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PROLOGUE

We have been hesitant to write this book. As you will soon discover, this story is not as simple as it appears. It involves more than our two families and a bizarre case of mistaken identity. While many people were indirectly impacted by the events you are about to read, seven families other than our own were directly and tragically impacted. Four of those families suffered and continue to suffer from the loss of their precious loved ones: the families of Laurel Erb, Brad Larson, Betsy Smith, and Monica Felver. Three individuals—Connie Magers, Vickie Rhodes, and Michelle Miller—all staff members at Taylor University, lived through the horrible moments of April 26, 2006, and their lives will never be the same.

Out of respect to these people and many others, we chose not to write a blow-by-blow account of all that happened on the night of the accident. Nor do we want to give the impression that our story somehow supersedes those of the others involved. We are keenly aware that the only reason our story stands out is due to the unique situation surrounding the mistaken identity that thrust this story into the national spotlight. Neither of our families asked for nor enjoyed the attention we received. We’re both very private families, and to have our lives thrown open before the world caused us discomfort.

We were also hesitant to write this book due to concern for Whitney herself. At the onset of her recovery and healing process, she often said she did not want to be known as “that girl.” Her hope was for this all to quiet down, for a chance to be normal again. She did not want the attention.

However, in the days and months following the unique reversal of May 31, 2006, many people from around the world contacted both our families, telling us how God had used our experience to speak to their lives. As we prayed for God to help us understand the hows and the whys around these events, our hearts became open to sharing this story as a way to encourage others. At the one-year memorial of the accident, our two families sat down together for breakfast and immediately felt a kindred spirit. At that time, Whitney shared how she was beginning to see how God could use this story for greater good. As we talked, we sensed that the time was right to share what you are about to read.

In the discussions that followed, we wrestled with the right approach to telling this story. Many people played a part in this drama, each with a unique perspective and their own story to tell. Finding a way to blend so many voices proved to be a daunting task. Finally, we settled upon simply writing the book from the vantage point of each family, describing the events as they unfolded around us. In order to help you experience what we experienced, we’ve re-created the events and conversations. In order to keep the story moving, we at times chose to combine events that took place over several days into one event. To protect the privacy of those involved, we often use only first names, or on rare occasions, names have been changed. However, none of the events within this story have been enhanced or over-dramatized. We actually lived through everything you are about to read.

It is a horrible thing to lose a child. Yet even in the midst of the worst of tragedies, God reveals Himself. These are not just words we use to keep our spirits up during difficult days. We have experienced this revelation for ourselves. Above all things, this is the message we hope to convey. This is a story about God’s grace and His love for us that transcends the worst this world can dish out.

None of us are in any way unique or special. We are simply average people who have accepted God’s love for us, demonstrated through Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection. God has proven Himself faithful to each of us, giving comfort and strength when in our humanness we were in great need. And His faithfulness has deepened our trust in Him.

The story of how two girls, Laura Van Ryn and Whitney Cerak, could be mistaken for each other may seem fantastic and unbelievable, yet that’s not the real story here. This book is really about how God has sustained two families through His grace.

We hope after all that is said on these pages, you see it is really all about Him.
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THE EXCHANGE

Colleen Cerak woke up with a start to the sound of the phone ringing. Her eyes could barely focus as she tried to make out the alarm clock on the nightstand. It was nearly two in the morning, Wednesday, May 31. When she finally reached the phone, she thought she recognized the voice on the other end as a man identified himself as the Grant County coroner. The same man had called five weeks earlier, telling her that Whitney, her eighteen-year-old daughter, had died in an accident along with three other Taylor University students and a university employee. That call also came late at night. Why would the coroner call me in the middle of the night now? she wondered.

“The county chaplain is monitoring this call,” the coroner told her. Then he asked what struck Colleen as a very strange question. “Are you alone?”

“What? Yes. I mean no,” she said. “Carly, my daughter, is home with me.”

“Would you please ask her to listen in on this conversation?”

If she hadn’t been so asleep, Colleen might have asked why it mattered if she were alone, and why the coroner had called at such an ungodly hour. But she didn’t. Her body was awake, but her mind hadn’t caught up with it yet. She climbed out of bed, walked across the hall to Carly’s room, and woke her up. “I need you to listen in on this call. I’m going downstairs to get the other phone. Don’t hang up,” Colleen said.

