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    To all of those who have worn the uniform

    and the loved ones who have stood by their side.


    And to my family, for their unwavering support

    and for giving me a life I could have only dreamed of.

  


  
    Contents


    Prologue: April 13, 2004


    Chapter 1: Sweet Thunder


    Chapter 2: Finding My Limits and Breaking Through Them


    Chapter 3: Choosing ROTC


    Chapter 4: The Twin Towers Fall


    Chapter 5: Learning to Live Without Regrets


    Chapter 6: The Call of Duty


    Chapter 7: Deployment


    Chapter 8: Wolfpack


    Chapter 9: A Patriot with Protection


    Chapter 10: Wounded Soldier


    Chapter 11: On the Right Foot


    Chapter 12: Back on Home Soil


    Chapter 13: First Steps: Pride, Patriotism, Country Music


    Chapter 14: Finding a New Purpose


    Chapter 15: Back in the Water


    Chapter 16: On the Mountaintop


    Chapter 17: Make the Most of a Second Chance


    Chapter 18: Competing Against Myself


    Chapter 19: It Is What It Is


    Chapter 20: Finding Something Greater than Myself


    Chapter 21: Beijing 2008


    Chapter 22: Picking Up the Pieces


    Chapter 23: Shot in the Heart


    Chapter 24: Dare2Tri


    Chapter 25: Commander-in-Chief


    Chapter 26: Iron Woman


    Chapter 27: The Mommy Road to Rio


    Chapter 28: On Top of the World


    Chapter 29: Never Say Never


    Epilogue: My Life Today


    Afterword


    Acknowledgments


    About the Author

  


  
    Prologue


    April 13, 2004


    I got up and put on my desert camouflage uniform, then stepped out of my trailer. As an officer, I had my own, with a single bed, and I had just put up an American flag inside.


    It had been three weeks since I arrived in Iraq. I knew, from the moment I woke up that day, what I was going to do: ride along with a convoy into the Green Zone in Central Baghdad. I was a convoy commander, but, this morning, I had no real mission. I was going to take over the route the next day, so my job was to ride and observe.


    There was a briefing before all the convoys left—I knew what vehicle I was going to be riding in, and I knew the driver. None of this was new. I had led everything that was going on multiple times.


    Looking back, maybe I wasn’t as tuned in as I normally would have been. It was a laid-back kind of day. Just learn the route, I was thinking. It was relatively easy. It was 8 a.m. About ten vehicles were lined up for the convoy. I was in a Humvee, typical for an officer, two vehicles back from the front.


    The gun truck was right in front of us; their job was to sweep the road and look for any sort of abnormal activity. I would normally sit up front next to the driver, but, this morning, I was behind him in the back. Next to me was another officer, and behind us was a machine gunner, sitting out in the hot open air. We were lined up and ready to go when I saw another soldier running up.


    “Ma’am, would you like me to take your door off?” he asked. “We can put a pedestal mount on.”


    He was talking about a piece that hooked to the side of the open door; it made it easier to point a weapon outward. Sometimes you think you’re invincible. “Sure,“ I said.


    I could smell the fuel in the air. We were slow out of the gate. The convoy commander was in the passenger seat on an electronic device watching our route, with walkie-talkie access to the gun truck in front and the vehicles behind as we picked up speed.


    The area around Baghdad is just a desolate landscape: barren, some local cars, a hut that’s someone’s home way off in the distance.


    We were moving along about ten minutes into the ride. We were all paying close attention to our surroundings. It was all still kind of surreal, but we were trained and professional. Then we came up to a bridge and overpass.


    The drivers knew to swerve when they go under a bridge—there could be someone up above wanting to drop something on our vehicle. The enemy knew the smallest vehicles in the convoys are where the officers ride. My vehicle was a big target, and, as the driver swerved, it seemed to work: nothing landed on us.


    But then a deafening boom, the loudest sound that I’ve ever heard, louder than anything I could ever imagine.


    * * *


    There was black smoke. The unmistakable smell of metal. We were wearing our seatbelts, but it was chaos, with heavy equipment sliding around the vehicle as the world rocked.


    It was an Improvised Explosive Device, I realized. We hit a roadside bomb. Time slowed. The windshield smashed. We ricocheted off a guardrail as the driver tried to right us in the opposite direction. Then we crashed into an Iraqi woman’s home on the side of the road.


