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Preface


Why I Wrote This Book


Pain is a spiritual wake-up call showing you that there are oceans you have not yet explored. Step beyond the world you know. Reach for heights that you never thought possible. Go to places you have deemed off limits. This is the time to take off the shell of your past and step into the rich possibilities of your future. God does not give us dreams that we cannot fulfill. If you want to do something great with your life—whether it’s to fall madly in love, become a teacher, be a great parent—if you aspire to do something beyond what you are doing now, this is the time to begin. Trust yourself.


— Debbie Ford


This book is for anyone who reaches midlife feeling like they have missed their chance. It is for anyone feeling stuck, defeated, or overwhelmed by demands and responsibilities they can’t remember choosing; anyone feeling alone or struggling with regrets about the past and anxiety about the future; anyone facing a health crisis or existential fears; anyone in pain who is looking back and wondering what happened to their hopes and dreams.


Arriving at midlife can catch us by surprise. Almost overnight, we can begin to feel like our best years are behind us, like opportunities are getting scarcer, like the weight of the world is on our backs and we’re on a runaway horse, holding on to the reins for dear life.


Things happen that we never see coming. No wonder midlife is associated with crisis.


But “crisis” is only part of the picture; it’s the storm that clears the way for change. Middle age is meant to be transformative. We’ve arrived at the crossroads of past and future, in the space between the known and unknown. At last, we are at a point in our lives where wisdom and experience converge, giving us a chance to reassess and redesign our lives from a renewed and refreshed perspective. We’re older, yes, but we’re also wiser, seasoned, and poised to become our best possible selves. Middle age is the time to harness our second wind, seize opportunities, and achieve remarkable things because our best days are ahead of us. So don’t be fooled by how things may seem in the moment, because life has a way of teaching us lessons—lessons we didn’t sign up for but lessons we need.


Midlife is the equivalent of the second act in story structure. At the end of the second act, the hero (or heroine) suffers apparent defeat. There’s a third act coming, with an opportunity for triumph and redemption, but in that moment, all seems lost. It’s the same in life. By midlife we may have become so resigned to our apparent fate that we can’t imagine what our next act could be. We don’t see the potential for rediscovery and reinvention that midlife actually brings.


That’s what happened to me.


Before the events I write about in this book, I was, like many of us, bearing heavy responsibilities, feeling stressed and anxious, and treating my wellness like a distant acquaintance. I was consumed by the responsibilities of life: family, work, paying the bills. Life was a never-ending race to get ahead, achieve success, or at least stay afloat. Outwardly, I maintained appearances of having it all together, but inside, I felt a growing sense of hopelessness. Little by little, I resigned myself to the passenger seat in my own life as if I had fallen asleep at the wheel.


I believe there is an incandescent light within each of us, but over the years, mine had begun to flicker until it was almost out. And then it got worse—much worse.


First, I was threatened at gunpoint at the bank where I was employed. It was sheer terror to be on the lethal side of that gun, but that was just the beginning of a cascade of existential threats that arrived in rapid succession: A raging wildfire drove us from our home, then a health scare sent me to the emergency room twice. Each time, I didn’t know if I’d survive. Coming face to face with my mortality—not just once, but three times—rocked me to my core. “What does all this mean?” I asked. “What do I do now?”


I couldn’t ignore it any longer; I was in a full-blown crisis. I knew I had to regain control of my life, but I was stuck, frozen in place. I needed help, but I didn’t know how to ask. I thought seeking support was a sign of weakness. Then life intervened again. It put the right people in my life. Only because of them did I begin to take some steps to restore my health and well-being. Through them, I began to understand that asking for help or even just talking things out with someone close can make a huge difference. Gradually, I found myself looking forward to the future again. But then, just as I’d begun to feel a newfound excitement about what lay ahead, another devastating blow: I was diagnosed with a rare, life-threatening cancer.


In my darkest hours, facing death yet again, I was at a crossroads, forced to choose: I could either give up or wake up. Either accept defeat or somehow find a way to use this experience to change my life for the better, to become the person I’d always wanted to be, no matter how much time I had left.


First and foremost in my mind were my children. What kind of legacy did I want to leave them? Because of them, I persisted until I began to see the deeper truth of my situation. It may have been wrapped in harsh circumstances, but life was offering me a second chance—a chance to rewrite my story—and I took it.


The process I went through was deeply transformative, and it wasn’t easy. It required me to take stock and come to terms with things I’d been avoiding all my life: my adversities, my vulnerabilities and fears, my mistakes and failures, my grief and lost dreams. Walking this path took courage and a kind of determination I didn’t think I had, but here’s the thing: Facing death, facing myself, sprang me back into life.


Spring into Life


I have a fresh new outlook on life now. I have more insight and a clearer understanding into who I am. I still feel pain and loss, but I weave that into the new person I’ve become. While I am still very much a work in progress, still learning to navigate life’s tempests, there is no doubt that the experiences I recount here have changed me for the better—because I chose to harness them.