Carly was sound asleep when her mother threw the cordless phone on her bed. “What? You want me to do what? Why?” Carly asked, but Colleen had already started down the stairs. Half asleep, but already panicking, Carly put the phone to her ear. She listened as her mother asked the man to identify himself again. The moment she heard him say he was the coroner, Carly felt sick to her stomach.

“We now know,” the coroner said, “that the accident survivor in the hospital identified as Laura Van Ryn is not in fact Laura. This fact was confirmed earlier this evening through her dental records.”

Carly listened upstairs while Colleen was downstairs on the main extension. Neither of them said a word, their minds unable to comprehend what they were hearing. Then the coroner dropped his bombshell. “We have reason to believe your daughter may be alive.”

“No. No. That’s impossible. We buried her,” Colleen said. In her half-awake state, she thought the coroner was saying that Whitney had been alive when she was placed in her casket, meaning the family had buried her alive. The thought horrified her. The coroner quickly clarified what he meant. “We have reason to believe that the girl identified as Laura Van Ryn is, in fact, your daughter Whitney Cerak.”

The moment Carly heard the coroner say that Laura was Whitney, she threw down the phone and stormed down the stairs. “No, no, no!” she screamed. “Hang up the phone, Mom. HANG UP! I can’t believe someone would be so cruel as to pull a prank like this. This is the worst thing I’ve ever heard of IN MY LIFE!”

“What did you say?” Colleen said to the coroner. She could hardly hear his response.

“Mom, listen to me!” Carly yelled. “There’s no way that isn’t Laura. Her family and her boyfriend have been right at her side for five weeks. Five weeks! Don’t you think they would have noticed if it weren’t Laura? A lot of my friends have seen her. Kelly was there! Mom, don’t you think my own roommate would have noticed something as obvious as this!? Whitney doesn’t look like Laura. Why would someone do this?” She began crying. “Mom, hang up the phone. Hang up, HANG UP!”

Finally Colleen asked the coroner, “May I call you back? I really need some time to think.”

The coroner seemed taken aback by her question. “Mrs. Cerak, this is a very serious matter. We need you to bring your daughter’s dental records to the hospital in Grand Rapids as quickly as possible so that we can make a positive identification.”

“I understand that. What’s your number there?”

“Mrs. Cerak!”

“May I please have your number?” Colleen’s mind could not process what he was telling her; she was in shock. Maybe Carly is right. Maybe this is nothing but a cruel, cruel hoax. Once Colleen had the phone number, she hung up the phone and sank into her chair. Carly sat across from her on the sofa, fuming.

“Who could be so cruel?” Carly asked. Colleen didn’t respond. She checked the phone number and discovered that the call had, in fact, come from Marion General Hospital in Indiana, the hospital to which Whitney’s body had been taken on the night she died.

“That doesn’t mean the call was real,” Carly protested. She looked over at her mother. “Mom, you don’t actually believe this garbage, do you?” She threw up her hands in frustration. In her mind, Carly believed she had to be the voice of reason in the family. Her father, a youth pastor, was in New York with a group of high school seniors for their annual graduation trip. With him gone, she kicked into full big-sister mode. “Mom, believe me. I know that the girl in the hospital is Laura, not Whitney. I know what I’m talking about. Who are you going to believe, your own daughter or some stranger making prank calls in the middle of the night!?”

Colleen didn’t know what to do next. She hesitated to call and awaken her husband, Newell, when she didn’t yet have any firm information. Going on this trip had been a hard enough decision for him. It was his first step toward something approaching normalcy in his job since they’d lost Whitney five weeks earlier. If this was in fact a hoax, Colleen saw no reason to make him suffer through it as well. Unsure of where else to turn, she called Newell’s best friend and coworker, Pastor Jim Mathis, who had walked with the family through the tragedy of Whitney’s death. “Jim, we have a situation here,” she said, “and I don’t know where else to turn. We just received a phone call . . .”

“A fake phone call!” Carly shouted in the background.

“We just received a phone call from someone claiming to be the Grant County coroner. He said . . .”—Colleen could hardly believe the words were coming out of her mouth—“he said that Whitney may be alive.”

