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        “In the midst of whatever darkness you’re going through The Other Side of Yet will guide you to find the light.” —Robin Roberts, ABC’s Good Morning America
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In loving memory of my mother and my daughter, Cora Eileen and Gabrielle Eileen. I will live my life chasing your legacy of love, Mom, and imagining your unrealized dreams and possibility, my sweet baby girl. I hope I make you both proud.






Introduction


    January 17, 2020

    I am floating in the ocean. It is here I can feel her presence most often. I feel her in the white sand where her feet once touched earth; where her fingers once dug for shells or built temporary monuments out of sand. There is nothing but palm trees and clear blue skies above me. An attractive stillness. I keep coming back to this place where we shared so many wonderful memories. It is magical. The place where our souls can commune once again. It serves as a dimension in my universe where there is no “before” or “after.” A space in time when the blue of the ocean and the blue of the sky are only cut through by my still brown body. My eyes are closed and my heart is full. The warmth of the morning sun shines upon my face. As I let the water move me at its will, I hear faintly but insistently over the crashing waves at shore, “Keep going, Mommy. You can do it. Tell them our story.”



It can happen anytime or anywhere. I’ll find myself carefully reading through my old journals or pulling together words for a speaking engagement. I could be sitting with pictures of Gabrielle or silently tracing the lines of drawings made with her tiny fingers. Her favorite dolly, Barbara, is always watching from the shelf nearby. Pictures of cardinals surround me on the walls. An open window allows me to hear the real birds outside. Her presence is palpable. The rush of sorrow overwhelms me.

On this particular day, I was rebuilding the Gabrielle’s Wings website. I did something I rarely do. Something I will probably not do again. I wanted to find some positive articles or media about the work I’d been doing with the foundation. So I Googled myself. I knew the potential to be triggered would be great. I suppose I hoped that if my search was narrow, the right stuff would show up first. It did not. The headlines pummeled me. Article after article about my daughter’s murder and her father’s sentencing filled the screen. In the pop-up window, the questions of the public about my private pain were clear.


“How did Gabrielle White die?”

“What happened to Michelle Hord’s daughter?”



I don’t claim to fully understand Google’s algorithms, but these questions were evidence that my name had become synonymous with the worst tragedy of my life. It felt invasive. Even if I wanted to be anonymous, that was clearly not an option. Like the sudden rush of the tide, we all may find ourselves being knocked over by a pain so deep we cannot fathom its end. An unexpected riptide that despite our best efforts for safety and protection is capable of pulling us under.

I realize the duality of my journey. I made a conscious choice to not hide. I could’ve chosen to fade into the background. I could have chosen to try to quiet the noise of what he did. But I didn’t and I won’t. I will not shrink. I will not whisper. Stories have the power to heal. This story certainly does. My story matters because Gabrielle mattered. It matters because hope matters. Resilience matters. The realization that there is something bigger than us in the universe matters. I couldn’t have survived this if I didn’t believe that I am tethered to something higher and greater. There is absolutely a God who is holding together the spiritual realm and the earthly one. One who occasionally sends little golden miracles to remind us of who we were before we came to this place and who we will be again once we return home.

Many of us have been blindsided by a loss so great it thrashes our hearts, whether we’ve lost relationships, careers, potential, or confidence. For me, there are days when it feels like I will never be able to “see” my way through. I’m learning to accept that my life from before will never return. I’m embracing the fact that my life after is yet to be discovered. And in the meantime, I’m still becoming. And that is truly a gift. If the emotional eons that have transpired between the day I lost her and today are any indication, the depth of my fortitude is still unknown.

This book is my way of standing on the top of life’s proverbial hill and wildly screaming in defiant faith that I am still here. I am using the fierceness of Gabrielle’s energy and of my heritage to reach deep down inside and find the gems buried beneath my grief. I am a warrior now.

My therapist often says, “Borrow my confidence.” I’m also acutely aware that not everyone can or should imagine themselves in my shoes. I know that grief and loss hit us all, and that some people grapple with their own grief by trying to understand what others have gone through. There is a small club of mothers who have endured my particular experience, and I hope with all my heart there is never another member. But whatever has precipitated grief, regardless of who is at the other end of the now-hollow space in your heart, the experience of grief holds similarities for almost all of us. For those of you whose lives have taken this sudden and unexpected turn, I hope my story is a balm. I’m writing to you.

I remember a few months after Gabrielle was murdered, I used a ticket I had purchased beforehand and went to see a Dave Chappelle comedy show featuring Lauryn Hill. I nearly had a panic attack in Radio City Music Hall as I sat with dear friends and thousands of fans. How dare I try to be normal? How was it possible for people to laugh? To dance? How could these songs that are attached to before memories exist now? My soul wasn’t ready to leap. In fact, I felt guilty and ridiculous for trying.