This is why I can say that these wake-up calls turned out to be the best things that ever happened to me. In those moments, I needed to have faith that I could find a way through them.


I tapped into something deep within, and from that place sprang a new sense of purpose for my own life. This is why I love the metaphor of spring. Spring is the season when life again rouses after the long winter and new, tender shoots sprout up out of the once dormant soil. Spring and second chances are beautifully intertwined in both nature and people. Spring spells the end of the winter’s frost and the grand revival of life, symbolizing fresh starts and new opportunities. Spring is a time for new growth. The arrival of spring brings a sense of hope and optimism, much like the sense of promise and potential that second chances offer.


Midlife can be our second spring.


And then there are freshwater springs. A spring arises when a deep underground water channel becomes so full that it bubbles up to the surface and overflows onto the land. A spring is a kind of miracle, an expression of life’s irrepressibility. This, too, describes my experience. As I began to heal, I began to feel so alive, so full of gratitude for life and all the support I had been given, that I needed to burst forth and find a way to give back that makes a difference in the lives of others.


Metaphorically, we call something a wellspring when it provides resources on a continuous basis. I hope this book can be a wellspring of insights and resources for you.


Remember: Midlife is meant to be a time of transformation.


Reaching midlife is a good reminder: Life may be short, but we’re not dead yet! If you’ve made it this far, you’ve likely faced your share of brutal challenges. Maybe you’ve been so afraid or discouraged that you felt like giving up and running away. But if, despite it all, you still desire to live your best life, then this book is for you. Recognize that you are a brave badass who embodies the resilience, courage, and true grit of an ancient Greek warrior and the strength, steadfastness, and sage of a saint. So, never give up. We do not know what we’re made of or how strong we are capable of being until adversity strikes. I did not fully understand this until I had some close calls with death when I was in my late 40s that truly frightened me. That is when I began to consider another possibility: Maybe everything was as it needed to be. Maybe looking down the barrel of a gun, fleeing a fire, and confronting a deadly disease saved my life. Maybe going through these things—while terrifying—was exactly what I needed to teach me the very lessons I needed to learn. Those experiences made me realize how valuable every moment is. These pivotal moments helped to transform my character and understanding of life. Everything important I learned came from confronting my adversities. My vulnerabilities became my superpower.


I believe that it is possible to harness that superpower and turn it into a set of tools to help deal with life’s toughest setbacks and challenges, leading to an extraordinary life from our early 40s to our early 60s and beyond. What do I mean by ‘extraordinary’? I mean living a life to the absolute fullest, a life that makes you feel thrilled to be alive, and a life without harboring past regrets. A life where you face your fears and embrace every moment, explore your true self, see the simple things in life that matter most, forgive yourself and others, continuously learn from all that life has to teach you, and strive to be your best self each day, no matter your age. You’re living an amazing life when you can embrace love for others and yourself unabashedly; when you take care of yourself and the environment we live in, offer support to those in need, and reach out to those in crisis; and when you contribute your gifts and talents to the world we all share in your own unique and wonderful way, making life not only meaningful but also extraordinary, with a conviction that one person can make a difference. I truly believe that each of us has the potential to achieve remarkable things. It is not about what we can acquire from this world; it is about what we can give back and the contributions we leave behind.


And most of all, you are living an extraordinary life when you lean into crises and challenges, when you find a way to use them to fuel your growth. Take it from me, when you do you’ll, rise anew, stronger, and more capable than ever before.


So, may my journey encourage and inspire you to make your life extraordinary. You will be amazed by what you are capable of.


It’s not too late. You’re right on time.


How This Book Is Organized


Part I, “Wake Up, Wake Up, Wake Up,” recounts the stories of my three initial wake-up calls. I tell how they unfolded and how I resisted.


At last, with the help and support of others, I began the journey back into life. I started with my physical well-being but soon learned that wasn’t enough. If I wanted to truly live, I needed to embark upon an inner journey, so I went to therapy. When my therapist encouraged me to keep a journal, I discovered the power of writing to heal. This inner journey is what I describe in part II, “The Ink of Introspection.”


As I wrote and processed, I felt more awake and alive. Then, like a sucker punch to the chest, came a new crisis. When I learned I had a rare cancer, another, even deeper, part of the journey began. Part III, “The Interruption,” tells this story.


In part IV, “Gifts of the Journey: Five Core Practices,” I share the most important lessons this journey taught me. This section was inspired by my kids. When I thought my life might be cut short, my greatest concern was for my children. What if I couldn’t be there for them when they needed me most? What could I leave behind to help them navigate through life’s inevitable storms? I resolved to learn whatever this journey had to teach me in the hopes of passing that wisdom on to them. That resolution became my guiding light.


The project my resolution inspired, which began humbly as a love letter to my kids, evolved into this book. I hope it will encourage and inspire you to seize every moment and live your best life.









