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Praise for One Ripple at a Time


“One Ripple at a Time is about loss but also how to move into the future, how to gather what is left and forge forward.”


— Marisela Rizik, author of Of Forgotten Times


“Her truth helps guide others to hold compassionate space with grief they’ve hidden away and ultimately find themselves again.”


— Katie Joy Duke, author of Still Breathing: My Journey with Love, Loss, and Reinvention


“What appears to be a heartbreaking story turns out to be one of resilience and triumph over unspeakable tragedy. Life can still be beautiful after your worst nightmare.”


— Jillian Smith, author


“Janice bravely guides us through the moment her son is lost and finds courage to face her fears, protect her family, and overcome the trauma.”


—Joanne De Simone, author of Fall and Recovery: Raising Children with Disabilities through Lessons Learned in Dance


“Janice’s journey to reclaim her lost child and the love they shared is filled with tenderness and courage. This book glows with strength and wisdom.”


— Mary Bauer, author of Mercury, Miko, and Me
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For my daughter who conquered every ripple with me And for Brian’s enduring love











June 20, 1972


We were a family of four with boundless spirit.


Alarm about the future was a fleeting mist.


Until it wasn’t.















ONE

CHOICES







Vapor rose through black alder and hazel trees toward the Alps while the sleepy eel Inn River wound east along the Inn Valley.


Nine-year-old Brian pressed binoculars against the car window for a closer look. “I see it! We can find pretty rocks.”


My husband, Oskar, turned into the auto repair shop southwest of Innsbruck for our Volkswagen’s first factory-authorized servicing. Fifteen days earlier, we had traveled from Oregon to Wolfsburg, Germany, to take delivery of the Squareback and visit the storied Bremen Town Musicians statue, the Nuremberg Transport Museum, and Bavarian castles. Our plan included dancing at Austrian music festivals and hiking in the Alps.


The ignition off, Oskar grinned at our two children. “Let’s have fun today.” Brian, with the fair skin tone and expressions of his Norwegian-born father, jumped out and ran behind the building to find the river. Peeking through a birch tree at the top of the hill, he motioned to six-year-old Erika and said, “I can teach you to skip stones.”


Morning sun filtered through the canopy, the binoculars disclosing a peaceful stream about fifteen feet wide. A few medium-sized boulders with two or three large ones lay scattered midbank, while smaller rocks and sand merged with the hill. Several orange-breasted chaffinches flew between trees in the woods. They seemed to trill a welcome.


Early for the appointment, Oskar confirmed the start time, then suggested a short hike to check out the river. The four of us flattened brush at the top of the hill, and when tree limbs and bushes got in the way of the tromp down the primitive switchbacks, the kids and their father swiped branches aside for me.


I heard my son humming phrases from Mozart’s Sonata in C Major, his favorite piano music. He had recently practiced the first lines of melody on his recorder and played them for us. In two days, we would visit the composer’s museum in Salzburg, where the prodigy had lived.


Rounding the last corner, I stood at the top of the hill and scanned the area below for hazards, my usual ritual in a new setting. I watched Oskar study the river and landscape. After we nodded in agreement that it looked safe, my husband clambered down the muddy incline with the kids. They jumped over smaller standing boulders and around larger ones toward the slow glide some sixty feet ahead.


When my feet touched the loose stones, my mind flashed to me as a seven-year-old, knee-deep in a lake, slipping on moss and clutching my shivering body. Small waves had made me afraid I would drown. This river was causing a shiver too familiar, and I started to run back to the car. I stopped and closed my eyes, willing myself to breathe deeply. You’re here for your children. Stay. Scrambling over the rocks to stand with the kids beside the flow, I caught a sweet but unfamiliar fragrance.


Brian crouched and picked up a pebble with pinkish flecks. Oskar, an amateur rock hound, called it feldspar, while Erika pushed falling hair across her freckles to lean close. She gave her father a missing-tooth grin and tilted the rock until it sparkled.


Thinking about our wait while the car was being serviced, I panned the binoculars left and right once again: normal-looking dry area with a few stumps, small stream, and no sticks floating. No signs saying DANGER or KEEP OUT, which made the probe feel accurate. Oskar joined me, and we confirmed that lunch by the water would be a treat.


I motioned both children to the area midway between the hill and the stream with smaller standing rocks, a couple of larger boulders, and a bed of pebbles. Placing one hand on each child’s shoulder, I looked straight into their eyes and directed a finger toward the ground. Marveling at how his sky-blue eyes matched his shirt, I kissed Brian’s forehead and said, “Yes, you can collect pretty rocks. Find your treasures here, away from the river. When I return, you can practice skipping stones.”