But I did try. And in that trying, I found strength for the next time I’d try. In the initial pivot away from my before, I started to accept what felt like fundamental truths for me at the time. I would never be happy again. I would never trust again. I would never be a mother again. I would never feel real love again. I would not and could not heal. Ever. The notion of healing flew in the face of and, in my mind, boldly disrespected my shattered mother’s heart.

I was wrong. I held on a bit longer and eventually another more accurate truth emerged.

I will never be the same. I will never stop missing my daughter. I will never see a golden-brown girl with cotton-candy puffs of hair and not feel the ache in my heart and bones. And still somehow, at the same time, I am still me. Changed? Yes. Reimagined? Yes. But still me. And if anything, I learned how to choose joy from my before self. That Michelle knew joy intimately. She loved the ocean. She loved hip-hop. She loved children. She loved to cook and entertain. She loved an off-color joke. These were things I got to carry into my yet, my new and uncharted world.

So now I laugh and tell bad jokes. Again. I host my annual Super Bowl parties. Again. I cook for people I love. Again. I even make some of Gabrielle’s favorite dishes. Again. I allow myself to experience the beauty of a mountainside filled with fall foliage or a snuggle with Axel or the gloriousness of hotel room service. This is the fruit of my holding on.

Although there is loss, we also have so much in our lives to still love. To still share. We must give ourselves permission to once again experience joy. We must forgive ourselves for choosing to live. For choosing to fight. For choosing to have an after.

I know it is what my mother, Gabrielle, God, and the universe desperately want for me and I now want it for myself. I see the sunlight on the horizon and can glory in its golden warmth and promise. True, we can only recognize the brightness of light when it’s juxtaposed against a backdrop of darkness. Nevertheless, as the famous gospel song testifies, “How I got over, my Lord. My soul looks back and wonders.”

Whether it is illness, divorce, children never born, injustices done to us or those we care about, dreams deferred, loves unfulfilled, lives stolen, or health compromised, at some point we all stumble through the darkness, desperately searching for meaning in the pain. More than we would probably care to admit, our faith is too often invested in what we think we control. Our plans. Our connections. Our bank accounts. Our titles or stature in society. Our human equations for what can and will happen. Then, we receive the phone call. The email. The confirmation. The diagnosis. We feel robbed and cheated. Suddenly, the rhythm is off, and the music no longer offers the ease of melodious direction. The dance is no longer intuitive. The bottom drops out, and we are faced with another set of choices: to live fully in our new normal or to allow our souls to die with our dream.

I do not know what the dance you may have choreographed for yourself looks like. I do not know if everything is going to plan or if everything is going to hell. And yet, there is another dance to learn; a different one, unlike any you may have rehearsed. This book is about what happens when the choreography falls apart, and you need to create a new dance altogether. I know what it means to need a new path even when you don’t want one. Even when the one you were on seemed perfect. I am here to testify that even the most broken lives and dreams have the potential to rebuild. To be reimagined. To begin again.

In grammar, yet is a conjunction. It is not a natural continuation like and; yet is a pause before a turn. We can’t assume anything about what will come after our yet. There’s an audaciousness to it. Unlike but, there’s hope embedded in yet. It’s saying, “Prepare yourself. Have hope. There’s something different on the way.” That shift is the very essence of embracing yet as an act of faith. My mystic curiosity drives me to explore faith, hope, and dreams and how they intertwine with our lives. Embracing a yet season is an act of being present that links all of these. The faith found in yet says, “Today this is what I understand. This is who I understand I am. This is what I understand is happening in the world. This is what I understand is happening in my relationships.” The hope found in yet says, “There’s the possibility that tomorrow may not be what I think it’s going to be.” Yet is that bridge that doesn’t quite connect. As faith and hope carry us away from our before, the bridge of yet will only take us so far. At the very end, we will have to take everything we have learned and leap into our after.

The pivot into yet requires us to stand in the mirror and say, “Everything is changed. This is not what I thought I was doing. I didn’t expect to get fired when I came to work today. We just closed on the house two weeks ago. And yet I believe that we will get through this.” Or “I didn’t expect him to say after thirty years of marriage that he wanted to walk away. And yet, there is still love in my life that I can count on.” Yet demands that we prepare ourselves to walk away from the pity that holds us captive in before, and to have the courage to keep walking in faith to whatever after may become.