Prologue


Strong Winds


When I first heard the news, I thought to myself, How cool is that? This will be fun!


I could barely stay awake, barely take in my surroundings, but I knew that my wife was sitting next to me. I took comfort in that.


After knowing each other for more than 11 years, Jasmine and I had recently married. This was the second marriage for both of us. Every day since we had met, I had had the same thought: I am so grateful to have found her. We were such a great couple, such perfect partners, and best friends. We were the best part of each other’s lives. Together, we had faced so much, and through it all, we had built a strong and loving foundation. We were still the couple that danced in the kitchen while cooking dinner together even if there was no music playing. Who cared if we were dancing like Elaine from Seinfeld? Those simple and spontaneous moments not only showcased the love and connection we had for each other, but they expressed the pure joy we felt in just being together.


After a little while, they released me. Jasmine drove us home, me in the passenger seat, staring out at the passing scenery without registering what I was seeing. I was still partially sedated and not really understanding the weight of the news I’d just received. When we arrived home, I plopped myself on the couch and tried to make some sense of the situation. Why, I wondered, is Jasmine walking around the house all teary-eyed? What did all this mean?


I decided to call my father.


I caught him in the midst of a task. He was helping his brother (my uncle and godfather) move to an assisted living facility from the home he’d lived in for nearly 40 years. The house had to be cleared out in preparation to sell, and that day, my father was carrying out the last of the boxes.


As I told him the news, he began to weep. I, on the other hand, found myself laughing uncontrollably. “Yeah, Dad, I know, but it adds a whole new chapter to my book, right?”


Only later did he describe the scene, and it will be forever vivid in my mind: my father sitting alone on a metal folding chair in the middle of a living room with wood paneling and fire-engine-red shag carpeting, sobbing quietly as the past echoed through the mostly empty house on Revere Road in North Brunswick, New Jersey.


Meanwhile, on the other end of the line, I was overcome with hilarity. It was my only response to the overwhelming rush of emotions I was beginning to experience all at once. Part of me was trying to imagine how I was going to cope with whatever pain was in my future. Another part of my brain was thinking, Wow, is this true? Is this really happening to me? Looking back now, maybe that laugh was really my subconscious telling me, Holy shit, I’m scared.


Because it wasn’t funny.


When I awoke the next day, the anesthesia had finally worn off. That’s when reality began to set in. That’s when I planned my funeral.









Part I


Wake Up, Wake Up, Wake Up


The only person you are destined to become is the person you decide to be.


— Nike


We can easily forgive a child who is afraid of the dark; the real tragedy of life is when men are afraid of the light.


— Attributed to Plato
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Wake-Up Call #1: The Intruder


My true story begins six years earlier, at the point of a gun.


That morning, there was no hint that the day would take the turn it did. I lived in Santa Rosa, California, a community nestled in Sonoma County, an area known particularly for white wines. With a population of just under 200,000, it was the largest city north of the Golden Gate Bridge. A short drive from Bodega Bay and Napa Valley, Santa Rosa is known for its vibrant culinary scene, towering ancient redwoods, and Charles M. Schulz. There are hiking trails and plenty of outdoor activities for families, and at the time of year when our story takes place, late summer slipping into fall, the wine country is glorious—it’s harvest season.


I started the day the way I did every morning, startled by the sound of the alarm that went off at 6:40 a.m. Every night I set the alarm, knowing it was only a suggestion; I habitually hit the snooze button on my clock radio before calling out to the Amazon Echo device across the bedroom to pause and reset for another 10 minutes. I did this two more times without opening my eyes. One alarm was not enough. I had to have two.


I’m just not a morning person. Ever since grade school, when I began staying up late at night worrying about family issues, peer pressure, or the Cold War, I have had a hard time waking up. That turned out to be true in more ways than one.


At 7:10 a.m., still barely conscious, I sat on the edge of my mattress, trying to find the energy to wipe the sleep from my eyes and focus my thoughts. Lately, besides my hatred of waking up early, I’d been facing some new unexpected health challenges. I was feeling nauseous almost every morning, a feeling that persisted throughout the day. Many times, I couldn’t brush my teeth without gagging, and every once in a while, I felt a pain in my chest. Thus far, the pain was only occasional, but when it hit, it was incredibly constricting, like someone was sitting on top of me. I had been told that it was heartburn and that the gagging was due to a bad gut biome. I chalked the problems up to being middle-aged.


As I managed to open my lids and my eyes began registering my surroundings, I silently uttered these words: “Prepare yourself, because this might be the day.”


Every single morning for the past four years, I’d repeated the same silent mantra. Each day, I told myself to get ready in case this was the day I was going to have a heart attack or a stroke. In my mind’s eye, the way it unfolded was always the same: it happened during my commute, when I was driving either to or from work.