    From here on out, things are fuzzy. I can only tell you what I remember.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Sweet Thunder


    On my fourth birthday, my dad presented me with a big gift and a big decision. He brought home two different bikes, each with training wheels, and told me I could choose one of them. I hopped up and down in excitement as he brought two big colorful boxes in from the garage and placed them in front of me.


    One was a Barbie bike, pink and girly. The other one was a bit more dramatic, with Sweet Thunder written in electric-looking letters. My dad stepped back and asked me which one I wanted—it was my choice.


    I hesitated. This was tough. Finally, I pointed to the Barbie bike. My thinking went like this: It was pink, and, though I didn’t particularly love pink things, I really wanted the basket that came with it. I could already picture it overflowing with stuffed animals, rocks, and snacks. For starters, there was my stuffed bear Woodles, who I couldn’t possibly risk riding without—he would fit perfectly in there.


    But my dad knew me well. While this had been presented as my choice, he gently steered me toward Sweet Thunder. When I let him know how much I cared about the Barbie accessories, he solved the problem for me—it wouldn’t be hard to add a basket to Sweet Thunder, as well as a bell that would let everyone know that I was headed their way.


    I was his youngest daughter, his little girl, and he wanted me to be a tough little girl. He didn’t really want me to be the girl who liked Barbies and all those girly things. He saw me as the girl riding Sweet Thunder: determined, moving forward, able to keep up with everybody else.


    As soon as he put Sweet Thunder together, I was whizzing around the neighborhood, loving the speed and the feeling of the wind on my face. I cruised by dozens of houses and tall pine trees and flew like crazy down a hill to a small lake that was the location of many of my tomboy adventures. It wouldn’t be long before my mother would have to go out searching for me at dusk, finding me engrossed in climbing or exploring and calling to bring me back to dinner.


    Sometimes you make what seems like a small choice but, looking back later, it seems so important. Sweet Thunder was the first of dozens of bikes I would own in my life, and my dad’s influence in choosing it feels like it pointed the way toward so much of what happened later: my restless spirit, my embrace of adventure, the drive that always feels to me like it comes from that power to choose whenever challenges arise.


    I always wore a dress in those days, even when I was riding that beloved bike. It wasn’t so much of a fashion choice, though—I just couldn’t stand the feeling of anything around my waist. My favorite things were running around in the woods, hunting for worms, and building forts. When I was indoors, I was a total acrobat. I had a talent for making a mess of myself, which usually involved some kind of mishap with food that I was moving too fast to bother cleaning off my clothes—who had time?


    Those earliest memories almost always involve my love of sweets. This was a sweet tooth that could take on any candy and win the contest. If there was chocolate lying around, I’d eat it before anyone had a chance to scold me. Around this time, I decided to try making brownies on my own; of course, I had no idea what I was doing, and I ended up putting the brownie batter in the oven while it was still in a plastic bowl. My mom rushed into the kitchen and saved the day before the bowl melted. I was on to the next thing by then.


    Picture a little spitfire who always wore a dress—that was me as a little girl. I sometimes felt distant from my big sister, Amanda, because of our age difference. She’s three and a half years older than me and, pretty soon, was on to more grownup things like staying up late, shopping for clothes, or sleeping over at her friends’ houses. Despite those differences, in my heart, I adored Amanda and often wanted to be her. I told my parents about this so often that they started to worry about it.


    My parents always encouraged me to be my own person. They told me that it was great to be me: Melissa, a driven and determined girl who would grow up to be a strong and independent woman someday. When I got older, I would make important decisions all on my own and be the person I wanted to be without worrying about what anyone else thought.


    That didn’t mean I made things easy on myself. One day, Amanda and I were outside hitting a tennis ball against a backboard. She was far better at tennis than I was, and so she was able to keep me from even getting a racquet on the ball. I guess I needed to hit something, so I smashed the racquet over her head. This didn’t go over well with her or my parents. It was the kind of bullheaded moment that was the flip side to my adventurousness and brashness, the side that wasn’t always easy to be around.


