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            Introduction

            *  *  *

            The Knock at the Door

         

         Like most Americans of a certain age, I remember exactly where I was just before 9 a.m. on September 11, 2001. I was in bed in my apartment at Widener University, just outside Philadelphia.

         I woke up to a panicky call from my mom, who was at my childhood home in Doylestown, Pennsylvania. She had just heard from my brother, Travis, who was a student at the United States Naval Academy in Annapolis. He had called to tell her that he was okay and that he and the rest of the student body were being moved to an undisclosed location and would not be in contact for a bit. One minute she was listening to his intense but measured voice, and the next—click—the voice was gone.

         As a mother now, I can’t imagine receiving a call like that. My mom had first tried to reach my dad, but after a few failed attempts, she called me instead. I was still groggy from sleep and couldn’t make much sense of what she was saying, but it was clear that she was upset. She instructed me to turn on the nearest TV. I did, and a minute later we watched together in horror as the second plane struck the World Trade Center. We spent the next several minutes in silence, each watching the events unwind on the television in front of us.

         A few minutes later, I hung up the phone and wondered what I was supposed to do next. When I think back to that terrible day, I remember the horror and sadness the most. Those are the strongest feelings that have stayed with me through the years.

         What I often forget, until I reflect a little, were the feelings of total and utter confusion. You have to remember that this was a totally unprecedented national event. I literally thought the world was coming to an end. I looked to others helplessly for some direction on how to respond. There was no playbook for this.

         I tried to think rationally about what my next move should be. Do I go to my parents’ house? Do I keep watching and try to understand the severity of the incident? Do I call around and see who else knows what to do next? How can I help? I took my cues from the other students around me. While most were dumbstruck, none of them appeared personally threatened. So I decided to go to English class.

         When I got there I saw that my professor had the TV on and was listening intently to the reporters. They were saying that the attack was an act of terrorism. At the time, I barely knew what that word meant. Since then, of course, the term terrorism has become a ubiquitous presence in our national lexicon.

         Then my professor asked each of us to pull out a blank piece of paper and write down whatever thoughts were going through our heads in that moment. I exchanged glances with a few nearby students, and their expressions seemed to confirm what I was feeling: History was unfolding around us.

         I took a deep breath and, as instructed, allowed my thoughts to pour out onto the paper. I wrote about how scared I was for my dad, who was then serving in the military, and for my brother, who was about to serve in the military. I wrote about my fear that what was happening—whatever it was—would lead to war and that they would have to play some role in that.

         A few years ago, while cleaning out an old box packed with textbooks and notebooks from college, I found that piece of paper. I scanned it and remembered the confusion we all felt that day. We wondered what these horrific acts meant for our futures, both as individuals and as a country. My eyes moved to the last line that I had written: “I just hope nothing happens to my dad or Travis. I don’t think I’d be able to go on if it did.”

         After his graduation from the Naval Academy, Travis was commissioned as an officer in the US Marine Corps. Six years after I wrote down my worries in that English class, they were realized. Travis was killed in Iraq on April 29, 2007.

         The news of Travis’s death started with a knock at my family’s front door. Outside stood a uniformed service member who had been tasked with telling a family that their son and brother was dead. It’s one of the hardest jobs I can imagine. I’m one of thousands of family members who have learned of their loved one’s death in this same way. None of us saw it coming. All of us were gutted to the core. After the uniformed messengers leave and the families and friends go back to their lives, we’re left to pick up the pieces; to use my phrase from college, we’re forced to find a way to “go on.”

         And I’ll tell you what, it’s not always pretty.

         The struggles and triumphs of life never are, though. This book is for those of you who have ever had to answer a life-changing knock at the door—real or metaphorical. You know how ugly things can get. And if you haven’t yet answered one, I promise you, you will.

         You may not experience the gut-wrenching loss of a loved one to war, but knocks come in all different forms. Maybe it’s a cancer diagnosis. Maybe it’s the death of your best friend. The betrayal of a spouse. The loss of a child. The implosion of a professional career. A car accident or natural disaster that takes the person you love the most away from you.