If this is going to happen, I’d better be prepared, I thought, so I’d set out to plan my commute around this possibility. I purposely avoided busy highways and areas with bustling traffic, instead seeking a route along quiet streets and back roads. As I traveled the route, I scouted the environs, looking to identify empty parking lots or any other places along the way where I might safely pull over if the symptoms I was feeling—the constant nausea and acute chest pain—turned out to be more than just the telltale remains of the previous night’s heartburn.


My intent in doing this was to be a responsible adult. I stayed off the major highways because I knew that if I needed to pull over quickly, if I needed to slow down or merge over to the side of the road, I didn’t want to do so with traffic speeding by me. About midway between work and home, I passed by a county office park. There were always empty parking lots on that campus, close to the road. Those parking lots were my number one spot.


If I started hyperventilating or feeling like I was going to have a stroke or heart attack, I would try to get to one of those parking lots as quickly as possible. I’d mapped out these safe havens to minimize the risk of getting into an accident and hurting someone else. I also thought this might make it easier for someone to find me in case I didn’t have time to pull over and ended up in a ditch on the side of the road. It never occurred to me that I was planning for disaster as if it were inevitable rather than addressing the cause of my poor health symptoms.


And so that morning, I set out as usual. I traveled the familiar route, reassuring myself that my emergency landing spots were all still available.


In that way, the day was like any other. But that day, everything changed.


I arrived at my place of employment promptly at 8:15 a.m., as per usual. I worked as a retail vice president for a large retail bank. Some of our bank’s branches were just investment offices, but our particular branch was a money center, which meant that we also had tellers on staff who served customers. If you have ever seen a movie set in a bank where there is a vault, watch the staff in the background. That’s us.


Typically, during the week, there were eight or nine of us at the branch: three bankers, an assistant manager, and four tellers. That day, though, was Saturday, so we had fewer people on staff.


Generally, Saturdays were fairly uneventful. We opened at 9, but most people took advantage of the weekend and didn’t start running errands until around 11, so we’d be quiet for several hours and then quite busy from 11 to 2 with the usual: a high school student opening their first bank account, a retail worker cashing their paycheck, someone asking about a loan.


I’d been in the job for nearly 14 years, so I’d worked many Saturdays, and everything about this particular Saturday was feeling very normal.


The bank was scheduled to close at 4 p.m. Typically, I started checking in with each of my staff members about 30 minutes prior. We had brief conversations to debrief about the day’s activities, and I ensured that they were wrapping up their tasks, securing our clients’ financial information safely, and preparing for the following workday.


I started with each of my tellers as I customarily did. After I wrapped up with my frontline staff, I then headed out to the lobby to debrief with my one banker for the day. After we finished checking in about bank business, we started chatting casually about our weekend plans. His desk was located in the front left corner of the building, closest to the front door and the large floor-to-ceiling wall of windows, and as we talked, I glanced up every once in a while to gaze out the window.


We were now about 15 minutes from locking the front doors for the day. I was in the middle of an exchange with my banker when I realized that something on the periphery of my vision had caught my eye. I turned back to look and spotted what it was: a middle-aged man walking briskly along the sidewalk. Something about the man made me pay close attention. I noticed that he was wearing what seemed like several layers of clothing. The bill of his baseball cap protruded from underneath his hooded sweatshirt, and he had what appeared to be a paper grocery bag folded and tucked under one arm. He also appeared to be in a hurry. There was something unusual about this individual, but I just could not put my finger on it.


The edifice that housed our bank was a stand-alone building, meaning we did not share a wall with any other buildings; we stood apart. In the main front customer entryway, we had two perpendicular walls of windows and entrance doors on two sides of the building. This gave me a clear view of any activity outside.


I kept glancing back toward the window and saw now that this individual was poised to enter the bank. Ah, I thought. That’s why he was rushing—he wanted to make it in before we closed. As the individual turned toward the front door, just steps away from entering the branch, I turned to my colleague, who had started to stir. “Sit this one out,” I said. “I’ll greet him as he walks in.”


I walked across the lobby and approached the man, as I did so many of our clients. “Good afternoon, sir,” I said. “What brings you in today?”


As I stood in front of him, it occurred to me what had seemed so unusual about his attire. His garments obscured his face. In fact, if he’d answered me, I wouldn’t have been able to hear him because his voice would have been muffled by the collar of his sweatshirt pulled up almost to his nose.


“Would you mind just…” I began with a smile, motioning with my hands to indicate moving the clothing aside.


I didn’t get much further than that before he replied in a sarcastic tone, “Excuse me?” He appeared irritated that I was talking to him.


At that moment, a thought flashed across my mind: Are you really going to give me shit just fifteen minutes before closing on a Saturday? We all just want to go home! I didn’t say that aloud, of course. I considered it, but I kept quiet. It was probably best that I did.


To my surprise, he complied with my request for him to move his sweatshirt, yanking the layers away from the lower half of his face and tucking them under his chin. After that, things suddenly began to happen very fast. Within a split second, he had rifled through the paper bag under his arm, reached in, and pulled out what looked like a 9mm firearm.