“What?” Jim said. “How?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even know if the call was real. Would you check it out for me? I don’t think I can.”

“Sure. What’s the number?”

Five minutes later he called back and said, “It looks like we need to go on another road trip.”

As soon as she hung up the phone, Colleen called the family dentist for Whitney’s dental records, which he said he would bring over right away. Only then did she call her husband. The moment Colleen said his name, Newell knew something was wrong. “Not Carly,” he said. “Please tell me that it’s not Carly.” With Whitney gone, he couldn’t bear the thought of something happening to their only surviving daughter.

“No, no, no. Carly’s fine. It’s uh . . . it’s about Whitney.”

“What?”

“I just got a call from the Grant County coroner’s office, and they think . . . they think Whitney may be alive.”

“That’s impossible,” he said. “We buried her. She can’t be alive.”

“Let me talk to him,” Carly yelled in the background and then grabbed the phone out of her mother’s hand. “Don’t believe any of this, Dad. The phone call said they think Laura is Whitney, but she can’t be. My friends saw her. They know Whitney. Believe me, Dad, this is impossible!”

“I know, Carly. I know” was all he could say in response.

Colleen got back on the line. “Jim is going to drive us down to Grand Rapids so we can hand over Whitney’s dental records to the hospital. I’m sure it’s nothing but a wild-goose chase, but we have to go.”

“Be sure to call me as soon as you get there,” Newell said. Then he hung up the phone and tried to sleep, to no avail. His mind spun out of control as he lay in the dark. He replayed all that had happened since Colleen had first called him on April 26, 2006, and told him that Whitney had been in an accident. He had been away on a ministry-related trip that night as well. Since then he’d carried a hole in his soul that could not be filled. Yet it wasn’t a grief without hope. He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Whitney was in the very presence of God in heaven. Yet now the family was told she was not in heaven, but alive in a hospital in Grand Rapids, Michigan. “Unbelievable,” he repeated over and over.

As he tossed and turned in his bed, one thought raced through his mind: How can this even be possible? If a mistake had been made, someone would have noticed in the first couple of days. But five weeks? Five weeks?! Impossible. How could the Van Ryns not have realized this girl wasn’t their daughter? She must be horribly disfigured, since it wasn’t just the immediate family who would have to be mistaken. Her boyfriend and all of Laura’s closest friends had also visited her in the hospital, and not one of them had alerted authorities that there might be a mistake. How could no one have noticed they had misidentified the person in that bed?

Neither he nor Colleehn had seen Whitney’s body after the accident. It had made sense at the time, but now a wave of self-doubt washed over him. We didn’t want the image of Whit lying in a casket burned in our minds, he reminded himself. Colleen and I agreed that we didn’t want that to be the first thing we thought of when we thought about her. Not once had they questioned their decision. Now, for the first time, Newell wondered how the authorities had identified the bodies at the scene of the accident. That opened the door for the biggest question of all: Could Whitney really be alive?

While Newell tossed and turned in bed at a campground in New Jersey, the rest of the family got ready for what Carly later called “the worst car trip of my life.” Colleen told her, “You should pack some clothes to take with us. If this really is Whitney, we’ll probably stay down there for a while.”

Carly shot her mother a look. “Would you be realistic, Mother? I told you. My friends have been down there. They’ve seen her. They all know it’s Laura. If it were Whitney, don’t you think Laura’s best friends would have noticed?”

“Carly, please, we just have to make sure. Okay?” Colleen said.

“We already know for sure,” Carly said and stormed off. She refused to entertain even the slightest hope that her sister could be alive. If she did, and those hopes were crushed, it would feel like the night Whitney died all over again.

Colleen went downstairs and woke up Sandra, whom the family lovingly called, “the girl who lives in the basement.” Sandra Sepulveda had moved in with the Ceraks during her sophomore year of high school after her family moved away from Gaylord. With time she became like another sister to Carly and Whitney. Colleen shook her and said, “Sandra, we’ve got to drive down to Grand Rapids. Right now. Tonight.”

“What? Why?” Sandra said, still half asleep.

“The coroner called and told us Whitney may be alive,” Colleen said. The words struck her as absurd even as they left her lips.

“What? How?” Sandra yelled as she jumped out of bed and raced up the stairs after Colleen.