         In each case, the circumstances are different, but the principles are the same. We are unexpectedly robbed of something or someone we loved. We are stripped down to the rawest versions of ourselves and forced to take a look in the mirror.

         As we seek to cope, to respond, to “go on,” we inevitably come to a point where we determine what kind of person we will be: the kind who is broken by tragedy, the kind who is defined by it, or the kind who is strengthened by it. Grief is a process, of course, and at times we’re all three. The trick is remembering that we control this process, and that our experiences can teach us something critical, if we let them.

         It took me several years to figure this out. That is, I finally learned to accept grief as a fluid process and not a hurdle I had to push through. And I came to understand that I actually got a say in its outcome. Fortunately, I’ve had the help of a few good friends to push me along toward the other side. Two of those friends have chosen to co-author this book with me and have shared what they learned from their experiences of tragedy as well.

         We are three women whose loved ones were torn from us before we reached the age of thirty. I’d like to be able to say that we’re unique and that our experiences are isolated, but that’s not true. Thousands of people have suffered the loss of a loved one in service, and millions more have experienced some other unexpected and tragic knock at their front doors.

         This book is for them. It’s for anyone who has negotiated struggle, grief, and pain, and emerged stronger as a result. It’s for anyone who is fighting that battle right now and may be tempted to give up.

         Neither I nor my co-authors, Amy Looney Heffernan and Heather Kelly, pretend to have all the answers. We’re very much a work in progress ourselves. But we think we’ve stumbled on a few good pieces of wisdom. And if by sharing that hard-earned wisdom, we can help just one person find comfort, growth, or affirmation in a difficult time, then we’ll consider our time more than well spent.

         Amy, Heather, and I have a friendship that goes back several years. We’re an unlikely trio in a lot of ways, and in an alternate universe, we may never even have become friends. But tragedy brings with it unintended consequences. Travis’s death deprived me of my best friend, but it also provided me with new and meaningful relationships I couldn’t have anticipated and for which I am exceedingly grateful. Amy and Heather are two examples of this. The three of us are bound by grief and by loss, and by the special relationship we have with a small plot of land outside Washington.

         In the southeast corner of Arlington National Cemetery lies Section 60, where the remains of those who have died most recently in the service of our country are laid to rest. It is an especially peaceful place. Whether it’s an early spring morning and the grass is still wet with dew, or a crisp autumn afternoon and leaves, caught by a gust of wind, swirl among the white marble headstones—there is a tranquility here that can be found nowhere else.

         This is only fitting. The men and women who lie buried here have earned their right to peace. They chose war as their profession. When the dead of Section 60 signed up to fight, they knew they weren’t fighting for any politician or political agenda. They were fighting for a nation, for a set of ideals, and for principles that they knew were bigger than themselves or any party or leader. They signed up to stand guard over their fellow Americans’ rights to vote, to pray, to learn, and to love in safety.

         That’s what our loved ones signed up to defend, and that’s what they died defending. Amy and Heather lost their husbands, and I lost my brother. Today the three men lie within a couple rows of one another in the quiet confines of Section 60. My brother, Travis Manion, and Amy’s late husband, Brendan Looney, are buried next to each other, honoring the bond they forged together at the US Naval Academy. After they graduated, Travis became a Marine and Brendan became a Navy SEAL. Travis died in a firefight in Iraq; Brendan died in a helicopter crash in Afghanistan. Now they rest side by side.

         A few rows away is Heather’s husband, Rob Kelly, who followed in his father’s footsteps and became a Marine. Rob didn’t know Brendan or Travis, but there is a cold logic to his burial nearby. He was killed less than three months after Brendan, and the graves were filled in order of casualties received.

         The three of us have all spent time below these sloping hills, both together and alone. At first, these visits were solemn and tear-filled. We’d spend hours sitting in the grass by their graves. Some bystanders would stare blankly; others would look on in sorrow.

         We each had our own rituals. We brought mementos to place on their headstones—pictures of us together, a Marine Corps Marathon medal, rocks from a trip to Hawaii. In the early months and years, we visited in order to make sure we checked in with Travis, Brendan, and Rob, to include them in our lives as they went on. For a long time, it was a formal ritual of somber reflection.