Brian said, “Got it, Mom.”


Erika said, “Okay.”


The children jumped and clapped, then squatted and pored over pebbles. “Be safe, and I’ll be right back.” I saw them glance at me with visions of cheese sandwiches and apple slices dancing in their eyes while I sprinted up the hill. Halfway, I caught up to Oskar, scanned the river, and listened. Everything appeared calm.


At the top of the slope, I leaped over blackberry bushes toward the car while Oskar headed for the office. Stuffing food into the picnic basket, I set it on the pavement, grabbed the water jug, and sprinted back down the path. My previous day’s journal entry flashed before me: Brian and Erika asked to skip breakfast and get on with music festivals and hikes. I loved their curiosity. I also trusted them to follow directions, even when they would rather not. The steep hill and sharp downward turns made it easy to hurry, but a quarter of the way, I peered at the bank and checked on the kids. Still in the safety zone, they were picking up small rocks and stashing a few in their pockets. Erika waved a hand high to her brother. I imagined her saying, “This rock is the prettiest in the whole world.”


Oskar passed me and pushed ahead. Halfway, still willing my legs to hurry, I tripped over tubers and vines, then hunched at the side of a black alder to watch Brian. Amazed at his ability to find both pretty rocks and flat stones, I saw him stuff several into each pocket. He’s getting ready to teach Erika how to skip. Reaching for the binoculars to get a better look, I discovered they were left behind.


Two steps farther, I squinted and blinked. It appeared that my son was standing closer to the stream than the distance we had settled on. A few paces later, I wedged myself between two trunks and saw him kneeling beside a large boulder in the approved area. Water crawled just feet from its far side. How did the water get there?


Strength drained from my arms. Brian hadn’t gone nearer to the river.


The river had come nearer to him.


I leaped straight down through the bushes and vines towards where I saw Erika kneeling, lifting pebbles from her pocket, and stowing them next to a medium-sized boulder a bit downstream and closer to the bank.


“We’ll be right there,” I shouted.


“Brian! Erika!”


“Oskar!” I yelled.


My husband was a switchback ahead. Why didn’t he answer? I dropped the jug, raced through the brush, and fell against his shoulder. He stopped singing his Norwegian folk song.


I thrust my arm toward the river. “Get the kids!”


Seconds later, loud tumbles riddled my ears when upstream water rushed the area below. Oh, my God!


What we didn’t know—and couldn’t have known—was that across the border, the Swiss power company had opened dams, releasing this torrent into the channel that held our children.


Oskar glanced below, dropped the picnic basket, and bolted between the trees. I ran behind him and screamed, “Hurry!” while I stumbled over roots. Glimpses of the kids showed them still crouched near our side of the boulders. At a large opening, maybe twenty feet from the edge of the hill, I gasped and screamed, “No!” as water lapped around both sides of Brian’s rock.


“Go to the hill,” I hollered and tripped, grabbing a tree.


“Go to the hill now!” Oskar yelled above the churning current.


God, let our children hear us.


At the top of the incline, I saw Brian stand, silt-filled water washing over his shoes. By the time I clambered and slipped down the mud, the river was licking at Erika’s sneakers. It swirled around Brian’s.


I called, “I’m coming!” and saw my son climb to the top of his boulder. Erika watched her brother and hoisted herself onto a flat part of hers. Both kids pressed their knees to their chins as the water rose more quickly by the second. The surge had only begun short minutes ago, but it had become a deluge.


Oskar plunged toward Erika on the smaller, closer boulder, the rising current pushing at his calves, then his knees and waist, while a strong wave pushed against Brian’s rock.


I watched a scroll of water toss Erika into the river.


Our son turned to his father, his little face registering fear.


He called, “Save Erika,” as his sister started to float downstream.


Oskar lost his footing, then swam toward his daughter, grasping one arm.


“Hold on!” I called to our son as I ran into the river. My sneakers slid on underwater stones, the flow rising to my calves. I flailed my arms for balance, but the force started to carry me downriver. I don’t know how to swim. I locked my hands around the sharp top of a protruding rock, certain I would drown if I let go. I looked at Brian.


I have to get to my son.


Brian slid but gripped a knob and pulled his chin and chest toward the front of the boulder while the unbridled water cascaded backward under his knees.


A stronger wave slammed against his rock and shot skyward.


I froze.


