ONOMI AND SAYA

New Beginnings, Second Chances,
and Enduring Grace
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A Family of Contradictions

If you have read some of my other reflections about family, you already know that mine is not easily
described in simple terms. Complexity, tragedy, beauty, courage, perseverance, loss, and
redemption are all woven together in ways that sometimes still surprise me. Like many families,
ours has known its share of heartache and struggle. Yet it has also been marked by moments of
extraordinary grace, unexpected blessings, and second chances.

The story of my adoptive Japanese sisters, Konomi and Saya, is one of those stories.

Around the time [ was beginning my career as an Army officer and clinical psychologist, my father,
who was then on what was remarkably his fourth marriage, was married to a strong, thoughtful,
and kind woman named Evelyn. To my surprise, they decided they wanted to adopt a child.

Not long afterward, my father approached me and asked if [ would write a character reference on
their behalf. Life rarely presents us with people who fit neatly into categories of good or bad. Most
of us are complicated mixtures of strengths and weaknesses, virtues and wounds. My father was
certainly no exception. [ believed people are capable of growth and change, and thankfully
permission was granted. Before long a beautiful baby girl from Japan named Konomi entered their
lives. Later she would be joined by her younger sister, Saya.




Konomi and Saya: New Beginnings, Second Chances, and Enduring Grace
-Jeffrey E. Hansen, Ph.D.

The timing created a rather unique family dynamic. At almost exactly the same time my father and
Evelyn were becoming parents again, Leah and [ were becoming parents for the first time. Ashley
had recently been born, and Gregory would soon follow. My father and Evelyn were grandparents
to our children while simultaneously raising young children of their own. Family gatherings could
be a little confusing, but they were also wonderful.

A Different Season of Fatherhood

To understand why this story matters, you need to understand something about my father. As I
have shared elsewhere, he carried profound trauma from his own life experiences. Along with that
trauma came significant emotional dysregulation, and some of those struggles inevitably affected
my brothers and me during our childhood years.

Yet somewhere along the way, my father found faith. His Christian faith did not magically erase the
effects of trauma, but it provided stability, purpose, and a framework for becoming a better man. It
softened some of the rougher edges that had once dominated his life and helped him become more
grounded than he had been during much of our childhood.

As aresult, Konomi and Saya experienced a different season of my father's life. My brothers and I
certainly experienced moments of love, generosity, and genuine care from him, but we also bore the
brunt of many struggles that accompanied his unresolved wounds. Konomi and Saya inherited a
father who was older, wiser, more mature, and more settled. In many ways, they received the very
best version of Dad.

That is not a statement of resentment. It is simply an observation. Life is sometimes like that. The
children who come later occasionally benefit from lessons learned through mistakes made earlier.
While there are moments when that reality carries a touch of sadness, there is also something
beautiful about it. If suffering teaches wisdom, then perhaps some of our struggles helped create a
gentler father for these two remarkable girls. [ am grateful they experienced that version of him.

New Beginnings from Across the Pacific

At the time, children born outside of marriage in Japan often faced significant social stigma.
Adoption offered opportunities that might otherwise have been difficult to obtain. For Konomi and
Saya, adoption represented far more than a change of address. It represented a new beginning filled
with possibilities, opportunities, and hope.

Because of my Army career, our families did not see each other as often as we would have liked.
Leah and [ spent many of those years overseas, and even when we were stateside, we were often
stationed in different parts of the country. Still, whenever our paths crossed, those visits became

treasured memories.

[ particularly remember family gatherings in Northern California. Konomi and Saya spent much of
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their childhood in Mendocino, one of the most beautiful places I have ever visited. Perched above
the Pacific Ocean, Mendocino possesses a quiet magic that is difficult to describe. Rugged cliffs
overlook crashing waves. Towering redwoods stand watch over winding roads. The town itself
seems suspended between another era and the present day. Looking back, I am grateful for the
opportunities they had, the stability they experienced, and the environment in which they grew.

When Tragedy Came Calling

Life has a way of reminding us that even the most beautiful stories are not immune to heartbreak.