         Visiting the graves in Section 60 is no longer as ritualistic to us as it once was. These days, when we make the trip, it’s not so much a ceremonial rite as it is a comforting visit. And it isn’t as somber anymore, either. It’s an occasion to gather with friends and family to celebrate our loved ones. We still feel them around us there, but in the years since we lost them, they have inspired us to go on living our lives, to do so much more.

         This book details the unlikely routes that our three lives took, and the even more unlikely ways in which our lives came to intersect. It’s the story of what happens after the flag-draped caskets come home from battle, and what becomes of the families who are left behind in the wake of war.

         But more than anything, it’s the story of what is possible when you commit to living your life with a resilient spirit—whatever the struggle you may be facing, and whatever the difficulty that may be knocking at the door. Because hurt is hurt and pain is pain. There is no point in comparing our tragedies. Who wants to measure one person’s cancer diagnosis against another’s addiction against another’s trauma? As if that’s a game that anyone wants to win anyway. We all have difficulties to overcome, and in my opinion, they are commensurate with the absolute maximum we can handle. Whatever you see as your limit, you will be pushed to it. In most cases, you will be pushed over it. So then what do you do?

         That’s what happened to each of us, and this book is our attempt to answer that question.

         Nearly a year ago, Amy, Heather, and I were asked to share our stories of loss and struggle in a very public forum. We were invited to interview together on CBS This Morning for a news piece that would be aired to millions of viewers across the country.

         Each of us responded in a way that aligned with our personality. I, of course, was the most gung ho of the group, ready to jump in and start tackling some hard-hitting issues and eager to share with America our stories and those of Travis, Brendan, and Rob.

         Easygoing Amy was amused at the prospect. I think she laughed out loud in disbelief when the idea was proposed.

         And humble Heather was reluctant to participate at all, though she eventually came around to the idea when she thought about how her story could affect other people in similar positions.

         Fast-forward several months. At an Airbnb in La Jolla, a beach town in Southern California, the three of us are seated around the kitchen table. It’s been uncharacteristically wet and gray these past few days, but the serene view of the ocean from the porch is no worse for it. We’ve left our loved ones, jobs, and responsibilities to spend a week together: to reflect on how far we’ve come, and to identify the tools and resources that have helped us grow during these last several years.

         None of us know how to “do grief right,” and none of us believe there’s only one right way to do it. We know how to do it wrong, though, because we’ve all erred at various points. We’ve lashed out at loved ones and checked out of daily life; we’ve drunk and self-medicated heavily, slept too much, and exercised and eaten too little. We’ve known anger and depression; we’ve abandoned friendships and self-care. You name the tragic flaw or unhealthy coping mechanism, and we’ve all done it at one time or another.

         But we’ve grown, too. We’ve found forgiveness, healing, and peace. We’ve realized just how much fight there is left in us, and how much opportunity has been afforded us.

         We’ve challenged each other to embrace these moments of opportunity, and we fully expect to continue to learn. Our individual journeys don’t all look the same, and they won’t look like yours. But despite our differences, we have all learned one universal truth that applies to each of us:

         Every human will struggle in this life. Our challenge is to struggle well.

         Because after all, struggle is the antecedent of growth. It is only when we embrace the pain, heartache, and discomfort that punctuate our lives that we can ultimately find the strength we need to grow from those moments.

         This is a fact of human existence, and it’s as true at the molecular level as it is at the celestial one. Our muscles don’t grow unless we literally damage our muscle fibers by exercising them strenuously. Only when those fibers have broken down can our body go through the natural process of repair and strengthening.

         The same can be said for our planet. Earthquakes that rupture the earth’s surface give birth to mountains. Damage, breakdown, disruption—these are the prerequisites for growth. If this is true for the cells we’re composed of, and it’s true for the planet that supports us, then why shouldn’t it be true for the lives we lead?

         The notion that struggle leads to growth, and pain to strength, is widely accepted—in theory, anyway. The tricky part is translating this theory into practice. How do we live our daily lives in a way that embraces this philosophy? What is the best way to deal with the aftermath of a tragic knock at the door? Can we build enough resilience to prepare ourselves for the next knock?