Your before may be behind you, and your after may be undefined and frightening. But you hold the power and possibility in your yet. You can find the grace and grit to defiantly stare back at your before and say, “Yet I will persevere. Yet I will climb this mountain. Yet I will find a new path. Yet I will dance again.”

This is the current posture of my heart: Despite all of the expected and unexpected emotional land mines I face each day, I will not stop. I will not relent. I will remain. I will endure. I don’t always know exactly what will happen. But where I’ve been has given me the strength to continue the journey.

This book is my testimony to you. It is a love letter of faith and hope. It represents the possibilities that exist beyond our sight line. It is filled with questions that will never be answered and victories of all sizes that silently encouraged me to keep breathing. Because the other side of yet may not look like you imagined, but you are still you. If you don’t believe me, borrow my confidence. You still can dance a new dance, and despite the stumbles and missteps, you just might find the movement more glorious than you’d imagined. Just be brave enough to extend your hand and heart to the universe.

Let’s dance.

Michelle Hord
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— 1 — Face the Dark



January 1, 2019

Another year, another space in our earthly measure of time. I’m a year older, but I’m also a day further from my life with my daughter. I am always aware of her spiritual presence; our connection. I will never stop missing my little girl. I will never touch another child who is becoming and not have that painful muscle memory. There’s the realization that the other children will grow up, and my baby will not. I want to be out in the community, to meet people. I want to keep stretching outside my comfort zone, my concept of what’s possible. I care less about my professional work, and more about what I see and hear and share. The impact I can make on the world. I pray that God will lead me and I will follow. I will listen and look for the signs of where I am supposed to go, and how my work and my creativity can move mountains.



I was inspired to pursue journalism because representation was important to me, and I wanted to impact how the images of people who looked like me were portrayed. My first job out of journalism school was as a junior producer on the nighttime crime show America’s Most Wanted (AMW). I walked through the vestiges of murders, the FBI’s most-wanted criminals, and other tragedies. It was a job I was proud to have. A job that taught me more than I’d ever expected to learn as a journalist. It was also work that had life-or-death implications. In this first job, my charge was to help connect images frozen in yearbooks and holiday cards with real, live breathing children once again. To help people navigate impossible losses and somehow regain an impossible hope and happy ending. As a young but compassionate television producer, I was thrust into the worst possible nightmares of these families’ lives over and over again. The names and photos used for missing child alerts changed, but the fear and impossibility of the crimes remained the same.

It never failed. With voices shaking and bodies shell-shocked with horror and grief, family, neighbors, and friends would all say those four words over and over again.

“This doesn’t happen here.”

Wherever the “here” was, whatever the “this” was, from natural disasters to evil man-made ones, the shock was always palpable. And I was tasked to sit with it all.

The job was hard, but meaningful. I made $19,000 a year, but that didn’t matter to me—I had benefits and a stage on which to learn my craft. I learned the ins and outs of television production. I learned how to get things done. I also learned what it meant to sit with violence. I read police reports and looked at crime scene photos. I endured the crude jokes of law enforcement officials about the perps and the victims. These jokes, I came to understand, were a way to stay sane and keep their food down after seeing crimes that would have been too horrific for TV. I learned how to produce content that touched viewers and illustrated the victorious nature of the human spirit over devastating circumstances.

By the time I was twenty-three, I had been promoted to the role of missing child coordinator and was responsible for all of the missing children stories on the show. I often found myself behind closed doors with families while TV crews were set up outside hoping to get an interview or a statement. Because the host, John Walsh, had started his work after his own son was kidnapped and murdered, victims’ families would feel an instant connection with us when we walked in the door. As a result, my role evolved into being part television producer, part advisor/counselor, and part victim/survivor advocate.

No matter the season, my days would look like this:

A child would go missing. I would get paged and find a pay phone (hey, it was the nineties!). After gathering the details from our 1-800 hotline, I’d partner with the cops on next steps. I’d then get a public service announcement on all of the local Fox affiliate stations around the country. We knew that after a child went missing, we usually only had hours—literally—that would determine whether or not they would be found alive. Then I would fly to sit with the victim’s family. Over and over again, this was my job. The families were different. The towns were different. The stories were often the same.

My colleagues at AMW, as well as the other places I’ve worked in media, became my tribe. There is a kindred spirit among those of us who rush toward the fire; those of us who want to try to record history. We understood what it meant to have our pagers go off or to have the phone ring and know that, regardless of what we were doing, we had to jump into action. There were always others in the trenches, sweating, crying, trying to stay awake, and making sure that we could do whatever we could to get information out to people.