Half-swimming and gaining footing, Oskar pulled Erika from under the deep water.


A split-second of serenity seemed to surround my son.


When the falling force slapped full strength against his body, it wrenched him from the rock into the glacial flow. Another wave hit and propelled him downstream. I screamed, barely catching a glimpse of Brian floating out of sight.


Oskar drew Erika close and clutched a trunk. I saw her cry, showing she could breathe again.


The rampant waves drenched me as I scrambled to get to my husband who was now feet from the hill. “I can’t move,” I yelled.


“Squat, stretch your arms out, and inch each foot,” he called out. I did and squeezed anything that held me for a second. I stepped one heavy sneaker at a time toward him. At his back, my hands bled down the khaki pants as we pushed our soaked bodies to the vertical roots. Erika wrapped herself tighter around her father’s chest.


Trying to hold tangled foliage at the clay wall, I lost my grip and stumbled until I could grab another outgrowth. There was no way to shield our ears against the sound of the rising water that continued its crashes and slams downstream.




* *


Erika dropped a leg from her father’s waist. “I have to get Brian,” she said.


I turned my head toward my husband’s ashen face while he lifted his daughter to my back. He kissed her and said, “I’m going to find your brother,” starting downstream amid the thundering water rising above our calves.


Aghast, I blurted, “Climb up to the hill!” He glanced at the flow and managed to step on small clumps of mud and rock and hoist himself to the edge of the slope. I saw him tramp through brush and around trees facing the river, loudly exclaiming, “Brian!” I wanted more than anything to keep Erika with me and run along the ridge shouting, “We’re here, my son!” He could be clinging to a branch somewhere.


My daughter’s small frame shuddered in her soggy shirt and shorts as she closed her arms tight at my neck. Determined to get her into dry clothes quickly, I pointed myself up the muddy roots.















TWO

WHERE IS BRIAN?







Erika clawed at my neck and cried, “Mom, don’t let me fall!” Promising to keep her safe, I jabbed my feet and grabbed roots with knobs until I planted spongy shoes on trailing vines. Wriggling to the ground, Erika ran to the first switchback and stood shivering, her arms crossed.


I steadied my legs and hurried to her. Pressing my face against her shirt, I said, “Thank you for being so brave.”


We huffed through upturns to the grassy area at the back of the repair shop. I cried out for help. Mechanic Alois ran out an open door, and I said, “My son—in the river!” He and his partner raced down the slope.


Erika wrapped her trembling body around me. Holding her close, I kissed her, told her it was good three people were searching, and carried her to the car. The sweltering interior felt welcoming, and at the back seat, she raised her arms for her shirt to come off, then pushed her cutoff jeans down. I pulled the plaid blanket to our necks, and she blinked several times while I rubbed her blue legs. She said, “Brian is waving, ‘I’m right here.’”


My daughter settled on my lap; I tucked her head close and squeezed my eyelids while dread flashed to the tremendous slam of water and rocks. I wanted to hope my son was waiting somewhere on a log and said to Erika, “Your dad will look everywhere, and your big brother will fight with all his might to get to him.”


She rejected warming up in her comfy red sweater, instead choosing the blue-striped shirt Brian had worn two days earlier when we hiked lower trails in the Alps. “Until Dad brings him back,” she said.


I bundled the blanket close to her and slid away to open the hatch. After pulling out a wool sweater to cover my soggy shoulders, I lifted my son’s blue shirt and sketchpad from the top of his suitcase. I hugged them both and prayed he was waiting on a stump, signaling, “I’m right here.”


I felt a strong urge to go down to the river, run along the bank, and inspect every log and boulder. At the same time, I shook like jelly and struggled to close the hatch. Next to Erika again, I slipped her brother’s shirt over her head, and she pulled up her striped pants. Nestling her against me, I rocked her like I was trying to win a race. She pushed away until I sat still.


Whispering a rhythmic cadence, “You’re safe, and I love you now and forever,” helped us both breathe deeply and slow the shock. A clear voice said, Stay with your daughter.


This was, of course, for her benefit—Erika had to trust me—but it was for mine, too. A part of me was scared of what I might find.
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At that time in western Austria, no official rescue team existed, leaving the police to conduct the search. Three officers arrived at one o’clock, and I repeated to myself several times, Oskar and the others will peer at every possible rock, piece of wood, and clump of vegetation.


When both of us were warmer, I asked Erika if she would enjoy eating a snack under a nearby maple tree. She folded the blanket while I picked up a small water jug from the trunk and a container of nuts, raisins, and animal crackers.


