’t believe it. There had to be a reason the airport was deserted.

The airport itself looked the way I had imagined it. Talia had flown into this airport many times with her dad, and she had told me about the place. She said that when her dad’s jet landed, people would stop their cars outside the fence and watch as the jet taxied to a stop. She told me the people of David had never seen a private jet until her dad started flying into that airport on his way to the islands. She said everyone there thought of Michael as a king. They did everything and anything for him.

When we got off the plane, a man met us, and we followed him to an outdoor corridor leading to what seemed like the airport offices. No one was there—not one airport official, security guard, spectator, or search and rescue person. Then, out of a door that led to what looked like the control tower, Linda came out to greet us. She was holding her baby, Talia’s cousin Catalina, just over a year old.

We were all very quiet. Bob and I hugged Linda and introduced her to Frankie’s family. Then Jim, Linda’s husband, whom I had never met, came out of the building to see us. I went up to him, hugged him, and introduced myself. He seemed a bit cold, but I associated his distance with trying to stay businesslike and focused on the search—except there was no search.

“What’s going on? Where are all the planes?” I asked, totally confused about why nothing seemed to be happening. Jim explained that the weather was too bad to do air searches, and the ground search was being orchestrated at a Panamanian volunteer search office in Boquete, about an hour from David.

Immediately, right there in the outdoor hall of the airport, I told Jim we needed to offer a reward. Both he and Linda were horrified. “This is Panama! You can’t offer a reward—all the freaks will come out!”

How is this possible? I thought. My daughter—Bob’s granddaughter, Linda’s niece—is missing; Michael—Bob’s son, Linda’s brother—is missing; Frankie Lewis is missing; and they won’t let me offer a reward? First of all, I want as many people out there looking for that plane as possible, crazy people or not. If someone saw something, I want to know. If someone is holding them all for ransom, I want them to contact us so I can get my daughter and the others back.

But I didn’t want to start an argument. I had just landed and hadn’t been with them more than two minutes. I decided to wait and assess the situation for myself.

The man who had met us then directed us to a big room upstairs, overlooking the runway. They wanted to bring us lunch! What is happening? I thought. This isn’t a vacation; every second counts in the search! I wasn’t about to sit in some room at the airport where nothing was going on and have lunch. I wanted to get in a car or a plane—anything that would take me closer to Talia. But I was powerless on my own. I surrendered and went upstairs with the others.

A few minutes after we sat down upstairs, Rodolfo came in and told us that the charge for the charter flight was $1,500. I had never asked him how much it was going to be because it hadn’t mattered—all that mattered was that I got to where I needed to be in order to start looking for Talia. It seemed a bit high for a short flight, but it was what it was. Bob looked at the Lewises and me and suggested we split the bill three ways.

Rodolfo didn’t accept American Express, and I didn’t want to use up so much cash right at the start of my search, so I asked Bob to pay my third and told him I would pay him back. He did, and the Lewises paid the other third.

Soon Jim came up to the room and started talking quietly to Linda. I overheard him say he was heading to Boquete—I immediately said I was going with him. I needed to see what was being done to find my daughter; I needed to be in on the search! He said he was leaving immediately, so I grabbed my backpack and followed him. As I was heading downstairs after him, I heard Linda call to Jim that her dad was coming too. The Lewises decided to wait at the airport for Peter—but I was getting out of there. I had to get to Talia!

Bob and I got into Jim’s truck. The ride to Boquete took close to an hour. During that time Jim told us again that they hadn’t been able to use search planes because the weather was so bad. That was why no one had searched the day before—the day the plane went missing. How can that be? I thought. In America we have planes that fly in the wind, rain, and clouds with special infrared equipment.

He also said that because of the Christmas holiday, nobody was available for a ground search. He and Linda hadn’t known the plane was missing until evening the previous day, long after it had disappeared. And at the time, they thought it was a very real possibility that Michael had decided to go somewhere else and not tell anyone.
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