“We don’t know. That’s why we have to go to GR,” Colleen said. Sandra peppered her with questions, but all Colleen could say in response was, “I’ve already told you everything I know.”

Colleen, Carly, and Sandra climbed in Jim’s car and drove toward Grand Rapids, four hours away. No one said much of anything for a very long time. Carly sat in the backseat next to Sandra, still fuming. Finally she said, “What will the Van Ryns think when we come barging into Laura’s room?”

“They aren’t there,” Colleen said. “I was told they left the hospital some time on Tuesday after the hospital confirmed the girl in the room wasn’t Laura.”

“What?” Carly’s head spun. “None of this makes any sense. There’s no way they could have gone this long thinking it was Laura if it wasn’t her. No way.” No one argued her point.

Silence filled the car for the next hour. By this time Carly had cooled off. Although she didn’t want to talk about it, she’d spent that hour considering the news that the Van Ryns had ended their constant vigil. They haven’t left Laura’s side for five weeks. Why would they leave now? What if . . . ? “Did they tell you why the Van Ryns left?” Carly asked, as if the earlier conversation had never ended.

“All they told me was the hospital now knows the girl in the room isn’t Laura,” Colleen said. “The Van Ryns left the hospital after dental records confirmed this fact. If it was Laura, they would still be there.”

“That still doesn’t mean that it’s Whitney,” Carly protested. “I can’t believe it’s not Laura, but if it isn’t, it could be some random girl they put in her room by mistake.” Even as she said the words, she realized how foolish they sounded. Carly didn’t want to admit it, but she, too, had started to believe Whitney might be alive.

Colleen told the girls, “You know if Whitney is alive, Hollywood will have to make this into a movie.” Everyone laughed, even Carly.

“And, if they do, Jennifer Lopez will have to play Sandra,” Colleen joked. “After all, they’re both Puerto Rican.”

“I think Robert Redford will have to be Newell,” Colleen said.

“Watch it, Mom. We know how you feel about Robert Redford,” Carly joked.

“Stop it,” Colleen laughed. “They’d have to have Kate Hudson play Whitney. I’ve always thought they kind of looked alike,” Colleen said. “And Mel Gibson for you, Jim.” Everyone roared with laughter when she said that.

Colleen, Carly, Sandra, and Jim pulled into the parking lot of Spectrum Health Continuing Care Hospital around seven in the morning. Two hospital employees met them and tried to explain the situation and then asked if the Ceraks had any questions. They had only one: Where is she? As the women led them down the hall, Carly began to shake uncontrollably. She could hardly breathe. Colleen led the way, with Carly and Sandra hanging on behind. Jim respectfully lagged back several steps.

When they reached the room with the nameplate “Laura Van Ryn,” Colleen took a deep breath and pushed the door open slightly. Although the lights in the room were dim, there was no mistaking the girl lying on the hospital bed. Colleen let out a sigh of relief and whispered. “It’s Whitney.”

Carly lunged past her mother and rushed to her sister, with Sandra and Colleen close behind. The three of them started hugging Whitney and burst into tears. It really was her. Her blonde hair, her blue eyes, her nose, and the shape of her mouth; beyond a shadow of a doubt, it was Whitney!

Whitney slowly opened her eyes, wide and expressionless. Although her neck brace restricted her movement, she nodded her head yes over and over as her sister and mother repeated her name. Carly fell to the floor sobbing, her body unable to contain her overwhelming joy. The women who had escorted the Ceraks to Whitney’s room rushed in and tried to quiet the three of them down. “She can’t handle this much stimulation,” they said.

“But my sister is alive. My sister is alive!” Carly said and the celebration continued.

Colleen pulled out her cell phone. She could barely see the numbers due to the tears in her eyes. “Newell,” she said, “I’m standing here and it’s Whitney. It really is Whitney.”

Newell could not believe what he was hearing. He thought he must be dreaming. “Hang up the phone and call me right back,” he said, just to make sure this was real. Immediately his cell phone rang again. “I’m standing here and she’s as beautiful as ever,” Colleen said. Newell fell to his knees, crying like a baby.

“What does she look like?” he asked. “Is anything wrong with her?”

“No.” Colleen replied. “There’s not a mark on her face. It’s really her.”