The blanket spread, she sorted through the canister for her favorites and leaned against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her and rocked gently while she chewed.


“Mom, how come Dad saved me and not Brian?”


“You were closest.”


The words numbed me to the core, but then another thought let me breathe. The big wave had struck her brother seconds before she was pulled to her father’s chest. Although Brian would have seen Erika lifted from under the water, she had surely been spared the image of him flying off his rock.


Later, I shared another thought about the words, Save Erika. “Sometimes things just happen.” I told her life can be that way, but I believed her brother loved her “with his very best love.” She smoothed the front of the blue shirt and snuggled closer.


With the last patch of shade gone, Erika climbed off my lap, wiped her forehead on a shirtsleeve, and said, “Brian does that.” I dabbed my eyes while she filled her mouth three more times.
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2:00 p.m.


“How about we go inside where it’s cooler,” I said, standing to gather our belongings.


At the repair shop entrance, I fumbled with the knob, knowing if I turned it, I might learn that Brian was dead. But he could have been found alive, so I rotated my hand to the right, pushing the door open.


A large fan in the waiting room blew cool air across us. Erika spied a toy car sitting on a nearby windowsill and ran to pick it up. A man came out of an office, frowned at his greasy fingers, but extended them and looked straight at me. “Hello, Mrs. Jensen, I’m Deniz, another mechanic. Come with me.”


Given the emergency and the smallish repair shop, I wasn’t surprised he knew who I was. I searched his face for clues about possible information. It told me nothing. I would listen and hope. The only word I couldn’t accept was dead. I smiled at Erika scooting the car and then at Deniz. “I wonder, does the blue car have a friend?”


Deniz said, “I will find one.”


He soon returned with a red car. “I’ll bet this red Chevy can race the fastest,” I said.


My daughter knelt on the linoleum and lined up the two cars. Deniz motioned me into the office, and I waved through the glass. I saw Erika put one hand on each roof and send the wheels spinning. The mechanic told me five men had walked the edge of the hill along several stretches.


“Did they see my son?”


Deniz dropped his head and brushed a hand through his wavy brown hair. “Someone told the police they saw an arm floating.” My legs buckled. I grabbed onto a chair and fell to its seat. While I tried to slow my breathing, Deniz gave details about my husband and others searching from the road. The hillside further downriver was too rocky and steep to walk close to the water.


Erika knocked. “Mom, the red car won. Can we go now?”


I gave the toys back to Deniz and took my daughter’s hand. “This nice man will take us to a guesthouse where we can stay. How about we go there and wait for your dad?”


“And Brian.”


“Yes, and Brian.”


Deniz walked out the door and motioned for us to follow in our car. For a short distance, the river flowed on our right, and still appeared as a swollen, sinister force. I reminded myself we were traveling upstream. Brian was downstream. Somewhere.


The road wound toward the hilltop community of Fliess. We passed knolls where white daisies danced in the breeze and Holstein cows grazed indifferently. Two days earlier at a farm stay, the kids had sat among daisies and listened to cowbells. Brian had smiled at Erika, touched every petal of one daisy, and said, “She loves me; she loves me ”


The knolls and cowbells continued, and I asked my daughter, “How many cowbells can you count?”


We came to the village’s narrow street with its pitched roofs and stucco buildings. Deniz pulled into a driveway. The three-story, tamarind-colored guesthouse looked solid and reassuring. I parked, and Erika said, “Eighteen cowbells.”


A short but sturdy woman with a salt-and-pepper bun walked toward my open window. She wiped her eyes with a handkerchief, tucked it in her sleeve, and stretched her hands to hold mine. She said, “I Frau Mayr, Alois’s mother. You family now.” Her brown eyes opened wide to Erika. “You call me ‘Gramma.’”


I winked at my daughter, stepped out of the car, and hugged this generous lady. Her solidness, warmth, and readiness to embrace a total stranger reminded me of Oskar’s mother. Erika got out, and we three spread arms toward each other. I didn’t realize how much I needed and welcomed the closeness.


Frau Mayr held Erika’s hand while they walked to a door. I followed them up two flights of stairs to a hallway on the second floor. Frau stepped inside a suite and said, “You stay long as you like. No charge.” We strode through the living and dining area, kitchenette, and bedroom with a king-sized bed, its comforter trimmed in tea roses. Frau told me she could bring a cot and again dabbed her eyes. I took her hand and said, “You are very kind, thank you.” When Erika touched the table bouquet of edelweiss, Austria’s national flower, Frau selected one flower from the vase and handed it to her.


