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			My dearest Adalyn, this book is for you.

			My wish is that you read it and, one day, your dada becomes alive to you.

			Here’s the story of your parents.

			I love you to the moon and back.

			 

			To Andy, I love you forever. May our story never be forgotten and our love live forever in our daughter’s heart. I will carry you forward with us. Until we meet again.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			What we once enjoyed and deeply loved we can never lose,

			for all that we love deeply becomes a part of us.

			 

			—Helen Keller

		

	
		
			PREFACE
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			Finding the Joy

			We have two lives, and the second begins when we realize we only have one.

			—Confucius

			That’s become one of my all-time favorite quotes, in large part because I’ve found myself living it for the past year.

			How often do we hear or use the phrase “life is short”? So often, I’d venture to say, that it’s become a cliché. But it stops being that when suffering a tragedy makes you realize how true those words are.

			At the age of twenty-seven, I lost my husband Andy in an Army Reserve training accident just short of his twenty-eighth birthday. His death left me to raise our then seventeen-month-old daughter Adalyn alone. That’s when I began my second life, and I wrote this book to let others know that while you can still find the joy in life, you have to work harder at it.

			As a society, we often find ourselves mired in a victim’s mentality. This thing or that thing happened, and we tend to let those things define us and bring us down. But we’re really here for only a short period of time, and every minute we waste sweating the small stuff is a minute we’re not looking for the joy in life.

			This book covers the year that followed Andy’s death, and to a great extent, it feels like I lost that year not only to grief but to getting used to my second life. And what has helped lift me from the doldrums of that darkness is the realization that grief and joy can exist together, that they are not mutually exclusive. Everyone has darkness in their lives, whether it involves finances, relationship issues, career problems, health, your children—pretty much anything. That darkness tends to dominate us to the point where it can block the light like a total eclipse of the sun.

			Don’t let it.

			The problem we’re facing in the present always seems like the worst thing possible, until something worse happens. I’ve learned the best way to deal with that is to live in the moment. Andy and I had our struggles and problems, and I wish we would have been able to find the joy more. Hindsight is everything. We can’t go back, but we can try to do better. The challenge I face now is finding it alone and doing everything I can to help Addie find hers too.

			My dad died five years before the accident that claimed Andy. It hit me really hard, but it didn’t change my life the way Andy’s death did. I make my grocery lists in the Notes app on my iPhone, so every time I open it up to find my list, I find two eulogies there, the one I wrote for my dad and the other for Andy. Nothing helps keep my perspective on things steadier than scrolling past the milk, bread, and eggs listings to be confronted by that reality, the experience of those two funerals dwarfing experiences like a car cutting me off, a delivery showing up late, or a contractor falling behind on a job.

			I saw this social media post not too long ago that posed the questions, If you knew you weren’t going to make it home for dinner tonight, what would you do??How would you spend your day? Who would warrant a phone call? Who would you visit in person? It’s so easy and natural to get worked up over the little things, until you’ve experienced something big and bad.

			I’ve learned not only to avoid wasting time on trivial things but also to no longer bother with negative people, seeking out and creating the positive instead, relying on the community Andy and I had already erected around us. If I didn’t know it already, I learned the true value of small-town life in the wake of his passing. That’s not something you think about a lot, until it’s all you’re left with. Andy’s gone, but he’s still very much a part of me, living in every decision I make. I know how he thought to the point where I know how he’d react to virtually anything, meaning we’re still making many decisions together. When it comes especially to Addie, maybe we always will.

			I experienced the Five Stages of Grief to some extent because everyone in my position does. But no two people experience them the same way, even though we’re part of a club nobody wants to join. The first stage, Denial, struck me in the sense that for a couple of months it felt like Andy was away at Army training and would be coming home, walking through the door at any moment. Almost like my brain was telling me that to provide some peace for my tortured psyche.

			It’s natural when you lose someone in an accident that was preventable to experience the second stage, Anger. Sure, there were times I was really angry at the Humvee driver and the Army, even Andy at times. But more of my anger was turned toward the loss in general. I had been taking Adalyn to the Little Gym for a class in toddler gymnastics in the year she was born, and I was a stay-at-home mom. We stopped going when she was a year old, and I decided to return after Andy’s passing so that I could get good one-on-one time with our daughter, away from the grief and heaviness of our schedule without Andy in it anymore. All the same moms were there. Some were expecting their second child, others their third, and some had new babies with them, while I felt frozen in time. None of these young women knew me that well, and none of them had ever met Andy.

			“Oh, hey, Amy, where have you been? We missed you,” came the typical greeting.