Then Newell heard a sound he thought he would never hear again. Through the phone he heard the daughter he believed he’d said good-bye to for the final time five weeks earlier say in almost a whisper, “I love you, Dad.”
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APRIL 26, 2006

Carly. It’s sista. I signed you up for global commute night and I think a few of my friends are coming too, like Amy, Ann, and maybe Emily, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you to come, I totally do. And are you working the banquet in Fort Wayne? I hope you are, I hope you are, I hope you are! K. Love you. Bye.

VOICE-MAIL MESSAGE FROM WHITNEY LEFT ON CARLY’S CELL PHONE, WEDNESDAY, APRIL 26, 2006

Lisa Van Ryn sat upstairs in her parents’ home in Caledonia, Michigan, watching television and talking on the phone to her friend Julie. The two became friends as teenagers when they met at a camp in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. Later they served on staff there, along with Lisa’s sister Laura and another friend, Brad Larson.

While Julie talked to Lisa on the home phone, she was also exchanging text messages on her cell phone with Laura and Brad. The two were sitting next to each other in a Taylor University van on their way back to the Upland campus from Taylor’s campus in Fort Wayne. That evening Laura and Brad had worked at a banquet there honoring Taylor’s new president.

“Okay, okay, this one is great,” Julie told Lisa.

“Why? What did they say?”

“Get this. They both sent me the same text at the exact same time. It says, ‘It’s your choice who you text back first.’ ”

Lisa laughed. “That’s great. So the one you like most, you text first? Very funny. So which one will you choose?”

“I don’t know. Which would you choose?” Julie said. “Oh, wait. That’s a stupid question. Of course you would pick your sister. All right, hold on while I reply.” Julie sent text messages back to both, but she didn’t tell Lisa who she replied to first. Neither Laura nor Brad responded to Julie’s texts.

Downstairs, the thought of calling Laura flashed through Don Van Ryn’s mind. He’d just arrived home from an exceptionally long workday at a trade show in Detroit. It had been a good day made better by the fact that Laura’s boyfriend, Aryn Linenger, had been able to meet Don at the trade show during lunch. Aryn wasn’t just a boyfriend. Don and Susie knew that he was planning to ask Laura to marry him when she graduated from Taylor in three weeks. The two met when she was a freshman and he a senior and had dated ever since. Don and Susie had already started thinking of Aryn as a son-in-law, which made Don enjoy spending time with him.

While Don and Aryn walked through the trade show floor together, Aryn’s cell phone rang. It was Laura. The two talked briefly; then Aryn asked Don, “Would you like to say hi to Laura?” Expecting to hear his daughter’s voice, Don took the phone and said, “Hi, Laurie.” No answer. He repeated his greeting, but the call had dropped. “Oh well,” he told Aryn as he handed him back his phone, “I’ll talk to her later.” It was later now, but Don was too tired to do anything except kick off his shoes and collapse into his favorite chair.

Susie had not been home much longer than Don. Wednesdays can be long days at the hair salon where she worked, and she had run a few errands on the way home. She tried calling Laura sometime between eight and eight-thirty, but the call went straight to voice mail. Susie didn’t think much of it. She planned to try again when she got home, but the evening got away from her.

Around ten the home phone rang. When Susie answered, a man on the other end asked, “Is this the Van Ryn household?” Susie thought it was some sort of sales call, although most telemarketers didn’t call this late. He went on to identify himself as the chaplain of the Parkview Hospital in Fort Wayne. “Your daughter has been brought here as a patient,” he said. “She was involved in a very serious accident earlier this evening. She is in critical but stable condition.”

Fort Wayne? What is Laura doing in Fort Wayne? Susie struggled to make sense of what she’d just been told.

Don could tell by the look on his wife’s face that something had happened to one of their children. He picked up the extension in time to hear the chaplain say that Laura was unconscious in the intensive care unit. She had several broken bones and a very serious head injury. Don felt his body go numb.

Susie looked at him, her eyes wide as the color drained from her face. Laura was the youngest of their four fiercely independent children. Any one of them would jump in a car and drive anywhere and everywhere and never think a thing about it. Susie prayed for their safety every day, yet she wasn’t prepared for a phone call like this. Her pulse quickened, and she found it hard to breathe. “Can you repeat that for me?” she said.

