
abigail’s hope

tThe Dahlen family always felT blesseD. 

The Michael, a mechanical engineer, and Brandy, 
a part-time teacher and full-time homeschooling 
mom, loved life with their five children: Nathan, 12; 
Anna Faith, 6; Samuel, 4; Abigail, 2; and Eli, their 
newborn. On Sunday, April 11, 2010, life changed 
forever for the Dahlens, as well as their friends, fam-
ily, and entire community. Two days after her second 
birthday, Abigail was playing outside, and died when 
the family’s neighbor backed his SUV over her.
 The Dahlens’ world, once so wonderful, was shaken 
to its core.

abigail hope
She was born screaming, mom Brandy recalls, and 
that was the family’s warning of what was to come. 
Armed with her huge brown eyes, impossible dimples, 
and will of steel, Abigail Hope Dahlen charmed her 
way into the hearts of family, friends, and strangers 
alike. “Our life revolved around her, but we all liked 
it that way,” Brandy says. “Not a one of us had a  
problem with her position as princess.”
 Loud. Busy. Opinionated. Passionate. Fearless.  
That was Abigail. 
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abigail’s hope
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Brandy loved watch-
ing her play. “She 
didn’t gently stroll 
her baby, but 
marched with a 
plan and a mis-
sion, pushing that 
stroller,” Brandy 
recalls. “She had 
places to go and 

things to do—and you’d better not 
get in her way.” She loved the family’s Great Dane, 
though he towered over her. She was desperate to 
play soccer, and when she was around 18 months, 
Brandy gave up trying to keep her off the field during 
the older children’s practices. She loved to swing, 
and never let anyone say no to pushing her. Choco-
late was also a passion. “I remember her bringing me 
pieces of her Easter candy to open. I would say no, 
no, no, but every third piece or so, I would open it  
for her. She never let the no’s bother her. She would 
just shrug and go and get another piece.” 

living wiThouT her
After the accident, for the Dahlens, each day was a 
struggle. “I wanted to lie down and die if I couldn’t 
have her, but my body just kept breathing and mov-
ing and functioning,” Brandy recalls. “It was a black 
hole for a long time, and sometimes it still is.”
Brandy and Michael sought out support from friends 
and family, held their children close, and drew 
strength from their faith in God. They talked about 
Abigail, celebrated her milestones, struggled through 
holidays, and visited her grave often. Despite their 
grief, they tried to keep busy. “If we weren’t busy, the 
panicked feelings would start and the desperation 
would be overwhelming,” Brandy says.
Sometimes they dreamed about Abigail. “The last 
time I saw her alive was at softball practice,” Brandy 

 She wrote about her passion for educating the  
public on the importance of preventing back-over  
accidents, on raising awareness for the need for  
back-up cameras and awareness of vehicle blind 
zones. She wrote about her feelings about the issue 
of grief—how society doesn’t deal with death, and 
expects grieving individuals to “get over it.” 
 “I have and continue to be very vocal and honest 
about what I’m going through,” Brandy says. “Pain 
makes people uncomfortable—they don’t know  
what to say, so they don’t say anything. We lost  
several friends during this time, but we also gained 
great friends.”
 And on November 27, 2010, Brandy shared excit-
ing news: They planned to add to the family through 
adoption. “We chose to move forward from our loss 
with the same strength Abigail showed in her two 
short years,” Brandy wrote. “What better legacy can 
she leave than saving the life of another child?”