He pointed the gun directly at my chest. He then barked a command to me and everyone else in the bank. “Get down,” he said. “This is a robbery!”


Maybe humor is my saving grace—maybe it’s the way my subconscious deals with existential threats—because as I stood there, frozen in place, staring into his eyes, my next thought was Did my brothers put you up to this?


For a brief, hair-splitting moment, I imagined that all three of my 40-something-year-old younger brothers had collaborated to play an elaborate practical joke on me. This was not out of the scope of their potential, I recall thinking. It was exactly the kind of mischief they would cook up while sitting around a summer campfire, telling jokes, and sharing stories over a few beers. I’d seen it a million times. Yeah, that had to be the explanation.


But even as the thought arose, it was already disintegrating. I’d seen the malevolent glare in the intruder’s eyes.


This was no joke. This was real.


Can I grab the gun? I wondered for a split second. I calculated and played out the scenario in my mind. In the movies, that is what happens: The hero saves everyone. The scene was so surreal that I found myself wondering if I was supposed to try to do that. The intruder was so close.


Every instinct in my body was telling me to try to tackle him, but my only self-defense training came from watching WWF in the ’80s. Besides, the security training I’d received at the bank kicked in, reminding me to remain calm and follow the intruder’s instructions. And the truth was, the gun was out of my reach. If I’d tried to move, he’d probably have shot me before I could reach it. I had no choice but to comply with his demands.


I raised my hands very slowly. “OK…OK,” I said as I took a few steps backward.


He continued to point the gun in my direction as I moved behind one of the desks and knelt. Once I was seemingly dispensed with, the intruder proceeded to make his way to the teller line, which was at the opposite end of the bank, directly across from the front door.


I crouched down on all fours behind the desk, intending to stay out of sight. Feeling powerless to save my staff or myself, I could only hope that he would forget I was there.


In a situation like that, you don’t have time to think. You rely on your instincts and training to make the right decision, knowing that any decision you make could be your last one. I’d been able to remain calm so as not to provoke him, but now, seconds later, I was realizing the danger I’d been in— and still was in. My heart began beating so fast it was difficult to breathe, and the only thought racing through my head was This is it; I’m going to die.


They say one’s life flashes before one’s eyes at moments like this. If you have never experienced this, take it from me—it’s true. Time sort of folds, spindles, and mutilates, so you can think whole lifetimes of thoughts in a nanosecond.


Key moments from my life streaked through my consciousness like scenes from a kaleidoscopic movie. Why was I in that place at that moment? When I was young, I’d nurtured all kinds of dreams. I’d wanted to be an artist, economist, or a rock star. If I’d made any other career decision, if I’d stayed in school a little longer or learned to play the electric guitar when I was a teenager, I might have been spending this Saturday afternoon a lot differently. But instead, I’d become a banker, and now here I was, crouched down on the floor of a bank, hoping not to die.


I thought about my family. I had two children whom I loved dearly, and a fiancée, Jasmine, who was like an answer to a prayer. If I died that day, I knew they would grieve terribly. That thought was unbearable, and it catapulted me back into the present. I peered out from behind the desk. I hoped that my stepping out to encounter the man in the lobby had given others a few extra seconds to realize what was happening and either flee through the side entrance or take cover, and it looked like that was the case, as the premises were nearly empty. Thank goodness for that.


As I observed what transpired next, it became obvious that the intruder had not taken the time to thoroughly plan out his intentions. He appeared dumbfounded when he noticed the bulletproof glass wrapping around the far wall, protecting the teller line. For a moment, it stopped him.


My thoughts went to my staff. I knew that they would not take undue risks, that they would not do anything to provoke the assailant, and I took comfort in that. Thankfully, we had all been properly trained for this kind of situation—though even with training, how can anyone be truly ready for this kind of circumstance? Still, I was confident that everyone on staff would do exactly what they were supposed to do, and this would soon be over. Perhaps someone had even been able to alert the police using the silent alarm.


But then, a disturbance. I looked out and realized the intruder had accosted a customer, a young woman who had been in the middle of her transaction at the teller’s window when he came up behind her.


This young woman was the only customer left in the bank. There had been three when the intruder entered, but the other two had managed to flee through the side door. I would later learn that they were both small business owners who had just completed their deposits from the previous day’s sales and that the customer now in the intruder’s sights was a young college student cashing a paycheck from her part-time job.


I watched helplessly as the intruder came up behind the customer and demanded she surrender her cash. She panicked, and I heard a screech of fear as she dropped to the floor, curling up in the fetal position. My heart went out to her, for I could see she was clearly terrified.


The intruder stood over her with his gun pointed directly at her. Again, he demanded her cash. She handed it up to him, her hand visibly shaking.