I filled two water glasses, and my daughter finished one and poured another while I went to the balcony and took sips. The small village shops greeted me from below. Knowing I must continue to watch for signs of shock like rapid pulse and breathing in both of us, I alternated between monitoring our breathing and images of a person floating with one visible arm. I willed myself to focus on the present, take care of my daughter, and get updates about Brian.


Frau returned with a tray of apple strudel, milk, and iced tea. She smoothed her apron and hugged me. “You ask, I help you.” Her compassion inspired me to carry on with hope.


I managed to taste the pastry and drink a little of the tea. Erika sat down at the table, cut a section of strudel, and set it on her tea-rose plate. She ate a small portion and drank a glass of milk. When she had swallowed the last crumb and wiped her mouth with the linen napkin, I gave her a thumbs-up. Her appetite seemed to be intact. So far, from outward signs, the tragedy hadn’t appeared to overwhelm her. I was happy about that but knew she had feelings she couldn’t or wasn’t ready to put into words.


She went to the window that faced the back property and said, “Mom, there are apple trees.” I scanned the two rows and the ground. “How about we pick up the fallen ones for more strudel?” The afternoon had become even warmer, and I sponged her face before we headed up the short hill to the orchard. There were a dozen trees, and most appeared to be a variety I knew as Irish Peach, a large apple with a pink tinge. We filled Erika’s pack until the canvas bulged, and she sat down to count. “Six with brown spots and twenty with no spots.” Another apple dropped close by. She jumped up, grabbed it, and sat down. “I think Dad found Brian.”


My hands shook as I held them to my daughter’s cheeks and kissed her. “Wherever Brian is, he knows we love him and are trying our hardest to get to him.”


About six o’clock, while stretched out in the grassy orchard, we heard car doors close in the parking lot below. Oskar and Alois walked toward the guesthouse, their voices muted.


Erika ran down the hill and leaped into her father’s arms. “Dad, did you find him?”


My husband’s empty, sallow face had wrinkles I had never noticed, and his frame was hunched. His tense body hugged his daughter, and he shook his head. “Not yet.”


An hour later, the orange sun reached toward the blue mountains, and Frau knocked softly. Oskar managed a slight smile as he shook her hand and picked up the tray from the hall table with Wiener schnitzel and potato and beetroot salads, all attractively displayed. Frau carried a chocolate cake with an American flag and held it out to Erika. “This special for you.”


I walked toward my new friend, repeating, “Danke schön, danke schön,” grasped her arms, and couldn’t let go. After a few moments, I kissed her cheek, and she bowed and left. A part of me wished I had invited her to stay, her empathy filling an immediate, deep need for companionship. But I sensed Oskar would be uncomfortable, and I didn’t know how Frau would feel. The sound of her feet faded, and I touched the stack of plates.


There were four dinner plates, and I held the stack for what seemed like minutes. Oskar sat down, put his elbows on the table, and bowed his head into his hands. Erika looked back and forth between her father and me, took a plate, and said, “This is for Brian,” setting it in front of the fourth chair.


We joined hands, and I prayed. “Dear God, Erika, Oskar, and I are grateful beyond words to be safe. Please stay with Brian until we find him.”


Embracing us through His loving arms, God ached for us. He liked joyful outcomes as much as humans . . . The question now was where to go from here. More prayer? More searching?


I chewed bites from each dish, the savory flavors and seasonings reminding me Frau had prepared this food with love. It tasted of her tenderness. Oskar silently ate a small helping of both salads and the veal and then stared at his hands. Erika scraped the vinegar-infused onions away from her potatoes and forked two bites. She swallowed a piece of veal with its crusty breading, then took a large chunk of cake with extra frosting. I cut a small slice for myself and mouthed, “Yummy,” while she licked her fingers.


After Erika’s last bite, she went to touch her brother’s suitcase at the closet door and pulled on her bottom lip. “Why isn’t Brian calling us?”


I picked up my napkin, twisted it into a rope, and blinked at Oskar. He cleared his throat, and his eyes met mine, but he said nothing. I went to scoop my daughter close. “We don’t know, love, but we have to believe he’s safe.”


My husband stood. “I’ll get the maps.” He returned and opened a detailed one of the area, moving his hands over the surface and marking dots along the river. Amid copious notetaking, his furrowed brow told me not to ask questions.