new love
The Dahlens had always planned to adopt—it  
was simply a matter of when and where. The  
morning Abigail died, they had actually picked up 
the paperwork about adoption and intended to  
begin the time-consuming process. 
 The plans fell by the wayside for months in the 
whirlwind of loss and grief, but one day during 
autumn, Brandy was reading adoption blogs—a 
longtime hobby of hers—and read about a young girl 
in Ukraine who was at risk to be transferred from 
the baby house to an unfamiliar environment with 
older children.  “It broke my heart to see this little 
girl’s picture and try to imagine what she was about 
to go through and the trauma she would likely face,” 
Brandy says. “We knew we had to act. We knew we 
had a God-given call to adopt. We knew this little 
girl needed us, and we thought about how what a 
dishonor it would be to Abigail to sit and do noth-
ing while this little girl suffered. We chose not to let 
death win.”
 And so the family began the long process of adopt-
ing. They underwent a home study, filled out copious 
amounts of paperwork, answered endless questions, 
applied to immigration, and completed a dossier.
And then came more news. The little girl had a best 
friend. The Dahlens knew they wouldn’t leave him 
behind.
 “It is emotionally and financially draining with 
grueling amounts of paperwork and stress,” Brandy 
says. “But it is all worth it. It is beyond worth it.”

grace anD malachi
On May 12, a few days after arriving in Ukraine, 
Brandy and Michael met their new children at their 
orphanage. It was love at first sight when they met 
then-three-year-old Grace and three-year-old Malachi.
 “When we first met them, they had never seen 
outside the four concrete walls of their orphanage,” 
Brandy says. “They had never ridden in a car, eaten 
at a restaurant, seen food cooked, been in a store, 
interacted with men.  The list of what they had expe-
rienced is so much shorter—the exact same routine 
every day.  No freedom, no choice, no excitement, no 
variety, no one to care for you beyond a job.”  
 Grace, Brandy says, is “a firecracker.” The dark-
haired girl is filled with personality and life—a  
natural performer. At the orphanage, she would run 
up to strangers for attention and affection—a survival 
mechanism. Today, she sticks close to her mom, and 
thrives on all the hugs, kisses, and attention from her 
family. “Her first day home she found all Anna Faith’s 
dress up clothes, and since that day she has been  
dressing up and showing her spunk,” Brandy says. “She 
is learning about freedom—to get food and drink as she 
wants it, to go play when and where she wants, to not 
have to live by institutional rules, and she is embracing 
that life.”
 Unlike his best friend and sister, Malachi was so shy 
when the Dahlens first met him that he wouldn’t touch 
or look at Michael and would only sit in Brandy’s 
lap when prompted by his nannies. Brandy recalls 
how terrified he was by 
everything: playground 
equipment, dogs, hugs. 
But today, she says, “he 
loves to climb into my 
lap and snuggle and  
love and tell me I’m 
beautiful.” 
 When he first came 
home, the practical 
little boy did not 
know how to play 
with toys.  The  
family taught him 
that he could ex-
plore and play and 
investigate—that 
it was okay not 
to sweep all day. 
“Malachi,” Brandy 
says, “is a true joy.” 

remembers. “I had just arrived and 
she was already there with her 
daddy. I couldn’t find her, and I 
came around the corner and saw her. 
I said, “There you are!” and she gave 
me the biggest grin. She just lit up 
and reached for me. I dream about 
that moment.”
 Most of all, they wished they could 
have their Abigail back.

hope anD healing
As the months passed, the Dahlens’ lives kept march-
ing on, despite how awful it felt without Abigail.  
“It felt wrong to stay in the same place, doing the 
same things, acting as if she never even existed,” 
Brandy says. “We felt we had to acknowledge her  
in everything we did.” 
 One big change: They moved to a different house.  
It was a difficult decision, but one that was necessary 
for the family to function. “That means leaving a lot 
of memories,” Brandy admits, “but also the trauma 
of her death and her absence.” 
As a family, they got assistance from The Amelia 
Center, a local grief counseling center. “The Amelia 
Center offered us constructive ways to remember her 
and keep her a part of our lives,” Brandy says. “They 
allowed us to not feel crazy for going through the 
emotions and physical experiences of grief and gave 
the kids an outlet for feelings children shouldn’t 
have to deal with. They supported us and listened  
to us cry.”   
 Brandy sought out ways to honor Abigail, such 
as sharing her story whenever possible, speaking in 
Washington, D.C. about back-over safety with the 
safety organization KidsAndCars.org, and putting 
together a team to walk for a fundraiser for The 
Amelia Center. Yearning to collect her thoughts, she 
also channeled her grief into a blog: hopeinthegrief.
blogspot.com. In her first entry, she wrote, “…I plan 
to use this space to talk through the thoughts in my 
head, to discuss those things I am passionate about, 
and to remember my baby girl.” 
 Over the months, she wrote about her memories 
and her heartaches, her dreams and her plans. On 
Halloween, she wrote, “Today would have been the 
ultimate excitement for her. We would have had her 
in the cutest of costumes, and she would have been 
so thrilled to knock on doors and get candy.” On 
November 13, she wrote, “Abigail is a spunky little 
girl (I refuse to use past tense—she IS a spunky girl).”