While still pointing his gun at the young woman on the floor, the intruder turned to the teller who had been helping the young woman. The teller was one of three, all frozen in place behind the bulletproof glass. Eager to make his “withdrawal,” the intruder ordered the teller to hand over cash. Each teller has a cash dispenser at their station. In response to the intruder’s barked command, the teller hit the button, and the machine dispensed a ration of cash, which the teller then pushed through the transaction window.


“More.” The intruder’s voice cracked on the word, showing his emotional distress. The teller hit the button again, and the machine dispensed another ration of bills. The intruder’s face was expressionless, but I could see that the teller was shaking.


Again, the intruder shouted, “More! This is not enough!”


Hearing his tone rising and fearing things might escalate, I called out, “Give him what he wants—just get him out of here!” Being an older brother had made me always feel like a protector of sorts; I wished I could do much more, but that was the best I could do at the time.


I don’t know that my shouting made a difference, but the teller handed over a third round of bills. The intruder, perhaps realizing that time was ticking away, grabbed that third handful of cash and turned away from the teller window. His eyes swept over the room; he was planning his getaway. From my vantage point, I could see that he intended to head back toward the same door he’d entered, a route that would take him right past me.


I ducked down and held my breath, measuring out his steps in my imagination. The moment he was about to pass the desk where I huddled, an image raced through my head. In the multiverse, he halted abruptly, did an about-face, and walked back over to where I was crouching. For a moment, he stood over me just as he’d hovered over the college student, perhaps considering his decision one last time. Then he shot me. And I was gone.


In the scenario that played out in my mind, he’d shot me because I’d stopped him in the lobby and asked him to remove the clothing obscuring his face. I’d seen what he looked like; I’d noticed his beak-like top lip and crooked nose.


I’d be able to identify him. And he knows it.


I felt the panic rise up until fear nearly overwhelmed me. That was when my life flashed before my eyes for a second time. Once again, I thought about Jasmine and my kids. No, it wasn’t a mere thought; it was far more than that. It was a desperate attempt to send a message through time and space: I love you. I’ll always love you. I’m sorry.


I waited, frozen in place, not daring to move a muscle, barely allowing myself to breathe—and a miracle happened. He didn’t shoot me. Instead, he walked past, exited through the door, turned left, and was gone.


We were all still alive and physically unharmed, but the emotional scars were left behind.


After the Trauma


A few seconds later, we leaped into action. We followed protocol, as we’d been trained to do. It was my job, as the leader at that moment, to secure the doors, which I did, and to coordinate all our efforts. It was another’s responsibility to pull our security binder, and another’s to notify 911, which turned out to be redundant because one of the tellers had triggered the silent alarm when she noticed the peculiar encounter between the two of us in the front lobby. We were relieved to know the police were already on their way.


In the interim, my team and I assessed the damage. The gunman had made off with $5,000 from the till and another $300 from our customer, the student, before casually walking out.


Still in shock, we went about all this in silence.


The police soon arrived to process the scene, as did several agents from the Federal Bureau of Investigation. In the majority of bank robberies, the FBI has the primary responsibility for the investigation and prosecution of offenders in federal court. They took my statement and my fingerprints, and they noted that I was a potential witness, as I had seen the perpetrator’s face. In another fortunate turn, the whole incident had been caught on video.


Some three-and-a-half hours later, the local authorities and FBI investigators had departed, and I was finally free to leave.


It was dark by now, close to 8 p.m., when I walked out to my car. I somehow put the keys in the ignition, switched on the engine, and pointed the car toward my destination. Like I said, I knew the route very well. I remembered there was a convenience store, a corner bodega, on the way home. I went straight there.


As I drove, I was still in shock. I couldn’t believe what had just happened. I kept imagining the outcome if things had gone the way I had imagined in my head. Jasmine was away that night, visiting family, my kids were with their mother, and I was supposed to meet a friend for dinner. From the parking lot in front of the bodega I called him and told him I had to cancel. I explained why. He was a former bank vice president himself, so he understood. I thanked him, got out of the car, and entered the store, feeling like a zombie. I remember the lights inside were deliriously bright, making the colorful signage and packaging look garish. Everything had a bizarre look and feel, part nightmare and part cartoon. I knew exactly what I wanted. I bought two packs of cigarettes, not one but three bottles of wine, a big bag of potato chips, and a couple of pints of ice cream.


I paid with a credit card and then walked next door to my favorite take-out pizzeria and ordered an extra-large thin crust cheese pie. While I sat and waited, I zoned out on everything around me. I didn’t see or hear anything. I was not really present but reliving those moments of fear over and over again, most specifically the moment when I’d approached the intruder and the conversation we’d had.


After an instant or an eternity, the pizza was ready. I remember how comforting the warmth of the pizza box felt in my hands as I carried it to the car. I laid it carefully on the passenger seat, started the ignition, and followed the familiar route home. I pulled into the driveway and stared at the house. There were no lights on because the house was empty. I felt a twinge of apprehension. It’ll be fine, I told myself.