			The class was thirty minutes from our hometown of Woodstock, Virginia, and none of them had probably heard about Andy. So here I was looking at the women who were pregnant or already had multiple kids, and it made me angry, because while their families were getting bigger, mine had gotten smaller.

			I ended up canceling my membership that day. It was one of those moments that you think is going to help you but ends up spiraling you back into a time machine to a point in your life that doesn’t exist anymore. There are many places I can’t return to, because it feels like I am going back in time, visiting my old life, but someone is missing and they aren’t going to be there. It is the feeling of being homesick, and there is no home to make that feeling go away. There is no relief that exists. You just have to feel it and let yourself go right through it.

			Anger also appeared with family when they tried so hard to help me but ended up making me feel worse. Andy and I had our routines, our system to maintain normalcy, especially with Addie. I got so angry at having to explain every little thing to everyone who just wanted so badly to help. Like Adalyn likes her banana whole, not cut up. We only wash her hair on Fridays. Her sound machine is supposed to be set at 24 percent with the dryer sound and 8 percent with the red light. So many little things that go unspoken in your routine with your partner, and when they are gone it becomes so obvious how deeply that person was a piece of you.

			Bargaining is the third stage of grief, and I’ve come to equate that with rationalization. I tell myself that the accident spared Andy an even worse fate, that if he’d survived it, he was going to die of cancer instead after a painful, years-long struggle. I guess that equates to trying to believe this all happened for a reason in order to lend some purpose to it. This prevented him from suffering something worse is how I bargain it in my mind.

			Depression is something else that occurs naturally in the grieving process, and I found myself battling it initially by going into task mode. Two days after the funeral, I brought copies of the death certificate to places like the bank and the town hall to have Andy’s name taken off the rolls. Keeping busy was a way of dissociating, and that worked until winter set in. I crashed when the days grew short. I’d take Addie to day care and go right back to bed because insomnia was keeping me up at night, telling myself it was okay to spend a chunk of the day in bed because I was sick and had the medications to prove it.

			I began to feel better with the coming of spring, maybe because the meds started to kick in, the weather turned, and my denial was turning into my reality. Who knows. Who knows if we ever accept something like this in our brain. I’ve been told by numerous therapists that Andy’s death is the hardest type to accept and that it is actually impossible for your brain to ever fully realize you will never see this person again, because it was traumatic, I didn’t see the accident, I didn’t see the body, and it was sudden. Andy died in one second. One of his last texts read I’m in a loud military vehicle, I’ll call you in 15 minutes. He left on a Thursday and returned the following Sunday in a body bag, and days later his duffel bags and belongings that I watched him pack on Wednesday night were returned to me by a different man in uniform.

			I don’t believe closure or acceptance exists in a situation like this. I think it just becomes a part of you and who you are becoming. Acceptance is more about being at peace with your situation. And I’ve gotten around to believing that we’re all going to the same place; Andy just got there ahead of me. For me, acceptance is a matter of accepting the new relationship I have with him. When someone you love dies, your relationship doesn’t end when you put them in a box.

			I want to celebrate and keep him alive in memory and spirit, while continuing to build the new relationship I have with him. Death is not the end people think it is, at least it doesn’t have to be. When we find a feather, I tell Addie it’s from her dad. When thunder roars, I tell her that’s her dad laughing. On Andy’s first birthday after the accident, we blew out one candle together.

			Here’s what I posted on Facebook that day:

			This one hurts. Forever twenty-seven. Happy First Heavenly Birthday to my soulmate. Today, I am not strong and I do not have the words. You should be here. But looking at these photos, I would do this all over again, even knowing the outcome. I love you.

			Along with that, I posted a number of still shots and videos of Andy and me together, with the dogs, Andy holding Adalyn, Andy being Andy. Viewing the montage now, it looks like the fast-motion trailer for a movie in which Andy was the star. In one shot, he’s holding Addie at the top of a slide, ready to let her go so she can make the short trip down without him. There’s something eerie about that now, and I’m glad it’s a picture instead of a video, because that way I never have to see Andy giving her that little push and letting her go, not realizing he was about to do so forever.

			On Andy’s next birthday, we’re going to blow out two candles.

			I organized a memorial 5K race for Andy because it will bring everyone together to do something he loved, and it will make us think of him in a good way. I also started a memorial scholarship fund that will support agriculture students, another passion of Andy’s. You can make whatever you want out of life, but you can also make more out of death. It’s all about living in the moment and finding the joy, no matter how elusive it might be.

			At Andy’s funeral, we played a song by Tim McGraw called “Standing Room Only” that seems to pop up everywhere now on the radio when I’m driving. The song feels like it was written about Andy, both figuratively and literally.