         We don’t offer a manual to answer these questions for you. Instead we humbly submit a wealth of raw personal experiences from which we hope you will glean some insight. Some are ugly and some are beautiful, but they are all very real.

         We challenge you to take the opportunity to reflect on the knock you’ve received at your own door, and to identify the areas in life where you can experience growth as a result. If you have the courage to love someone, to devote yourself to your craft, or to demonstrate passion, then—we promise—you, too, will receive a knock. Prepare yourself to open the door and greet whatever awaits. Because unfortunately in this life, opportunity isn’t the only thing that comes knocking.
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            Chapter 1

            *  *  *

            Sunday, April 29, 2007

         

         I was in downtown Doylestown, Pennsylvania, scouting locations for a business I was opening. Doylestown is a quaint little suburb north of Philadelphia that evokes a different time. With a historic downtown brimming with shops and restaurants, it seemed like the perfect spot for a second location of my high-end women’s and men’s clothing store, Pale Moon Boutique.

         Several years before, I had opened the first store in Avalon, New Jersey, a tiny resort town on a barrier island called Seven Mile Island. The business had been mostly seasonal, since Avalon was largely empty between September and May. The store had become a labor of love for me, and I was thrilled to be selecting its newest location in the neighborhood where I’d grown up.

         I had left my daughter, Maggie, with my parents while I and my business partner drove a few minutes away to look at a vacant store right in the heart of town. As soon as I saw it, I knew it would be perfect. As the landlord was putting the lease in my hand for me to sign, my cell phone rang, and I saw that it was my mom. Thinking she was just checking to see when I would be back, I ignored the call.

         When my phone immediately rang again, I knew something was up. My initial fear was that something had happened to my ten-month-old daughter. My mind went to the worst place, and at the time, I didn’t think anything could be worse than that.

         When I answered the phone, all I heard on the other end were muffled screams. It was clearly a noise made by someone who was so broken up and in such a state of shock that he or she couldn’t even cry properly. I didn’t know how to prepare myself for whatever news I was about to receive.

         I starting shaking uncontrollably. “Tell me what happened!” I cried. I was terrified that something horrible had happened to Maggie. Had she tripped and split her head open? Choked on something? My mind was running wild with the possibilities. Not knowing was almost worse than knowing at this point.

         “Have you called an ambulance?” I yelled.

         “Yes,” answered the voice on the phone before the line suddenly went dead. The call had come from my mom’s phone, but it wasn’t until later that I learned that her sister, my aunt Annette, had been the caller. At the time, I had been too stunned to notice it wasn’t my mom’s voice on the other end. I knew that I was too upset to drive. I asked my business partner to take me home, a five-minute drive I had traveled countless times before. But this time, those five minutes felt like an eternity. And while the car was crawling through the streets, my mind was racing at a thousand miles a minute.

         My husband was at work, about an hour away. While I wanted the comfort that his voice would bring, I decided not to call him until I got to the house and could figure out what was going on. I didn’t want to upset him if I didn’t have to.

         As we pulled onto my parents’ street, my heart started racing as fast as my mind. I didn’t see an ambulance anywhere in sight. For a moment, that gave me a sense of relief. Maybe things weren’t as serious as I had led myself to believe.

         My dad was standing in the driveway next to a friend, Lieutenant Colonel Corky Gardner. He and my father had served together in the Marine Corps, and he was a dear friend of the family. He and his wife lived about forty-five minutes away, so it struck me as odd to see him standing there, especially since my parents had not mentioned he would be coming over.

         I jumped out of the car while it was still moving.

         “Where is the ambulance?” I screamed.

         My dad stared at me with a blank look. Then in a very measured tone, he said, “Travis was killed.”

         I heard those words loud and clear, but they didn’t make any sense to me. It took me a few seconds to process what I was being told. Since the moment I hung up the phone, I’d known something was wrong, but this was far worse than I could have imagined. I had thought my daughter was in imminent danger, and here I was being told that my brother was dead. He was twenty-six years old.

         Travis and I had been born only fifteen months apart, so to say we were close would be an understatement. The fact that ours was a military family also brought us closer than most siblings. Like many military families, we’d had to adjust to new situations very quickly until I was twelve, when my dad left active duty. Before that, we had moved almost every two years.