    I’d often throw embarrassing tantrums for no reason. My family took a vacation to Spain, and my parents hired a babysitter so they wouldn’t have to contend with me on their own. I had outbursts on that trip, and that babysitter certainly earned her paycheck. Back home, it was time to enroll in preschool, and, while I wanted to be there every day, my mom was afraid that I’d lose my temper at some point and cause a problem. She left me for one day, then two, then three in a row without any explosions. I went along and behaved myself because I was learning something important about myself: While I thrived on high energy and restless motion, when I channeled that spirit into a busy daily routine I thrived inside. I don’t even know if I would have used the word discipline at that point, but I loved it and craved it.


    * * *


    Amanda had her athletic interests that I followed with great interest. She had been on a neighborhood swim team from a young age but eventually gravitated toward tennis—even after I whacked her on the head in an unfortunate moment.


    I wanted a sport of my own, something to channel my inner fire. While I was still in preschool, my mom signed me up for a tumbling class at a place called Gym Elite Gymnastics Club. But, within a couple of months, my teacher notified my mom that I was too advanced for that class and moved me to a higher level.


    My earliest sports memory is probably jumping on a trampoline, gaining air and defying gravity for a just a couple of moments, then having to wait my turn impatiently until I got to go again. I hated waiting. It was so impossibly difficult to be sidelined, even for a minute, such a challenge to fight against my own impatience.


    The next tumbling pass came, then another. I loved the feeling of moving through space with risky precision, the rush as my body responded to more and more difficult moves. I got serious about gymnastics pretty fast—it was really speaking to me. I rose quickly through the beginning levels and soon was told I had real potential. I was intrigued by what this meant—it sounded like another adventure, another thing to conquer.


    If my parents were concerned about how much time I wanted to spend in the gym, they never showed it. Ultimately, if I was devoted to something, that was all that mattered to them. That’s the kind of strength that can carry on throughout someone’s life.


    I also loved swimming. My mom told me that I looked like a little fish, so comfortable propelling myself underwater. I spent a lot of time at the local pool, focusing my energy on learning the strokes and feeling my muscles respond to exercise.


    Stubbornness can be a good thing. Our neighborhood swim team had an age requirement of five, but, before I reached that birthday, our coach told me to try to complete a lap in an exhibition meet. I dug deep inside and made my way with total determination, my tiny arms and legs working to move me forward like a torpedo through the ocean. Every now and then, I had to stop and grab the rope by the side of the pool and catch my breath while I received encouragement from the pool deck. I was going to do this. I heard grownups’ and kids’ voices echoing in the pool, smelled the chlorine in my nose, felt the splash of water in my face, and realized no one else was going to make this happen. I might have been a little girl, but I was strong enough to reach the end.


    I did it. I completed the entire length of the pool; looking back, where I’d started seemed impossibly far away. I looked up and saw that I was on the receiving end of a standing ovation from all the parents—my very first taste of the rush of winning, even though it hadn’t really been a competition. I had competed against myself, finding will within. I didn’t fully comprehend what I had done at the time, but I thrived off the speed and the motion—and I loved that reaction from the crowd.


    The following year, I was old enough to become a member of the team. My coach had a deep Southern accent, and he used to call me Melissa Jean when he bellowed at me during practice, screaming out encouragement as I determinedly made my way through a twenty-five-yard freestyle. For a while, I lived at that pool, competing in swim meets, playing sharks and minnows with the other girls, and endlessly eating Popsicles from the snack bar. I loved that feeling of camaraderie, feeling part of something bigger than myself, and adhering to a disciplined schedule.


    Then, when I turned eight, I stopped swimming. It wasn’t that I didn’t like it, but my advanced tumbling skills were drawing me out of the pool and into the gym. It seemed like it wouldn’t be possible to excel at both. I wanted to spend all of my waking moments at the gym, even if that meant fewer Popsicles. I knew exactly what I wanted. I switched to gymnastics totally. I didn’t know what it was like for other kids my age, but I already could make rapid decisions from my gut that were sturdy and sensible. It was a good thing to know what I wanted, to feel confident in making choices. It made for a strong and sturdy conscience.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Finding My Limits and Breaking Through Them


    Gymnastics is a difficult and demanding sport, and it doesn’t let up. I didn’t either. I would often come home from practice with a taped ankle or a blister on my hand from a ripped-open callus. My parents would attend to whatever the day’s ailment or injury entailed. They continuously told me how tough I was, encouraging me to hang with it and keep going. They let me and Amanda do what we loved the most, and they instilled early in us that our voices were heard, our opinions mattered, and that we had the power to make our own decisions and to see through the consequences.