“Your daughter Laura has been seriously injured in an automobile accident. She is in critical condition and unconscious. However, she’s stable and in intensive care,” the chaplain repeated.

Don’s first instinct was to drop everything and head straight for Fort Wayne. “Where exactly is the hospital?” Don asked. “We are on our way.”

Susie went upstairs to Lisa’s room. “Laura’s been in an accident,” she said. “Your dad and I are going to drive down to Fort Wayne. If you want to come with us we’re going to leave in about ten minutes.”

If I want to come with you? Of course I want to go with you, Lisa thought. She threw her toothbrush and Bible into her backpack, and grabbed a sweatshirt and her cell phone. Nothing else. Before she left she called a friend to ask her to cover her shift the next day at the Olive Garden. She thought she would be back at work in a couple of days. Neither she nor her parents had any idea of the ordeal that lay ahead of them.

Don, Susie, and Lisa jumped into their car and headed south toward Fort Wayne. As it turned out, Lisa had packed more than either of her parents. Not one of them were thinking of what they might need for an extended stay out of town. All they knew was that Laura had been in an accident, and they wanted to get to her as quickly as possible.

Before they’d even reached the on-ramp of I-96, Don began dialing Aryn’s number. Hi, this is Aryn. I can’t get to the phone right now. Leave me a message and I will get back with you. “Aryn, this is Don. I need you to call me on my cell right away.” He hung up his phone and immediately tried Aryn’s home number. No answer there either.

“Why don’t you try Jim and Trixie,” Susie said. “They may know where he is.”

“That’s a good idea,” Don said. He dialed Aryn’s parents’ home number. “Jim, Don Van Ryn here. I’m trying to get hold of Aryn. He isn’t there with you, is he . . . Do you know where he may be? . . . Well, listen, we just received a call that Laura’s been in an accident down in Indiana. Suz, Lisa, and I are on our way down to Parkview Hospital in Fort Wayne. We don’t know much right now, just that she’s in critical condition in ICU . . . Yeah . . . They said the van she was in was hit by a truck, but they didn’t tell us much more than that.”

While Don tried to locate Aryn, Lisa sat in the backseat tracking down her brothers, Kenny and Mark. Kenny was staying with a friend in Chicago for the week, while Mark was in school at Northern Michigan University in Marquette. In between calls to them, her cell rang. “Hi, Dawn . . . No, we don’t know anything either. What have you heard? Have they released any of the other names? If we hear anything I’ll call.” After she hung up, she said, “That was Dawn, Brad’s sister. She’s really upset.”

“Which hospital did they take Brad to?” Susie asked.

“She doesn’t know. They haven’t been told anything yet,” Lisa said.

A sick feeling washed over Susie. “Oh no,” she said. “I don’t like the sound of that at all.”

About that time Don’s cell phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number. “Don Van Ryn here,” he said. He then listened for a few moments before saying, “Suz, it’s the hospital. They want to insert a device into Laura’s skull to monitor the pressure on her brain, but they need our permission before they can do it.”

“Of course. Whatever they need to do.” Susie’s voice cracked as the words came out. Oh, God, she prayed, what will we find when we get there?

•  •  •

Although she felt the crunch that every college student feels in the last few weeks of a semester, Carly decided to skip studying Wednesday evening to play tennis with her friend Terra. The papers and assignments could wait one more day. Carly didn’t care that much about tennis, but Terra was dealing with a family tragedy and she needed a friend. Swatting a ball around the tennis courts that sit next to Taylor University’s Rediger Chapel seemed to Carly to be the perfect way to get her friend’s mind off all she was going through, if only for an hour or two. The match wasn’t too competitive as they talked about school and friends and their plans after college. One subject did not come up: the specifics of what Terra and her family were going through. That had been Carly’s plan all along. She wasn’t dodging the topic, but this perfect Indiana spring night didn’t seem to be the time nor the place to talk about it. The grief would still be there after the match was over.

About halfway through their match, Carly’s boyfriend, Ben, came running over from the parking lot to the tennis courts. Carly thought he wanted to take on the winner, but then she noticed the look on his face. “You need to call Whitney right away,” he said with panic in his voice. “There’s been an accident with one of the Taylor vans. She might have been in it,” he said.