         We knew that, no matter where we moved next, no matter what school we ended up in or which sports teams we’d be the new kids on, we always had each other to depend on. Travis had been my built-in best friend at every stage of my life.

         I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t want to believe it. I collapsed in a heap right there on the driveway. I remember thinking that the asphalt felt unnaturally warm for a mid-April afternoon that had been mild.

         “It’s not fair! It’s not fair!” I screamed over and over into the sky. I wanted to make sure that everyone—even God himself—knew that he had made a terrible mistake. As I screamed, my parents’ neighbors spilled out of their houses to find out what was happening.

         My dad didn’t rush to my side to comfort me. He let me get those tortured screams out of my system before I went about the hard work of trying to understand what had happened and pick up the pieces.

         As had always been the case with my dad, he knew exactly what I needed before I did. I have no idea how long I lay on the ground screaming. I just know that it was long enough to get the rage out of my system. At some point, one of the neighbors helped me up and walked me down the driveway toward the house.

         As I walked, I turned around and saw an unfamiliar car parked on the road in front of the house. In my shock, I hadn’t even noticed it earlier.

         Inside sat a young man, about my age, in full military dress blues. His forehead was resting on the top of the steering wheel, pressed between two folded arms that cradled his head. His eyes were closed and he looked dejected, or perhaps unconscious.

         I later learned this poor Marine—twenty-six years old at most—had been charged with the unfortunate task of sharing the news with the people closest to First Lieutenant Travis Manion that he had been killed in Iraq.

         Captain Eric Cahill, as I later learned was his name, had been assigned to carry out the job since he was local and had graduated from the Naval Academy the year before my brother.

         Lieutenant Colonel Gardner had also been called, since the military knew that he was a family friend close by. Together, while I had been out scouting sites for my boutique, they had approached my parents’ door and knocked. My mother opened the door, took one look at Corky and the young Marine in uniform, and slammed the door in their faces.

         She simply couldn’t face what was on the other side.

         I wasn’t sure that I could, either. When I reached the front door with the help of my neighbor, I stopped. I had walked through that door thousands of times before, but this time I wanted to turn the other direction and run away. I knew, deep down in my soul, that once I passed through that door this time, the life that I had known was over and there was no going back.

         Inside was pure pandemonium. My parents had been hosting a family barbecue when they received the knock at the door. Now, moments later, family members were scattered throughout the house, loudly sobbing, making hushed phone calls, and racing aimlessly back and forth.

         I walked into a swarm of tumultuous and confused activity, but my brain was still processing slowly. In all the chaos and furious movement, I locked eyes with my grandmother, who was seated alone in a wheelchair in the dining room, tears streaming down her cheeks. She was receiving neither comfort nor attention from anyone. My heart broke in that instant; I’ll never forget that image.

         The rest of that day is a blur. I floated between feelings of painful shock and dark emptiness. I finally emerged to a lucid state sometime later that night to inquire about my daughter’s whereabouts. It had been hours since she even crossed my mind. Apparently, a friend had taken her from the house during the afternoon, and I hadn’t even thought to ask until nightfall.

         In the days that followed, it was as if I myself were a child. I couldn’t care for my infant; I could barely care for myself. I lost ten pounds in seven days, from the day I learned of Travis’s death to the day we held his funeral.

         For a week, I slept between my parents in their bed. I found a bright-red Marine Corps sweatshirt in a forgotten drawer that had belonged to my father and I wore it religiously. As I sat on the back steps outside, it was in that sweatshirt. When I fell asleep at night, it was in that sweatshirt. And when I finally went to meet my brother’s body upon arrival at Dover Air Force Base in Delaware, I carried the sweatshirt with me.

         I hadn’t planned to stay in Doylestown, of course. I had planned to sign the lease to the new store and return that same day to my house in Avalon, a couple hours away.

         That’s where my clothing and the rest of my belongings were. So when I went to bed that first night, it was in that red sweatshirt and whatever I had worn all day. I remember being so grateful as I lay down in bed, looking forward to the moment when sleep would come over me and I could have a few hours of quiet forgetfulness, as though this terrible day had never happened.