			The song talks about shining a guiding light. And that’s why I wrote this book, that’s why I’m saying it all out loud. I hope whatever you are going through in your life, this book encourages you to do something good with it, to shine a light.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE
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			The Call

			An unknown number ran across my phone.

			“Ma’am, I’m following behind an ambulance that has your husband in the back.”

			I could hear the shakiness in the voice of Andy’s commanding officer, who at the time I didn’t know, and I knew from the second he said ma’am nothing would ever be the same again. If you have received a drop-to-your-knees phone call like that, you know the feeling. You’ve memorized the feeling, and your body will never forget it. At twenty-seven, this would be the second time I knew that feeling.

			“There has been an accident,” the voice continued, “and I need you to drive to Richmond VCU Trauma Center.”

			I knew in that moment that my husband was dead, and I prayed to God I would survive it. It was a gut feeling like none I experienced before.

			The first time I received a call like that was when I was twenty-two. It was around 5:45 in the morning, and I was on vacation with Andy’s family. My phone rang and rang. I lay in bed wide awake ignoring the ring, filled with an awful trepidation I can neither describe nor explain.

			Dad is dead, I told myself. I want just one more moment of him not being dead.

			A minute later, Andy’s phone started ringing. Unlike me, he stirred and answered the call. “Hello.”

			It was my sister asking for me.

			“Amy, it’s about Dad,” she said, after Andy handed me the phone, her voice low and cracking.

			“Is it bad, or really bad this time?” I asked her.

			“It’s really bad.”

			Neither one of us wanted to say it out loud.

			I was in my house alone on a beautiful, sunny, and warm November afternoon in central Virginia when I received the call around 2:20 p.m. from Andy’s commanding officer in the Army Reserve. I asked him to text me what he had just said, because my ears were ringing and the walls felt like they were caving in on me. He must have said Richmond VCU (Virginia Commonwealth University) Trauma Center three times, and I still could not remember. We hung up and his text came in. Immediately I got on our laptop to look at Andy’s Find My iPhone app. I watched his phone and Apple Watch traveling along I-95 headed into Richmond. I called my mom. My hands were shaking so badly I could barely type the numbers correctly.

			No answer.

			I called my sister.

			No answer.

			I called my friend asking her to pick up Adalyn from day care. She was out of town. I finally reached someone, my sister’s husband, and told him I needed someone to drive me to Richmond. He started calling everyone. 

			Finally, my mom called back. “Pack a bag,” she said.

			“No,” I told her, offering no further explanation.

			Everyone was under the impression I should pack for weeks, that Andy would probably be having surgeries, and I needed to be prepared to stay there through the duration of that arduous process. But I was already convinced otherwise.

			I called my sister-in-law. “Caylee, I think he’s dead.”

			Her husband Adam, Andy’s older brother, kept saying, “This is Andy we are talking about. He’s so strong and healthy. He’s going to be fine.”

			“No, I don’t think so, Adam. Not this time.”

			I can’t explain why I was so certain. Generally, I’m the ultimate optimist, doing my best to see the world the way my seventeen-month-old daughter Addie did. But there was no rainbow in the sky that day or any unicorns anywhere to be seen.

			My mom and sister were already headed my way, thirty minutes out. For that half hour, I paced my house. I went from sitting in my car to walking around the house, then back to the car. I kept checking Andy’s location on our computer and saw he was at the hospital. I called the day care and gave permission for essentially anyone to pick Addie up because I had no idea who it would be. I found myself in our closet, hugging Andy’s clothes certain he would never wear them again. I paced our hallways, studying the family photos hanging on a wall that would have no new ones to offer. I could feel him, and I remember looking at his photo and saying to myself, “I know you are dead. Please God, help me.”

			I knew Andy was no longer Earth-side. My phone was blowing up, and I was amazed at how quickly people had learned what was happening. Bad news travels faster than good, which can be a positive thing when you need those closest to you to rally to your side. But their reassurances felt hollow and their urgings to hold fast to hope empty.

			Finally, an unknown number flashed across the screen. “Ms. King, I am a social services worker at VCU Trauma Center. I wanted to check in and see if you are on the way and how long until you would be here.”

			I told her I hadn’t left yet, that I was alone and needed to arrange childcare and someone to drive me.

			“Is Andy…is my husband alive?” I managed to ask, forcing each word from my mouth.

			I already knew the answer. If Andy were alive, this would be a surgeon on the line, not a social services worker.

			“I’m not authorized to have that information,” she said.