“Was it bad?” Carly asked. Ben didn’t answer. He just looked down at the ground and shuffled his feet.

Carly felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. She raced to her car, grabbed her cell phone, and dialed Whitney’s number. After several rings the call went to voice mail. Carly hung up and dialed again. No answer, only voice mail. She dialed again. And again. And again. No answer. “How did you find out about this?” she asked Ben.

“It’s on the news and it’s already all over campus,” he said.

With that Carly jumped in her car, shouted for Ben and Terra to get in, and drove across campus to Olson Hall, the dorm where Whitney lived. If anyone knew exactly what had happened, it would be Shelley, Olson’s head resident. But Shelley was nowhere to be found. As word of the accident spread, more and more students came into Olson. Most were crying, which made Carly angry. She didn’t want anyone crying over Whitney because she refused to believe Whitney had been hurt in the accident. For all she knew, her sister hadn’t even been in the Taylor van involved in the accident, since the students working that night’s banquet in Fort Wayne were riding back in two vans. And even if Whitney had been in the accident, no one really knew how badly anyone had been hurt.

Carly walked outside onto the lawn in front of Olson and dialed her home number. No answer and no voice mail. She called her father’s cell phone. He didn’t answer either. They must be talking to each other, Carly thought. “Argh! Switch over,” she said as she reached her father’s voice mail once again. She kept pressing redial, hoping she would eventually get through to one number or the other.

•  •  •

“So did you get a lot of work done today?” Colleen asked Newell. They’d been on the phone for about ten minutes. He had gone to Mississippi with a group of men and women from his community to rebuild houses destroyed by Hurricane Katrina. Around 350 volunteers had come together from across the country to work with Habitat for Humanity on the project.

“Yeah, quite a bit, considering how hot it is down here. I can’t believe it’s like this in April. I would hate to be down here in the middle of the summer.” Newell’s phone beeped with an incoming call; he ignored it. “How did your Bible study go with the girls tonight?”

“Really well,” Colleen said. “We had a great prayer time. The girls opened up more than usual.” The call waiting beeped in her ear. “Now my phone’s beeping.”

“It has to be Carly or Whitney. No one else would be this persistent,” Newell said. “You want to switch over?”

“I’ll call them right back. I haven’t talked to you all day. I miss you. I’m ready for you to get home.”

“Me too. Okay, my phone’s beeping again. Maybe I should take it,” Newell said.

“Switch over and find out what she wants. I’ll hold,” Colleen said. He did but missed the call.

“Now mine’s beeping. I’ll call you back,” Colleen said. She pressed the Flash button on the phone. “Hello.”

“Mom,” Carly said. The desperation in Carly’s voice told Colleen that something was wrong. “There’s been an accident at Taylor with one of the vans,” Carly continued. “No one is sure if Whitney was in the van or not. You need to pray for her. Please pray.” Colleen wanted more details, but there were none to be had. “There’s a prayer service in the chapel in ten minutes. Maybe they’ll give more details then. I’ll call you back as soon as I know something,” Carly said, then hung up and called her dad. She gave him the same report she’d given her mother. When she hung up, her phone immediately started ringing. One friend after another called. She didn’t answer.

When Carly, Ben, and Terra walked into Rediger Chapel for the prayer vigil, it was already packed with students. Most were sobbing. Carly went up to the balcony so that she wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. She felt as if she were in a different world. Her friends surrounded her, all of them crying. Again, she wouldn’t let herself give in to tears, although her body shook with fear. She still wanted to believe her sister was all right.

After what felt like an eternity, a Taylor official walked up to the podium and announced that earlier that evening, a northbound semitrailer crossed over the center median of I-69 and struck a southbound fifteen-passenger Taylor University van near the Marion exit. The van was carrying five students and four food services employees. Of the nine people in the van, five had died. The names would not be released until all of the parents had been notified. Throughout the chapel, people began moaning and wailing. Carly felt her heart drop. The official went on to explain that two survivors had been airlifted to Parkview Hospital in Fort Wayne, one of whom was in critical condition. The rest of the victims had been taken to Marion General Hospital, about fifteen miles from the Taylor campus.