    This felt like a transformative choice for me, establishing my individuality and ability to tackle challenges. My sister had tennis and I had gymnastics. I was drawn to the thrill of it, the feel of the beam underneath my feet. Just as I had always loved the feel of grass beneath my feet, now I loved the feel of the floor and the bars in my hands. I felt tough when I was there.


    Gym Elite replaced the pool as the place where I tackled challenges and became my second home. I loved everything about it: the dry smell of the chalk, the creaking of the bars and the sounds of feet slapping the mats and the beat of the floor music providing rhythm. This is where I made new friends, and I started to practice both before and after middle school, as I grew through the grades and moved through the levels. After a while, I came and went through an exclusive back door entrance for higher-level gymnasts and worked in the sectioned-off back half of the facility. It made me feel important like I was going somewhere. In the sounds of called-out instruction and the burning in my muscles as I balanced and tumbled, I felt a sense of purpose.


    By then, I was walking through the halls of Holcomb Bridge Middle School. I was Melissa the gymnast, and I’d prove it by performing my latest routine at every school talent show. It felt like I would never get enough. I channeled all my determination into the sport. It was my life.


    When I turned twelve, something amazing happened. Olga Korbut, the six-time Olympic medalist, moved with her husband and son from Russia to Georgia and became a coach at Gym Elite. All of us knew Olga as the pixie with pigtails who revolutionized gymnastics with her achievements at the Munich Olympics in 1972. She was the first gymnast to perform a backflip on beam in international competition. Her groundbreaking floor routines were full of raw emotions and a connection to the crowd that helped make gymnastics one of the prime events at the Olympics. For me and other girls around the world, she had been one of the inspirations for taking up the sport and making it our own.


    We waited for Olga’s arrival and wondered what she would be like in person, intimidated by her legendary status. Of course, she was no longer the young girl at Munich, and we took her arrival in stride and tried to help make her feel at home in her new city. She had a thick Russian accent, and her hair was in straight bangs that were longer than in her Olympic heyday. She still very much had the body of a gymnast: strong and petite.


    My family even loaned her our kitchen table when she needed help furnishing her apartment. We never got that table back—I think my parents just hoped the nice gesture would earn me some goodwill.


    A few of us stood out to Olga, as she evaluated us one by one and watched us practice. We were labeled Olympic hopefuls. The other girls were both close friends and fierce competitors. I was close to Chau, who stood out for being the most flexible and having the longest legs. Dudley was noted for being really good at basically everything. They called me “Suicide,” because I was known for trying the most difficult skills—and for being blind to the idea of failure.


    Mind you, this didn’t always mean I had the best form, or that I was going to stick every landing, but I was always up for as many twists or flips as needed—pushing through doubt and trying to find my limits and break through them.


    Olga was a tough-love coach who didn’t smile much. She didn’t show a lot of affection, even to her own family, but I sensed she was the product of a different upbringing and that she wanted the best for us. She wanted to make us the best, and she had a warm side for those who got to know her. I felt that she adored those of us who took risks. If one of us had a callus rip off while we were on the bars, that wasn’t a reason to stop. No one would ever accuse her of babying us. She wanted us to be resilient, saying: “If you don’t succeed, keep trying until you do.”


    Many of my teammates cried in front of her, some often. I didn’t dare.


    * * *


    One day at practice, I was trying a new element that involved a twist on the balance beam in front of Olga. Each time I did, I fell off and landed with a thud. My body hurt a little more each time, and my chest burned with frustration. I’d get back on, do it again, and fall. And again. And again.


    I had fallen more than ten times when I was on the mat and trying to gather the will to get myself up on my feet. My eyes burned, and tears wanted to come out. Olga came rushing over to scream at me.


    “You need to get up You need to get up right now!” she yelled. “You have the potential to be the best. Get up and do it again!”


    Then she stormed off across the gym without waiting for my reaction.


    I pushed against the blue floor mat and willed myself up. Her words filled me with a newfound determination. She was telling me I could be the best, not to give up. She was telling me that I had to persist. I got back onto the four-inch-wide beam and did the routine again. I failed, so I did it again. And again. Until, finally, I executed it.