			“Please, I’m two hours away, and I’m not leaving until someone tells me whether my husband is alive. I can’t sit through a drive not knowing” 

			“I’ll see what I can do,” she promised.

			Five long minutes after I hung up, I got a call from the hospital. “Ms. King, I was the surgeon in the ER when your husband was brought in. He was involved in a serious accident. When paramedics arrived on the scene, they could immediately see that he had suffered a traumatic brain injury.”

			In that very moment my mom and sister walked through the door.

			“Soldiers in his convoy,” the surgeon continued, “immediately started working on him, and paramedics were on scene within sixty seconds. You could not have asked for a faster response time. Mrs. King, we did everything we could, but he did not make it.”

			There it was. The news I had been expecting almost since Andy’s commanding officer had addressed me as “ma’am” was finally unleashed into the universe. As I listened to the surgeon explain what I already knew, my mom was motioning for me to hurry and get in the car. I remember shaking my head at her and telling her we weren’t going, because there was no need. I don’t even remember if I was crying at that moment, what I was feeling. To call it shock would be an understatement.

			An hour before, Andy and I were texting about his unit in the Army Reserve almost reaching their destination. Now, he was gone. No more texts. No more words to be spoken. Nothing else to be said. No more chances. No final goodbyes.

			The chaplain at the hospital called me shortly after the surgeon.

			“Mrs. King, I want you to know that when we realized Andy’s body could not take anymore, the entire ER staff and myself held Andy and prayed over him as he passed.”

			It’s an image I can’t get out of my head. I’m grateful they did that but heartbroken that I couldn’t.

			I remember walking out to my porch and sitting down. I looked up, and a contingent of my closest friends were walking up the driveway. Seconds later, my porch was full. My pastor, my friends, my family—my people, the ones I cared about the most, were with me. You can’t really console someone in the raw aftermath of such an unspeakable tragedy, but you can comfort them, if not with your words, then with your mere presence.

			I kept repeating, “I can’t believe this,” like the most broken record of all time.

			My sister kept telling me to keep saying it, because that’s what I was thinking and feeling. So, I can’t believe this kept spilling out of my mouth. I probably said it a hundred times, maybe a thousand.

			I could say I felt numb, but it was more than that. Almost like the world had spun off its axis and everything was out of kilter. When people spoke, sometimes it sounded like a foreign language. When they touched me, it felt like I’d gotten an electric shock from a poorly grounded socket. When they hugged me, I felt Andy’s arms wrapped around me.

			There is no cushion for the shock of sudden tragedy, no strength to fall back on or comfort to be had. You wake up from a bad dream feeling vast relief, but I wouldn’t be waking up from this. Instead, every time I did, a new reality would greet me.

			Over the next few weeks, I heard my friends question God.

			I didn’t do that.

			They asked my pastor for answers.

			I knew there were none coming.

			“Are you mad at God?” they would ask me.

			I wasn’t sure what I was mad at then, but I knew it wasn’t God. I needed Him to be by my side. I needed to feel Him there.

			And I have. Ever since.

			My daughter Adalyn is two and a half years old now. Every night before bed she kisses a picture of her and her dada together hanging on the wall. The same photo I looked at that November day and begged for God to help me. It makes her feel close to him, like he’s still there. Sometimes I feel him too, but he isn’t there, and I can’t hug him through the glass of a picture frame the way my toddler can.

			The second hardest moment of my life was seeing Adalyn walk through the door that evening. I remember around four-thirty I asked my sister to go and pick her up from day care. 

			“Are you sure?” people asked me. “She can stay until 6 if you need more time.”

			I wanted her home. The last piece of Andy. I needed to hug her so badly. I will never forget her walking into the house from day care with a bunch of tear-filled faces on her porch and living room, me in the center of it. She was all smiles. No idea in the world that she would never see her dada again. 

			I want to tell you about what I’ve been through. I want to be for you what so many were for me, the ones who came striding up the walk to help me find the light in my darkest moments. I want to share my journey as a road map to help you through whatever you have suffered.

			By saying it out loud.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			The Elephant In The Room

		

	
		
			 

			Elephant in the Room.

			Everyone wants me to talk about it,

			The elephant in the room.

			I don’t want them to know about it,

			It’s all just way too soon.

			How does the world keep spinning around? It

			Shouldn’t, there’s no moon.

			How can they ask me to talk about it,

			The elephant in the room?

			Everyone wants me to talk about it,

			The elephant in the room.

			I’m scared that if I start, I’ll cry out

			My emotions will consume.

			I know the world must keep turning around

			but I’m not ready to resume.

			I know I’ll have to talk about it

			The elephant in the room.