I turned the key in the lock and flipped the switch by the door. The kitchen flooded with light. I entered and set one of the bags on the counter. I returned to the car for the pizza and the wine. I had to make two trips back to the car to get everything into the house.


I didn’t call Jaz or anyone else to tell them what had happened. I just grabbed the pizza, a glass, a corkscrew, and a bottle of wine and went to the couch. I turned on the TV for company and sat there until the wee hours of the morning, eating, drinking, and reflecting about what had happened.


Holy shit! I kept thinking over and over. Holy shit. I could have died today.


Did this really happen? Does he know where I live? Is it safe to go outside ever again?


I crawled into bed a few hours before dawn, but I couldn’t sleep. I just kept tossing and turning, thoughts pounding in my brain. I didn’t die. God has given me a second chance. Why? Did I deserve it? And what am I going to do with it?


I didn’t know the answer to any of those questions. All that night, I barely slept a wink.


What Just Happened?


Throughout my banking career, I had received training on the various elements of risk management in the workplace, including emergency preparedness and security protocols. It was the responsibility of the leaders to foster a safe and secure banking environment for our employees and our clients.


The training also emphasized that, in times of crisis, strong leaders listen to their teams, set a positive example for others to follow, and encourage everyone to work together.


We had learned that, after a crisis, it was important for leaders to create an atmosphere of support and open communication where employees could process their experiences and talk about what had happened. So, a few days after the robbery, I brought my team together and urged them to share what had happened from their perspective. For a few moments, we set aside our professional responsibilities and came together as human beings who had all been through—and survived—a dangerous and frightening experience.


People expressed a range of emotions: fear, helplessness, anger, grief, and even gratitude toward each other. Some shed a few tears, as did I. This time together was designed to help people deal with what happened and feel better. I tried to remain stoic. That is how I thought my team needed me to be. They looked to me to set an example, and I took that responsibility very seriously. On the day of the robbery, for example, they had watched how I responded to the situation just as my training had taught me, by remaining centered and calm—at least externally. They had followed suit by remaining calm and alerting authorities, never knowing how rattled I was inside, nor how much I had struggled to remember my training.


Now, in the days after the event, we needed to return to normal as quickly as possible, and they needed me to model that as well. So, I pushed through whatever unsettled feelings and emotions I had, stuffing them down deep inside. This was something I was very good at because I’d been doing it ever since I was a kid. But I didn’t understand that yet; I had only had a little experience with therapy when it had been part of my divorce proceedings a few years back. That was enough, however, to spark an idea.


Concerned for my team’s well-being, I brought in a grief counselor to speak with each of us individually and confidentially. Everyone, including me, found this very helpful. In retrospect, I wish I’d invited her back multiple times, as we all could have benefited more, but back then I didn’t understand that processing a traumatic event such as this might take more than one session. And with respect to myself, it was worse than that; I believed I ought to be emotionally tough enough to get over the trauma without any additional support.


I was wrong.
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Wake-Up Call #2: Where There’s Smoke


It was shortly after 1:30 in the morning just three weeks later when my fiancée, Jasmine, was startled awake by the sound of car horns. She got up and went over to the window. Peering out, she saw what seemed to be a caravan of automobiles driving up and down the streets of the neighborhood, their car horns blaring. It was Columbus Day weekend, so she at first assumed this was just a cadre of rowdy teenagers letting off steam and creating havoc. She went back to bed.


A little while later, however, she awoke again, realizing she smelled smoke. She got up and went back to the bedroom window. In the distance, she could see a strange amber light over a ridge. Meanwhile, she could hear the car horns still sounding. Sensing something, she went downstairs, opened the front door, and stepped outside. She was not alone; our neighbors were outside as well.


In hushed and anxious tones, they put the pieces of the puzzle together. That dim light she had seen in the distance was, in reality, a fire burning just over the ridge. And the people driving around blowing their car horns were concerned neighbors trying to alert everyone in the neighborhood that we were in danger and should leave our homes immediately.


Once she grasped the situation, Jasmine ran back into the house. She bolted upstairs and quickly roused the kids—Jasmine’s son, Carter, and my daughter, Filomina—instructing them to gather up some things. Then she attempted to wake me up. This was never an easy exercise, as I’ve already recounted, but it was even more challenging that morning because I’d just barely gotten to sleep. We had been out at a party with friends the previous night, only arriving home shortly before midnight.


I was awakened by my wife calling my name. “Dan, Dan, there’s a fire coming!” I recall her saying as she shook my shoulders. I noticed her voice trembled. I cranked an eye open and, in a foggy daze, stumbled to that same bedroom window, straining to see. “Honey, that looks so far away,” I said, returning to bed, not realizing that my squinting at the horizon with only one eye open did not provide a clear sense of depth. Just as objects seen in a rearview mirror are closer than they appear, a fire on the horizon seen through a window may be closer than it appears because, well, fires travel. They ride on the wind, and this warm October night was windy.