    The next time, I was trying a new routine on the trampoline before I moved it to the floor mat. On my first attempt, I improperly twisted and ended up nowhere near the place where I was supposed to land. It hurt, and it scared me. Olga came over and insisted I press on. By then, I would have fallen a hundred times until I got it right because I wanted to prove my worth—to both Olga and myself. The will and the choice to persevere and conquer failure became something knitted into my spirit, a channel for my restlessness.


    * * *


    We had a meet every few weeks and, every time, we would line up as a team as we entered the gym. We marched out onto the floor single file, shortest to tallest. In my pink leotard with a Gym Elite patch at the center of my chest, I was invariably the shortest. That made me the line leader every time, which I didn’t mind at all. I paraded out proudly into the gym, under the lights, and would look to the spectator seats to find my parents’ faces. I felt the need for their approval in order to compete, as though it fed me the bravery I needed.


    An announcer called out our names one by one, and we stepped up and put out one arm in a salute and returned to the line before the first rotation began: vault, bars, beam, or floor.


    Eventually, I got a medal in competition, and it was a moment that shaped me forever.


    I stood straight. I lifted my chin. The national anthem blared from speakers overhead and I placed my hand over my heart. I looked up and there it was: the American flag. I felt an electric energy, and goosebumps overtook my body.


    I was rigid with chills, thrilled and almost overwhelmed. I felt like I was floating on the podium, as though I might rise up in the air over the crowd. It was difficult to fully comprehend then, but that’s the moment when my love for the American flag took hold in the center of my heart. That’s when I realized how much I loved my country.


    * * *


    Our team started traveling the country from meet to meet. I was in competitions with gymnasts including Shannon Miller and Kerri Strug, all young women trying to be among the best in the world. I never came close to the scores earned by these gymnasts and discovered I had little chance of stacking up against their seemingly perfect performances.


    Still, I kept trying. My injuries piled up, from my knees and ankles to a hairline fracture in my spine that my doctor said might worsen throughout my life if I continued my devotion to gymnastics. I was still “Suicide” at heart, though, always willing to fight through the pain and risk injury to make the next twist work, the next tumble through space with the world rushing past my eyes and ears.


    We slept in hotel beds and dreamed of perfect 10s and ate at Cracker Barrels wherever we went, creating life-long good memories of hot food and friendship. Our training became even more intense when we learned that the 1996 Olympics would be coming to Atlanta—now my fantasies of a perfect 10 on the bars could take place right in my own backyard.


    A local newspaper wrote about me as an Olympic “hopeful,” and that was a big deal to me. I was competing at the top level by now, the highest that I could reach, but there are different ranks within elite competitors. And I wasn’t the best of the best—those were the athletes who ended up representing the United States at the 1996 Atlanta Olympic games as the Magnificent Seven, the first women’s gymnastics team from America to take Olympic gold.


    They were my heroes, and I idolized them even though I had known them first as competitors. I watched their floor exercises over and over, memorizing them until they were probably etched in my mind forever.


    * * *


    But, two years before those Olympics arrived when I was fourteen, everything seemed to come to a halt. My dad sat Amanda and me on the couch in front of the fireplace we only used on rare occasions and told us that we were moving to Minnesota. This would be the fourth time we had relocated after my dad was offered a promotion; I was born in Michigan and had also lived in England when I was still very young. Dad was a corporate Chief Financial Officer, and he was always looking to advance his career and move up to better positions at bigger companies. When he saw an opportunity for himself and his family, he jumped at the chance.


    Amanda was unfazed. After all, she was heading off to college soon. But I was entering high school, and I was livid.


    From my dad’s perspective, he was a good provider for our family and he wanted to fulfill that role as well as he possibly could. Moving around was a necessary requirement. It was hard for me to see it that way.


    How could he do this to me? I stormed up the stairs and slammed my bedroom door. It felt like the end of the world.


    I sat on my American flag bedspread, my eyes overflowing with tears. My mind went to my gymnastics. I was going to the state meet, and I had unrealistic visions of triumphing there and having it lead right to the Olympics. Now I knew that, by leaving Atlanta, it almost surely meant that I was losing my chance. Until then, I had prided myself on never crying when I messed up a gymnastics routine, but now the tears came out of control when I thought about leaving Gym Elite. It burned my heart to think of not being able to honor my commitment to my coaches and teammates. Loyalty was threaded through my drives and passions, and the idea of letting them down was unbearable. Mom did her best to comfort me with promises of a good life in Minnesota. Her hugs have always had a way of making things better.