         When I woke the next morning, I remembered what it felt like coming out of anesthesia from an operation I’d had in college. First one eyelid opened cautiously, and then the next, but my body remained frozen. My mind was already churning, going over the details of the previous day and coming to terms with the unalterable fact that my best friend and brother was dead.

         This marked the first of what turned out to be many anxiety-ridden mornings that would follow. Every day, I would slowly and warily transition from sleep to consciousness, hoping that my overwhelming anxiety wouldn’t make another appearance. But it always did.

         On one particular morning, I woke up thinking about the casket in which my brother would be arriving home that afternoon. What would it feel like to stand in the pouring rain in the middle of an airfield with my parents and my husband and watch the casket being carried solemnly off a military aircraft?

         The house filled with another buzz of activity that morning as we all prepared to greet Travis and welcome him home. I stood in the kitchen with a few aunts and uncles, and one of them made a joke. What it was, I can’t quite remember. I do remember knowing it was funny, but not being able to laugh. It simply wouldn’t come. The rest of the group chuckled, grateful for a break from the heavy, somber mood of the previous few days. My uncle gently touched my arm and told me, “I promise you’ll laugh again.”

         I really wanted to believe him. But I wasn’t so sure.

         The greeting at Dover was gut wrenching. My parents and I were plagued by questions in those early days that were difficult to ignore. Who was with Travis when he died? What happened? Was it instant? Slowly, the answers started to unfold.

         We learned later that Travis wasn’t actually scheduled to be out on the mission the day that he was killed. Instead, a fellow Marine was slated for the patrol, but he wasn’t feeling up to it. Travis, who had been assigned to do some humanitarian work at a local Iraqi school, offered to take his place.

         During the course of the patrol, Travis and his team of Marines were ambushed. A firefight erupted and they were quickly pinned down, taking fire from three sides. Travis, seeing his Navy corpsman shot and lying wounded in the middle of the road, immediately ran out into the line of fire to carry his colleague to safety.

         As the ambush intensified, Travis again entered the line of fire to pull another wounded Marine back to safety in a covered position.

         Then Travis moved out to take on the ambush that was now overwhelming his patrol. Undaunted by the onslaught, he fired his M203 grenade launcher, taking out an enemy position, and then expended a firestorm of rounds at the other positions before running out of ammunition. His efforts pushed the enemy back and changed the entire momentum of the ambush—ultimately saving the lives of his entire patrol.

         It was then that Travis was shot by a sniper, and immediately the enemy began to pull back. His teammates quickly grabbed him and provided what emergency medical care they could. He was rushed back to Camp Fallujah, where he was pronounced dead by the medical staff that had worked feverishly to try and save him.

         There’s no part of that story that doesn’t sound just like my brother. Offering to take the worse assignment to help a friend in need—that was Travis. Thinking about the safety of others before ever considering his own—that was Travis, too. Seeing dismal odds that didn’t bode well for him and choosing to grit his teeth and answer fire with more fire anyway—also Travis. My brother was a protector and warrior in every sense of those terms. I certainly felt it as his sister, and I’m proud to know that his fellow Marines got to experience it, too.

         When I learned that he’d been killed by a bullet, I was nervous that I wouldn’t be able to stomach the sight of him in an open casket. My mind imagined the worst. I was shocked, then, when the lid of the casket was raised at the viewing, to see my brother looking as though he were sleeping peacefully, just as I’d remembered him.

         I approached the coffin and rubbed his head as I’d done a hundred times before. From the time he was a child, Travis had always sported a buzz cut, and as I felt the surface of his freshly cut hair with my fingertips, I thought, Yep, that’s Travis’s head.

         I stood by his side all day, greeting friends and family who had taken the time to pay their respects. I was touched by visits from so many of Travis’s friends, but there’s one memory in particular that will always stay with me.

         One of Travis’s best friends and roommate at the Naval Academy, Brendan Looney, was unable to make the funeral. He was in San Diego attending the Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL School (BUD/S), the training program required for Navy SEALs. Leaving to attend the services on the East Coast would have surely meant relinquishing his chance to become a SEAL officer.