Grace and Malachi

Brandy holding Abigail

Abigail



living anD loving
Though they’ve experienced tragedy that most  
never will, and constantly ache with longing for 
their daughter and sister, the Dahlens continue to 
move forward and live a life that honors Abigail. 
They talk about her every single day, and that will 
never change. 
“It isn’t just my baby girl I long for,” Brandy says, 
“but the future we imagined, the relationships 
between my children, my children’s innocence, even 
the ability to drive down any road in town without 
haunting flashbacks. It affects all areas of our life and 
will forever do so.”
 Each family member is grateful for the lessons  
the spunky 2-year-old taught them. “I am so  
thankful now for each moment,” Brandy says.  
“We have learned to stop and appreciate the kids  
in a whole new way.”

first got married,” Michael says. “I love all seven 
of my kids and can’t wait for the day when 
we are all together again.” Michael actively 
encourages other fathers to be involved in their 
children’s lives on a daily basis.  
naThan, 13: He’s the consummate big brother, 
always helping his siblings. He’s involved in Boy 
Scouts, working toward Eagle rank, and plans to 
possibly become a veterinarian. He loves books 
and is passionate about the environment. As 
the oldest, Nathan feels Abigail’s lost keenly. 
“When Abigail was here, he was always with 
her—she was always on his hip,” Brandy recalls. 
“Without her, he has been lost, but he is finding 
a new quiet maturity and strength.”
anna faiTh, 7: This big sister is nurturing—“a 
little momma,” Brandy says. She’s always quick 
to jump in and help out. Once a toddler who 
scribbled masterpieces on the furniture, she’s 
turned her artistic talents to making things 
beautiful—whether that’s a painting, a room, or, 
via her unique fashion sense, herself. She’s also 
a gifted swimmer and a dancer, and she adores 
horses. 
samuel, 6: He’s easygoing and quiet, but he says 
the quirkiest things. Samuel often sits still, deep 
in thought, then says something so profound 
that it surprises his parents. He loves to work—
“If Michael is outside working, Samuel runs to 
get his yard tools to help,” Brandy says—and is 
as happy playing alone as he is with others. He 
loves karate but his favorite activity is danc-
ing—he says he’s “got moves,” Brandy says. 
eli, 1: “He’s a quirky little guy,” Brandy says of 
her youngest, who was only 5 weeks old when 
the family lost Abigail. “He’s independent and 
happy most of the time, but he isn’t afraid to let 
us know if he wants something.” Brandy notes 
that he fits in just fine in the crowd of big kids—
and like Abigail, he loves the family’s Great 
Dane, although he towers over Eli.
grace, 4, anD malachi, 3: The “newbies,” as 
Brandy affectionately refers to the couple’s new-
est son and daughter, are blossoming in the fold 
of their new family. The two children who once 
owned no possessions and had no family are 
loving life with their boisterous clan and explor-
ing their surroundings. Everyday occurrences, 
mundane to many Americans, delight the two: 
The first time they saw stars twinkling in the 
sky, they burst into applause. 
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 Instead of choosing to give up, the family chooses 
to share Abigail Hope Dahlen’s story and to try to 
change the lives of others—whether educating  
people about vehicle back-up safety or the impor-
tance of adoption—to honor the beautiful little girl 
with the spirited personality and dimpled grin. 
 “This is her legacy,” Brandy says. “A legacy of  
hope and life.” 