The hot evening cooled a bit, and a breeze blew Erika’s hair. She wiggled away from me and asked to take a bath. When I turned on the tub faucet, the flow gushed full force, and I ran out to the balcony, the river’s rise continuing to unnerve me. I took several long breaths and thought about the sweetness of the apples, the cake, and Erika’s ability to embrace all of it in spite of the tragedy. When she signaled that the tub was almost full, I steeled myself to go in and turn off the tap. In the steamy quiet, a slight fragrance of Irish Peach drifted through the window, and I let the aroma soak deep.


After my fingers tested the water, I helped my daughter step in. She plopped down with a splash and relaxed in the perfect temperature, rubbing a washcloth across her face. I knelt and sluiced water over her back, pushing away images of floodgates opening wide and two small children struggling to get to safety. I replayed the scene, and they were both rescued.


With Erika dry and in pajamas, I turned down the comforter, sat on the bed, and held her. Our cheeks touched as we breathed and swayed together, the tiny fragments of normalcy calming: a regular kind of dinner, a bath, snuggling, and Oskar studying maps and brochures. I challenged myself to be reassured by the prospect of a night in the clean, comfortable bed and the promise of early morning coffee. Somehow, the glass had to feel half full.


Erika didn’t want a story, and I understood when she said, “I want to say my every night prayer.” This night wasn’t like every night, but no amount of prayer was too much to help us cope with whatever might transpire in the times ahead. We knelt beside the bed, and Oskar bent next to his daughter. Erika folded her hands under her chin. “Thank you for Mom. Thank you for Dad. Thank you for Brian. Thank you for me.”


Whatever happened in the coming hours and days, I wanted us to smile at our individual ways of holding a fork, laugh at washing or not washing our faces, and applaud the kinds of compliments we gave each other. Normal steadiness had to be part of survival. I knew it would not be easy to connect with the happy parts of our lives if we didn’t find Brian alive, and I counted on God giving us strength to pull through.


None of us moved until Erika spotted Rocky, her brother’s stuffed bear, sitting on the comforter. Oskar must have found him in the car. She stood, picked him up along with her own Doggie, and climbed to the middle of the bed. Tucking Rocky under her left arm and Doggie under her right, I settled close beside her. Oskar stretched out next to Doggie. Three times, I reached to wind the bear’s music box to honor Brian’s nightly melodic message from his friend. Every time, I drew back. Finally, Erika asked her dad for the Rock-a-bye song, and Oskar turned the key. She closed her eyes. In the darkness, I wondered where Brian was. I prayed that the music was reaching him and that the soothing sounds kept him with us.
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With our daughter asleep, I inched to the edge of the mattress, stood, and stepped out onto the balcony. I whispered, “God, I’m here, we’re here.” That’s all I could manage, but I did feel His closeness. Oskar silently joined me, and we watched the peaks fade into the darkening sky. Three people strolled in the street below while my husband rubbed his eyes. I slid my arm around his back. “We are all doing everything we can,” I said.


He shook his head, pressed his lips tight, and closed his eyes. I rubbed his shoulder and said, “And it won’t help to blame ourselves or anyone. We need to focus on the search.”


“No one here thinks Brian could have survived,” he said.


“But do we say he’s—dead?” The word seemed to wail across the breeze.


The water had stayed high and fast throughout the afternoon while Oskar and the other men scrambled over brush along the top of the incline and peered through police binoculars at rocks, root balls, and bits of debris up and down the river. Then they trekked upward through the rise and along the road. Nothing.


I wiped sweat from my forehead and folded my shaking arms. “Can’t we just say we haven’t found him yet? I don’t think Erika is ready to believe Brian is dead. I’m not, either.”


My husband bent his torso toward the railing. “Yes, we should say we’re still looking.”


I brought up calling our families. Oskar stared into the darkness and nodded, agreeing that we had to inform them. We decided his mother in Norway should take the next flight to Innsbruck while my mother should stay in Seattle, keeping the circle small. Other family and friends could send prayers and energy. Our minds needed to be clear to process the events of each day and, if Brian was dead, the opportunity to grieve privately. I clung to the one thought: We’re still looking. Every possible rock, log, and piece of brush had to be examined before my heart could accept Brian’s death. I prayed for fortitude—for Erika and Oskar and for myself.


It was midnight when we walked quietly back inside the bedroom. Oskar kept his arms down when I hugged him and softly said, “You are the hero. You saved our daughter.” He strode to the right side of the bed, lay down, and pulled the covers to his forehead.


I stretched out on my side and took steps to relax into dreaming, eventually finding myself on a cushion of grass in a lush meadow, daisies popping up around me.
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