    Gym Elite threw a goodbye party for us, and then we packed up our house and said goodbye to the South. I was full of teenage emotions, feeling like this was a tragedy—though, in a sense, starting high school in a new environment might have been the best thing for me.


    * * *


    I hadn’t wanted to fully admit or understand it, but my body was wrecked and crying out for a break. I may have pushed myself to my limits in gymnastics, which wasn’t a concept that came naturally to me.


    We had a fancy new house in Minnesota, and I made new friends and established a welcome, regular new routine. I had friends who often hung out at my house, where I’d coax my dad into hiding his sports car in the garage when they came over; I was embarrassed that my family was living a more elegant lifestyle at that point than some of my peers. It didn’t seem fair that some people had more than others; I was contrite about it and wanted us all to be equal.


    At Eden Prairie High School, my competitive drive led me to try other sports such as diving and track while also competing on the gymnastics team—it was much less demanding on my body than Gym Elite, only a couple of hours a day, a few months out of the year. I lettered in all three sports, made all-American, and was captain of the gymnastics and diving teams.


    I even tried pole vaulting my senior year—by coincidence, it was the first season high school girls were allowed to vault in Minnesota. Five of us signed up in all, and we were pretty excited to be pioneers—and I was thrilled at the prospect of the altitude and the rush of the sport. The girls had to wear helmets while the guys didn’t, but we got over that inequality. I went on to compete in the state meet, with my own helmet decorated with silver, red, and blue stars that Amanda made for me. I finished third or fourth, and felt disgruntled about it, thinking I could have done better.


    Still, I loved sports in high school. Maybe I wasn’t “Suicide” anymore, but that spirit to break through barriers—inside and out—remained strong. I really loved my life then. Me and my friends, including Stephanie, Brandi, Katie, and Megan, who are still some of my closest friends today, spent our Friday nights at football games and our summers at the Minnesota lakes. But by the end of high school, I was ready for the next challenge.


    I knew that the next step was somehow tied into my awe of the American flag. My thoughts drifted more and more to the Army, to the honor and the challenge of the military and how it was the ultimate way to represent our country. Whenever I saw someone in person or on TV wearing a military uniform, that flag captured my attention and drew me in. I thought about what it would be like to have that flag patch sewn onto my shoulder.


    I went to a lot of high school and college fairs as graduation grew near. There was a West Point booth at one of them, and I took home an application.


    I filled it out, then invited an Army recruiter to come to my house to talk with my parents and explain what it would take to enroll. By then, my parents were used to how patriotic I had become, and how much I had been thinking about service to my country, but I don’t think they genuinely understood that I wanted to join the Army—if anything, they probably thought I was going through a phase.


    The recruiter from West Point came to our house in his perfectly pressed uniform, with his military posture and a stack of pamphlets. We sat around the kitchen table as he told us about life at West Point and the doors it could open in my life. His job was to sell the military academy, and he was great at it—he talked about the tradition, the friendships and camaraderie, the physical demands, the discipline, and the challenges.


    Then he looked at me straight in the eyes, calmly from across the table.


    “Could you ever kill someone?” he asked.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Choosing ROTC


    I completed the application to West Point, but, as fate would have it, I never submitted it. My parents clearly still thought that I was just going through a phase, and they convinced me that West Point was a far-fetched goal at best. My family didn’t have much of a military history; my grandfather had briefly served, but I didn’t know much about it. I didn’t have any military connections to make a recommendation to add to the application, and I didn’t have the kind of high-level GPA or standardized test scores that would have helped make my case.


    This is a moment in my life that bewilders my older self. A through-line that goes through everything since I was a little girl is pursuing anything and everything my heart points me toward as a single-minded mission, even when I know there’s a decent chance that I might fail. I fancied West Point, and I saw myself there, but it was one dream that I allowed myself to let go of.