Meet the Dahlens
branDy: A busy mother of seven, Brandy Dahlen’s 
biggest passion is her children. But she also gets ex-
cited to share her love of homeschooling, hosting and 
helping place exchange students, and natural birthing 
options with others. She teaches at a homeschool 
co-op, and the family is active with field trips, labs, 
sports, volunteering, and more. Losing Abigail, she 
says, changed everything. “We desperately miss her 
being in the middle of our lives,” she says.  Brandy 
plans to start a non-profit organization, The Hope 
Project, by the end of the year to help families adopt-
ing waiting children with their fundraising efforts.
michael: Michael is a research engineer and a lo-
cal company, as well as a part-time logic instructor.  
“Brandy and I have always wanted kids to be a part 
of our lives, and had talked about adopting when we 

abigail’s hope

For grieving families in alabama, help is a phone call away. The amelia 

Center—a department of Children’s Hospital of alabama—is a compre-

hensive grief counseling center that serves bereaved parents who have 

experienced the death of a child and children and teens who have experi-

enced the death of a loved one.

 “There is no charge for counseling, and services are provided by 

master’s-level counselors,” says andy mcniel, ma, lPC, executive 

director of the amelia Center. “This is our thirteenth year of operation, 

and each year, more and more families have found the support they 

need with us.”

Do’s anD Don’Ts FOr dealinG wiTH GrievinG ParenTs Consider 

these tips from The Amelia Center for interacting with bereaved parents.

Do mention the child’s name; grieving parents need to know their  

child was important to you too.

Do be present for bereaved parents, and let them talk about their  

child or cry.

Don’T remove the child’s artwork, photos, or other remembrances.

Do offer a phone call, note, card, or hug.

Don’T advise parents to “be happy” or “stop thinking about it.”

Do understand that a bereaved parent’s grief will never end, and  

the parent will never be the same as before.

every week in the United states, at least 50 children are involved in  

a back-over accident. Forty-eight end up in the emergency room; at  

least two die. 

“it’s an urban myth that you can see clearly when you’re backing up in 

a car,” says Janette Fennell, president and founder of KidsandCars.org. 

The national nonprofit organization works tirelessly to keep children safe 

in and around automobiles through raising public awareness, compiling 

accident data, and promoting policy change. 

One hopeful sign: The Cameron Gulbransen Kids Transportation safety 

act, promoted by KidsandCars.org and passed in 2008, is the only  

transportation bill that has been passed since 2005. 

QUiCK FaCTs 

• One-year-olds (12 to 23 months) are the most common victims, though 

all ages are at risk. 

• 60 % of backover accidents involve a larger-sized vehicle, such as a van 

or sUv. 

• in 70 % on the cases, a parent or other relative is behind the wheel.

saFeTy TiPs FrOm KidsandCars.OrG 

1. Understand what you can’t see: your blind zone is larger than you 

think.

2. walk all the way around your vehicle before backing up. if any children 

are nearby, be sure they’re supervised or in full view, such as on the 

front porch while you back down the driveway.

3. install safety enhancers, such as rear view cameras, cross view mir-

rors, and/or a backup detection device. no need to wait until you buy a 

new car: Backup cameras with monitors can be installed after-market for 

less than $100.

HOw yOU Can HelP

visit KidsandCars.org to learn how to get involved, whether by volun-

teering, donating, or performing safety demonstrations. 

the amelia center

kidsandcars.org
left: Brandy  
and michael;  
BOttOm (left to 

right): grace, 
Nathan, eli, Anna 
faith, samuel,  
and malachi