         But Brendan’s girlfriend at the time, Amy, who had also been close to Travis, did come to say her final goodbye. I remember Amy walking up to the casket and bursting into tears. I knew that the loss cut her deeply as well.

         The friends who traveled to see him lying in that casket were about his age. It felt terribly backward and wrong to see so many of them break down. For hours, I watched all these young, strong men, in the prime of their lives and in peak condition, weep at the sight of my brother, who appeared to be sleeping peacefully in front of them.

         It was a physically and mentally exhausting day. And as much as I could hardly bear the idea of standing by that casket one minute longer after hours of doing so, I also didn’t want to imagine that time coming to an end.

         I knew that, after the last person knelt down to say a prayer in front of Travis, the funeral director was going to close that casket forever, and that would be it. I’d never see my brother’s face again. I rubbed his head one last time and felt my heart sinking as my father gently pulled me away.

         There hadn’t been much discussion around where to bury Travis. Before he left, he had tried to talk with me about it. We were having a couple of beers and he casually mentioned that, if anything were to happen to him, he would want to be buried at Arlington. I abruptly ended the conversation, telling him we were not having that discussion and steering the conversation in another direction.

         My mom wanted Travis to be interred in the family plot in Pennsylvania so that she could visit him regularly; I refrained from telling her what Travis had told me.

         After the funeral, the burial, and the celebration of his life that followed, I remember sitting on the back stairs outside my parents’ home, the same place where I had sought solace in the chaos after first hearing of his death. The winter had melted away and a beautiful spring day had sprung up in its place. I sat, arms wrapped around my knees, enveloped by the big, red Marine Corps sweatshirt. I stared into the pond behind my parents’ home and noticed a large goose waddling into the water from the grass. Then I noticed she was being trailed by half a dozen baby geese. It was strange to see these lively, innocent, and sweet creatures in spring juxtaposed against the backdrop of my own feelings, gray and bleak.

         In the weeks and months that followed, I often found myself outside, crouched on a stair in that same position, searching for my little family of geese and wondering what the day had in store for them. Then one day, as I sat there, I saw them all fly away.

         It sounds silly to say this now, but watching them disappear into the sky left me with such an empty feeling. All of the sadness that had been flowing through me during the previous weeks hardened into a solid knot that dropped like a rock into the pit of my stomach.

         Time was passing. Life was moving on. I was watching it happen, but I was not participating in it. I felt bitterness toward the people who could return to their normal lives, jobs, and families, while I sat on the same stair, in the same red sweatshirt, terrified of what might come next.

         It was hard to believe that, only weeks before, I had been so happy, blissfully ignorant of how my life would be cruelly, abruptly, and permanently changed. I remember sitting in my kitchen two weeks before Travis died. I was watching my baby girl, all of nine and a half months old, pull herself up to stand. On uncertain and wobbly legs, she stood with her chubby hands on the screen of the door; she stood next to our dog Pup and giggled excitedly as she peered outside and watched a bunny rabbit hop around the backyard.

         Life is so completely perfect, I remember thinking at that moment. I was a happy new mom. I had a fantastic relationship with my husband. Business was good, and Travis would be back in time for the grand opening of my second store. I felt wholly in control and at peace.

         To this day, that peaceful feeling sometimes comes back to me for a moment—when life feels effortless, my mind is at ease, and all seems right in the world.

         But now it dissolves in an instant. In fact, as soon as I experience that kind of serenity, I become terrified. What terrible tragedy is going to shatter this picture of peace? I ask myself. I still wonder if the sense of calm I experienced that day had been a harbinger of the doom to come. I worry that I was foolish not to have recognized it for what it was. All the signs of catastrophe were right in front me. How could I have been so blind?

         This train of thought is, of course, completely paranoid and insane. It’s a shame that pain can become so deeply pressed into our past that it robs us of the joys of our future. And though I recognize the thought process as irrational, I also know that it’s just one of the many profound ways that my brother’s sudden death has changed me.

         I’m not naive enough to believe that, because some devastating tragedy struck my family once, it won’t strike again. It’s almost as though I look for it now.