    All my experiences in sports had given me a lot of hard-earned confidence—hurling myself through life and landing on my feet was something I really enjoyed. In part, I think it was my allegiance to my parents at that point that trumped my will to take chances. I always longed for their approval, and deeply valued their opinions on everything. If they were skeptical about me attending West Point, that was a barrier that kept my reckless and willful side at bay.


    Instead, I enrolled at the University of Colorado at Boulder, which had been one of about ten college brochures that didn’t get swept off the desk in my bedroom and into the trash by the middle of my senior year of high school. It was a big state school without a gymnastics team. My dad had persuaded me to visit there, which brought my mind back to when he gently steered me to Sweet Thunder. He’s my dad, so, of course, I ached to please him and take his guidance.


    And, to be fair, who wouldn’t be mesmerized by Boulder? Those gorgeous mountains, those spectacular sunsets, those incredible flatiron rock formations. By the time I left that initial visit, I had felt there was truly a place in my heart that would always live in Colorado.


    I was a pretty typical college freshman. I stayed out too late, sometimes drank too much, and spent a truly excessive amount of time inhaling whatever flavor was being dispensed from the dining hall’s all-you-can-eat frozen yogurt machine. My roommate, Tiffany (still one of my best friends today), connected me to the crew team, which turned out to be a circle of adventuresome types who loved the outdoors and the feeling of pushing physical limits. I was really learning by this point that downtime was a foreign concept. I didn’t judge people who spaced out on the couch or enjoyed doing nothing, but I was never going to be one of them. I had to keep moving.


    I got up at four in the morning to join the crew team, dressed in several layers of clothes and gloves. We rowed in the cold waters of the reservoir, and the exercise and the feeling of motion and teamwork satisfied my soul.


    That first year, something other than the mountains and the cool water by sunrise caught my eye: the ROTC cadets marching around campus. Those Reserve Officers’ Training Corps students sang cadence in their spotless uniforms and looked terrifically tough and disciplined. Every time they passed by, I would stop what I was doing and watch. I had never really let go of my desire to join the Army, and I started to imagine myself as one of them. I knew that I would fit in.


    Of course, at that point, my imagination didn’t extend to going to war as one of them. That was the last thing on my mind.


    * * *


    During the winter of my freshman year, Tiffany and I were introduced to another pair of roommates. We started dating Justin and Dick shortly thereafter.


    Dick was an ROTC cadet and, while I initially took him as just a soft, studious type, I soon discovered his depth and other aspects of his personality. There was something about him that was almost mysterious, an image that he seemed to want to project. He had a hard shell on the outside that seemed difficult to know, but then I found out how much he loved classical music and symphonies. He had a long military history in his family.


    We shared a deep sense of patriotism and devotion to our country. We loved spending the weekends off-roading in his pickup truck in the mountains outside of town, under that spectacular snow-kissed landscape and incredibly pure cool air. I knew that some people thought we were an unlikely match; I was so outgoing, and he would sit at a table all night without saying much. It was a case of opposites attracting, but it worked for us, and I fell fast. By the end of the year, we were pretty much inseparable.


    We would end up breaking up halfway through sophomore year and seeing each other again later and becoming a big part of one another’s lives. It was so hard to imagine the future when we were so young.


    Before we broke up, though, one of the most influential things in my life took place. I was getting serious thinking about ROTC, which Dick had already joined. One day, Dick suggested that he bring me to the ROTC recruiter, and I agreed to the plan without a moment’s hesitation.


    We walked together through Gate 3 of Folsom Field, which was quiet and still in comparison to the Saturdays when it was home to Buffaloes football games. We went up a flight of stairs to the ROTC headquarters on the second floor, and I was impressed. The program’s domain extended in a long hallway halfway around the entire stadium, lined with the offices of military personnel and cadet classrooms. It was like a secret society you would never know existed unless you were chosen and asked to join.


    I had never really sat down for a serious conversation with a military officer before, so it was intimidating to introduce myself to Major Lawrence, with his serious bearing and all-business attitude. I nervously accompanied him to his office.


    “You’d be joining ROTC your sophomore year,” he let me know right away. “So already you’ll be a year behind.”


    The Major sat down behind a massive desk surrounded by dozens of awards and accolades he had earned from his service. He explained that I’d have to attend basic camp, which was a three-week summer camp that simulated life in the Army. This would catch me up with all the other cadets who had an entire year of training under their belts. It sounded like a real challenge.
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