Carly jumped up and ran out of the building. She had to get to Marion immediately. No one had been able to give her any information regarding Whitney. Since the five bodies and two of the survivors had been taken to Marion General, it seemed like the logical (and closest) place to find answers.

During the ride to the hospital, Carly and her friends pleaded with God for Whitney’s life. Carly found it nearly impossible to pray beyond the words Please, God, give me my sister. She repeated this plea over and over again. Carly’s friends were sobbing, but she did not cry. No, I can’t cry, she told herself. If I give in to tears, that means giving in to my worst fears. I will not do that. Whitney is one of the survivors. She has to be.

They pulled into the hospital parking lot and ran toward the door. A crowd had already gathered in the front lobby when Carly approached the information desk. “I was told they brought my sister here. Whitney Cerak. Can you tell me what room she’s in and how she’s doing?” Carly asked.

The front desk worker scrolled through the pages on her computer. “I’m sorry, miss, I don’t have any information on your sister.”

“But she was in the Taylor van accident. I was told they brought the people from the accident here.”

“That is correct. But I can’t give out any specific information about who is here or anything about their conditions.”

“So who can tell me?” Carly said, her frustration rising. A nurse walked over.

“Did I hear you say you are a family member of one of the Taylor accident victims?” she asked.

“Yes,” Carly said.

“If you like, you can wait in the chapel. As soon as we have more information, someone will come in there and give it to you.” The nurse then directed Carly and her friends down the hall to the chapel. There they waited. And waited. And waited.

Back in Gaylord, Michigan, Colleen was frantic for more information. Knowing she needed to keep the phone line open, she made only one call. “Bob,” she said to her friend Bob Scott, a man who she knew she could count on to pray intently for her situation, “Whitney’s been in an accident, and we don’t know if she is okay. Would you please pray for us?” Bob assured her that he would.

Then she sat down and began pleading with God herself. As she prayed, Terra’s parents, who also lived in the area, walked into her living room and began praying as well. Soon Jim Mathis joined them. As time dragged by and the phone did not ring, Colleen used a cell phone to call some old friends in Upland, thinking that perhaps the local media had released more information. No one knew anything more. County officials still had not released any names.

Finally Colleen tried one last possible connection in Indiana, but no one answered her call. As soon as she hung up her cell phone, the house phone rang. Colleen swallowed hard before pressing the talk button. “Hello,” she said.

“May I speak with Newell or Colleen Cerak?”

“This is Colleen.”

The man then identified himself as the Grant County chaplain. “I am sorry,” he said, “but your daughter Whitney was in an accident this evening. She was pronounced dead at the scene.”

Colleen went numb. Tears began pouring down her face. “What . . . uh . . . is there anything I need to do?” Seeing her distress, her friends knew the worst had happened, and immediately went to Colleen and wrapped their arms around her.

“We need you and your husband to come here to make arrangements for your daughter’s body to be taken back home. I’m very sorry to have to tell you this. I am so sorry for your loss,” the chaplain said.

As soon as she hung up the phone, she called Newell. Her voice broke as she said, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” She could hardly force the words out. “Whitney’s gone,” she said.

“No. No, Colleen,” Newell said, his voice cracking.

“She’s gone, Newell,” Colleen said again. “They pronounced her dead at the accident.” The two of them broke down together on the phone.

When Newell hung up, his Mississippi coworkers surrounded him. They wrapped their arms around him and began praying. “No. No. Not Whitney” was all Newell could say.

Carly sat with her friends in the chapel at the Marion General Hospital. More and more students started arriving at the hospital. No one knew anything more than the brief bit of information given at Rediger Chapel earlier that evening. Finally Carly’s cell phone rang. She walked out into the hall to take the call, with Ben following her. Jim Mathis was on the other end. Colleen had barely been able to muster the strength to call Newell. Knowing she couldn’t wait until she could pull herself together to tell Carly the news, she asked Jim to call her daughter for her. As soon as Carly heard his voice, she knew the news was bad. She heard the sound of people crying in the background. When Jim told her that Whitney didn’t make it, Carly collapsed, screaming and crying. Ben kicked a chair in anger and cried out in anguish. Her friends rushed out into the hall and embraced her. They gently lifted her back onto her feet and carried her back into the chapel.
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