         I used to watch those horrific news stories on NBC’s Dateline with a distant fascination. Now, if I watch them at all, it’s because I want to know exactly what dangers are out there so I can prepare myself and my family for them. A ten-year-old girl walks out the door to take the garbage out and never returns home; a young mother disappears only to be found dead on the side of a country road; I simply can’t absorb these kinds of stories casually anymore.

         The fear and paranoia that follow in the wake of grief can create a tremendous roadblock. It stunts our personal growth and darkens our overall sense of well-being. Some people respond to unexpected and trying situations with passive acquiescence, and others with fire and fury. I responded by heightening my vigilance. After Travis’s death, I found myself compelled to be wary. I was always on the lookout for the next great tragedy to befall me.

         This hurled me down some very dark and troublesome paths, from panic attacks to self-destructive behaviors. But it also led me to some amazing gifts, like recovering my sense of humor and living with intention.

         My brother’s death has changed me in many ways, some for the worse, some for the better. I’m not proud to admit that, before Travis died, I had developed a mild callousness about the suffering of others and skepticism about the possibility that I myself might experience a similar fate.

         I remember being wrapped up in my own little world in college, for instance, when my dad called to tell me that my grandfather had died. He told me when the funeral services would be held and I immediately shot back: “Dad, I’m sorry but I can’t go. I’ve got finals.”

         It’s crazy to me now that I responded that way. Was I really going to miss such a salient moment for exams? Did I even consider the sadness that my dad was feeling? No, I didn’t. Even when Travis deployed, for the first and second times, I don’t think I fully appreciated the gravity of the moment or the support I should have given.

         It was 2006 and 2007. Yes, I was vaguely aware that service members were dying, but I rarely thought about them. They weren’t Travis. My brother was one of thousands of highly trained warriors doing this job. And he was great at it. Everyone who knew Travis reinforced that to me whenever we talked about his deployment. What were the chances that something would go wrong?

         It’s an ugly thought, I know. And an uncomfortable one to dredge back up. Unfortunately, it’s one of many memories I have that make me cringe. There were many times where I managed my grief poorly, particularly in the earliest days after we received the knock at the door. In one instance, only days after Travis was killed, I saw red and completely tore into a stranger whom I felt was disrespecting my brother’s sacrifice.

         There was a civic building in our town that, as a political statement, tallied the deaths of all the men and women killed in the war on terror. Travis was familiar with the building, and had criticized the display as distasteful. One day, before his deployment, he entered the building and told the people responsible for the display that he found it disgraceful. They responded that they thought it was important that the public know young men and women were dying.

         “If you really care,” Travis told them, “put their names up there. Let people learn their names and remember them.”

         A couple days after his death, I noticed that the number on the front of the building had increased by one. I stormed into the office and ripped apart some poor employee at the front desk.

         “Don’t you dare change that number for my brother!” I screamed at her. “He’s not just a f*cking number!”

         Yikes.

         As I write this more than a decade later, I feel very disconnected from the woman who stormed into that office. What was I thinking?

         But that’s what an unexpected and unwelcome knock at the door can do to you. The fact is, grief will transform you. Whether you are grieving the loss of an identity you once had or the loss of a loved one, at some point, you will look in the mirror and see someone you simply don’t recognize staring back at you. It’s inevitable. Maybe you’ll be proud of what you see, and maybe you’ll be ashamed. At some point, I’d bet, you’ll be both.

         The most important thing you can tell yourself is that you get the last word. Only you can determine how your experiences will change you. And only you can be held accountable for that transformation.

         The experiences of April 29, 2007, ignited a chain of events that at different times has left me feeling hopeless, infuriated, and destructive. Through the years, I’ve bounced from convictions of strength and control to unexpected bouts of powerlessness and despair.

         Like anyone who has received a jarring knock at the door—literal or figurative—I’ve been to the darkest, deepest, and ugliest corners of my mind. And I’ve learned a thing or two. I don’t hope to spare you the hurt or pain that comes with that knock. I don’t think I could. I only hope to share the lessons I learned in the process: the ones that have the power to transform you—in all the right ways—and to remind you that you are not alone.
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