			Well I guess it’s time to talk about it,

			The elephant in the room.

			Everyone can see I’m sad about it

			But I’m giving myself room.

			The world will still keep spinning on and

			Past this sadness, I’ll resume.

			I just have to talk about it,

			The elephant in the room.

			There we go, I talked about it.

			The elephant in the room.

			I’m breathing and the weight around it

			I’m ready to assume.

			The world turns to a better dawn

			But it still feels like way too soon.

			But now that I have talked about it,

			There’s no elephant in the room.

			 

			Alex King

			(reprinted with permission)

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1
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			Glow Sticks

			Our daughter Addie’s first word wasn’t mama or dada.

			It was puppy.

			We have two English springer spaniels and a border collie mix we picked up the first year after I graduated from Virginia Tech one year early and Andy still had a year to go. He wanted to get me a dog for Christmas, but the litter wasn’t due until the spring. So, Andy had the breeder write a letter at Christmastime attesting to the fact that there was a puppy coming and we’d have the pick of the litter.

			When we got the call a few months later, off we went to select the best female the litter had to offer. We scrutinized all the girl puppies, trying to make our decision, and the whole time this male kept hanging around us, even though we were ignoring him. All of a sudden, I looked down and realized he was still right there.

			“You know,” I said to Andy, “I think he likes us.”

			And that’s how we ended up with our first English springer we named Duke. Our second one, another male named Ryder, was born the same day my dad passed away. It turned out Andy had to leave after the funeral for six months of training in the Army Reserve, giving me an excuse to get Ryder. I wanted something to keep me distracted from grief and it felt meant to be, given the day he was born.

			Our third dog, the border collie mix, turned out to be a COVID puppy. Andy had found a litter. He loved animals so much, he would have brought the whole brood home if he could.

			“Absolutely not,” I told him. “Two’s enough. More than enough.”

			Then about a month later he walked through the door with a big bouquet of flowers in one hand and a dog from the litter he’d told me about in the other. We named her Bailey.

			“She’s gonna be my work dog here,” Andy assured me. “You won’t even see her, because she’ll be in the truck with me every day. You won’t even know she’s there.”

			True to his word, he began packing Bailey into the truck with him every morning, but a problem surfaced: She got carsick and has stayed home with me ever since. Bailey was Addie’s favorite of the three, and her name was actually the second word my daughter spoke. Not mama and dada, but puppy and Bailey.

			Every day, as soon as Andy got home, Addie would run up to him and say, “Puppy, puppy!”

			We’d try to get her to say mama or dada, but she wasn’t having it, until she finally uttered mama and, in short order after that, dada around a month before Andy passed. One of the oddities of our situation is that she’s now graduated to mommy with me but when she talks about Andy, it’s still always dada. She’ll go up to his flag, or his hat, or any of his things and say, “That’s Dada’s hat!” or “Dada’s flag!” Never daddy. The word “dada” is frozen in time here. And we have four family portraits hanging in the hall on the way to her room. She points at herself and says, “Baby Addie!” not “Addie.” A constant reminder for me that Andy isn’t getting to see her grow up. In every photo and video from when he was alive, she is a baby.

			Addie’s a horrible sleeper, meaning we had to keep to a very specific bedtime routine, part of which was a bath. After Andy passed, I felt it really important to stick to that routine. Even though I’ve had so much help from relatives and friends ever since The Call, I try to keep bedtime to just us, only me putting her down almost every night. The bath and bedtime routine was very sacred to Andy and me. Andy worked long hours, but he almost always made it home for our little routine every night.

			I will never forget the first routine without him the night following The Call. Twenty-four hours prior, he was sitting right there with me on the tile floor leaning over the bathtub to play with Addie. And now it was just me. Part of her routine after the bath is saying “night, night” to the four photos in the hallway. Her favorite portrait is the one of her and Andy together, and one night, out of nowhere, she leaned forward as I was holding her and kissed him through the glass. Since then, kissing the photo has become a part of our nightly ritual. It’s the last thing she does before she goes to sleep.

			Adults deal with loss their way and children, of course, in an entirely different manner, and that can lead to moments that are both mesmerizing and emotionally wrenching at the same time. The day I got The Call, friends and family were coming in and out of my house all day and night. Some of Andy’s very good friends came over late that evening. One of them walked in wearing a hat like Andy always wore. They worked for the same company, Helena, so the hat had the same logo. Addie is normally very shy—she has stranger danger—but she kept reaching for Andy’s friend, over and over.

			“She wants you to pick her up,” his father told him.

			The living room full of people grew quiet as everyone realized what Adalyn was thinking.
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