Thankfully, Jasmine ignored me. She wouldn’t let me go back to sleep, and she made it clear that we were leaving. I watched as she grabbed some random items of clothing, stuffing them in a bag. By now, I could definitely smell smoke, but I kept telling myself it was nothing. We were used to having smoke in the air at certain times of year. Maybe October was a little too early in the season, but it was nice to smell smoke in October, I thought.


I managed to gather a few personal family items, the cat, the home computer, and a few important documents. As we carried the items to the car, we could see our neighbors doing the same. The atmosphere was charged, and we were soon in a full panic. I hugged Filomina and said a hasty goodbye before she jumped in her car. She was going south to join her brother at her mother’s in San Francisco. Then Jasmine, Carter, and I got ready to evacuate. We filled the trunk, loaded the back seat with a few of our most important things, and left the rest behind. We got in the car and headed toward the highway, soon finding our place in a long line of traffic heading out of the area.


On instinct, we headed toward Jasmine’s sister’s house a few miles away. We arrived there in the early morning hours to find that her home had already become a kind of mission control center, a gathering place for friends, some of whom had already lost their homes to the ravages of the fire. We were seeking safety and reassurance, and I think we thought that if others were there, too, maybe we’d all be OK.


No one slept that night; we were all too on edge. We stayed awake, monitoring the situation and talking among ourselves. All the while, we could hear sirens and the distant sounds of explosions that we later learned were the tanks at local filling stations and propane suppliers bursting and burning. The effect was as if we had been invaded by foreign adversaries. Then ash began to rain down like snow.


Context


The fire that forced our family to flee our home in the middle of the night was called the Tubbs Fire. It was dubbed that because it erupted in a wildland area near Tubbs Lane just north of us in Calistoga when an electrical spark from a high-tension wire traveled to the ground.1 Because of the strong winds blowing that night, gusting up to 68 mph,2 it took only a few hours for the fire to travel the 12 miles to densely populated Santa Rosa.


The Tubbs Fire would become known as “the most destructive wildfire [to that point] in California history.”3 It would burn for 23 days until it was fully contained. It scorched nearly 37,000 acres as it tore through three counties, damaging or destroying almost 6,000 structures.4 But our hometown of Santa Rosa would endure the greatest losses. Over 2,800 homes were destroyed, and 22 people lost their lives.5 The Tubbs Fire was the first of a series of devastating wildfires that would hit Northern California over the next four years. Months of recorded high temperatures, preceded by a heavy rainfall the previous winter, had set the stage. The destruction was illustrative of everything climate change experts had warned about.6 


The closer it got to dawn, the thicker the smoke became. Looking out, we saw the sky had turned orange. Someone turned on the TV. The events all around us were being broadcast live on all the news channels, and we gathered around, listening for updates. That’s how I learned the air was quickly becoming too toxic to breathe. Experts advised wearing N95 masks. This was the first time that I had ever heard of one.


Meanwhile, we took breaks to call family and our circles of friends, people concerned for our safety, to let them know we were OK—because, so far, we were.


Then, perhaps around 9 or 10 that morning, a Nixle alert came in on our phones, warning us that the area surrounding my in-laws’ home was no longer deemed safe. According to the alert, there were multiple fires to the north. These were merging and would soon be closing in on us. Jasmine and I looked at each other. We knew this meant we’d have to pack up again and seek shelter somewhere else.


We expressed our gratitude, repacked hurriedly, jammed what little we had in the back of the car, and set off.


All the roads and highways heading northward were closed, blocked by first responders, so we had no choice but to head south, toward San Francisco. I drove while Jaz worked the phone, trying to find a room for us at a hotel or motel. At last, she found one in Marin, nearly 50 miles away, vacant only due to a last-minute cancellation. We were traveling on a major highway, but traffic had slowed to a crawl. It took nearly five hours and a half tank of gas to travel what would have normally taken 45 minutes.


Bone weary, our nerves frayed, we finally pulled up at what was apparently the last vacant hotel room in the Bay Area. We settled down for the night feeling like fugitives on the run, not knowing if we would have a home to return to or where we would go next. We were grateful that we and all our family were safe, but our minds roiled with questions. What were we going to do if we lost the house and everything we owned? Where were we going to live? Our anxiety was great, but our fatigue was greater. Exhaustion finally took over, and we slept very well that night.


With the rising of the sun, the pressure was on to figure out our next move. We got on the phone again. We determined that my son and daughter would stay with their mother in San Francisco, while Jasmine and I would make our way back north. Our good friends Heather and Greg were bunkered down in an area out of harm’s way, and they had generously offered to shelter us. Again, we threw our few belongings in the trunk and headed in a new direction. Fires were still burning, posing serious risk to all, including wildlife, and many roads were still closed, even to local traffic, but we were fortunate. We made it to our friends’ safe haven.
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