Just as Konomi and Saya were entering adulthood and beginning to build lives of their own, tragedy
struck our family. In 2006, my father was involved in a devastating accident in Lafayette, California.
He had stepped away from his vehicle while running an errand when he was struck by a speeding
truck. The injuries were catastrophic.

One detail has always stayed with me. My brother Greg was the one who found him. Dad was still
alive and conscious when Greg reached him and cradled him there in the street while help arrived.
Even now, it is a difficult image to contemplate.

What [ remember hearing is how courageous Dad was in those moments. Despite the severity of his
injuries, he remained concerned about others, particularly the impact the accident would have on
Greg. In a way that was uniquely Dad, he reportedly retained a sense of humor despite
circumstances that would have overwhelmed most people.

He was rushed into surgery, but tragically complications associated with anesthesia and the
severity of his condition proved too much. He died shortly thereafter.

For Konomi and Saya, the loss was profound. Just as they were stepping into adulthood, the father
who had loved them, guided them, and raised them was suddenly gone. Some losses arrive
gradually and allow us time to prepare. This was not one of them.

In the years that followed, Evelyn stepped forward with remarkable courage and determination.
Then came another devastating blow. Evelyn developed pancreatic cancer and eventually passed
away as well. Within a relatively short span of time, the girls lost both parents and were left to
navigate adulthood largely on their own.

Building a Life Anyway

My brothers and I had already established our lives. We had careers, families, and financial stability.
It seemed obvious to us that Konomi and Saya needed the family home near the Mendocino coast
far more than we did. We wanted them to have a foundation from which to continue building their
lives.
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Looking back, I believe both women honored their parents in the way they responded to adversity.
They did not allow tragedy to define them. They persevered and built beautiful lives.

Konomi eventually married Angel, a talented chef and a genuinely good man. Together they have
built a wonderful family and are raising two remarkable children, Kenneth Jr. and Joanna. Both
children are bright, thriving, curious, and full of promise.

Saya chose a different path. She has built an impressive life and career of her own and today serves
in a leadership role at the historic Mendocino Hotel. During my visit last year, | had the opportunity
to spend time with Noah, whom she has been dating. Although he has achieved considerable
success as an entrepreneur and property owner, what impressed me most was not his
accomplishments but his character. He is thoughtful, kind, deeply philosophical, and genuinely
interested in people. There is a warmth and sincerity about him that is increasingly rare, and |
found myself hoping there might be something meaningful and lasting in their future together.

One of the things that touches me most is that the sisters remain deeply connected. They continue
to share life together, supporting one another through triumphs and losses alike. The bond forged
through childhood, adoption, shared grief, and enduring love remains one of the most beautiful
aspects of their story.

Reflections from the Mendocino Coast

When I visit Mendocino now, I find myself reflecting on the strange and unexpected ways God
writes our stories. If you had told me decades ago that my father and Evelyn would adopt two little
girls from Japan, that those girls would become beloved sisters, that they would endure
unimaginable losses, and that they would nevertheless build such meaningful and beautiful lives, I
would never have believed it.

As I grow older, I find myself thinking more about legacy. Not the kind measured in
accomplishments, titles, publications, or professional success, but the kind measured in
relationships. The kind measured in people.

When I look at Kenneth Jr. and Joanna, I see more than two bright and thriving children. [ see part of
our family's future. [ see possibilities that have not yet unfolded. For that reason, [ have made a
commitment to become more involved in their lives. Partly because I believe that is what my father
would have wanted. More importantly, [ believe it is what my Father in Heaven would want.

[ want them to know they are loved. | want them to know they matter. [ want them to know they
are believed in, supported, and cared for. [ want to know them, not simply as children I occasionally

see during family visits, but as the remarkable young people they are becoming.

Most of all, I think about family. Not family defined by biology alone, but family defined by love,
commitment, sacrifice, and shared experience. Two little girls arrived from Japan many years ago
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and became part of a family already full of complications, scars, and unfinished stories.
They became my sisters.

And I could not be more grateful that they did.
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