I loved it. I was an adrenaline junkie, and in a way, I think that’s also what made me a fun and effective mommy and class mom. I knew how to juggle it all. I was always trying to figure out where the story was, how to make it understandable and relatable, and always, always looking for those narratives that highlighted the human spirit.

One of the things I’ll never forget happened early in my career at America’s Most Wanted. There were very rarely happy endings, as you can imagine. But in 1992, when I was twenty-two years old, just a year out of school, we did a missing child story on a little girl named Genny May Krohn. Genny was from Milton, Florida, and as soon as we were contacted about her kidnapping, we got a public service announcement on all the Fox stations. In less than a few days, because of all of the national attention around her abduction, her kidnapper started to get scared. He actually told her that she had been on America’s Most Wanted and bought her a bike at a pawnshop. He then left her at a convenience store near her home.

Getting the call that Genny was alive is still very hard to describe. I wasn’t a mother yet, but it moved me. I remember sitting in the edit room overnight working on the piece. John Walsh flew down to Florida, and he sat down on the grass with little Genny who, with her pageboy haircut and pink T-shirt, seemed oblivious to the miracle she was. She told him that when she got on the bike to leave, her abductor told her that he had a hit man and that if she looked back or told anyone, the hit man would come after her. And she very nonchalantly and sweetly and innocently shrugged her shoulders and said, “If someone says there’s a hit man and it’s the first time you’ve been kidnapped, you believe them.”

Genny got to come home. There were people who sprang into action, as there always are in these cases. Strangers, in addition to family, friends, and loved ones, were looking for this little girl. America was looking for this little girl, and America found her. Volunteers waited alongside her parents on her neighborhood street for her to come home with the police after she’d given them the information she had on her abductor.

Police sirens wailed down the road as family, friends, and strangers stood with their hands clasped, holding their breath. She got a hug from a detective as she stepped out of the police car holding her own missing child poster, very much as if she was coming home from the carnival with a balloon. Her parents embraced her. I watched those images over and over and over as we cut the tapes in the edit room. There was nothing that gave me joy in that stint of my career like little Genny May Krohn getting to come home and feeling that, in some way, the work I was doing—the overnight shifts, the rushing away from friends to come into work—was all worth it. And those friends have stuck with me all of these years. And like colleagues from other places in my life, when everything went away, they showed up again.

Unfortunately, there weren’t very many Hollywood endings for most of those AMW stories. I once spent several weeks in Petaluma, California, home of the movie American Graffiti. By all accounts, it was the definition of small-town America. I was the first person on the scene for the Polly Klaas abduction. I still see her smiling face today as I remember the hundreds of pictures and videos that flashed across the editing room screens as we put these stories together. The same face that graced the cover of People magazine while the entire country watched. I would look at her, looking innocently at a camera, not knowing her smile would one day become a memorial.

There was a candle lit in the Klaas family’s front window the entire time she was missing. That candle burned while people raised money, wore ribbons, made pins with her face on them, and combed every inch of terrain possible looking for signs. One evening I went to the house to see the family, and it had happened. The search was over. The candle was out.

The people I met over the course of my years at AMW overcame odds that seemed insurmountable. And yet, I learned that somehow people survive. They often did so in very simple ways. They managed to crack a weak joke from time to time. I learned that levity was critical, wherever we could find it. They might hang a Christmas ornament with their baby’s picture pasted inside. They got out of bed, combed their hair, and took a shower. People mustered up the energy to stand in front of a television camera, in front of a jury, in front of their families. I was moved and inspired by their bravery. If there is a single, most profound thing I learned during those years it is that the human spirit wants to thrive. Like our physical bodies, it craves strength. It desires to be stretched and moved. We are designed to grow our physical, emotional, and spiritual muscles so that we can carry the superhuman weight that life sometimes gives us.

I was always fascinated by the people who supported these families. The neighbors and friends. The coworkers and church members. No matter how rich or poor, or their ethnic background, a collective village of determination rallied around these people. When “it” happened, they came. And they weren’t always close friends and family members. I was always surprised by who showed up. I learned that people want to help one another—that’s it. There are people who will cry with you, fight for you, and cook for you—give you whatever you need. Somehow people take the few things not ravaged by a tornado or a hurricane or a fire and speak of gratitude. Somehow people offer encouragement to one another and go out of their way to silently and anonymously do what they can. These people in the stories I covered for AMW or later at The Oprah Winfrey Show and Good Morning America were ordinary people who in extraordinary circumstances had to reach deep for the best of themselves. They had to find their ground and their God. They somehow instinctively knew that if they didn’t, they would become unhinged and float away. I watched them as they allowed others to take care of them in every way possible. I watched as they created boundaries. I watched as they embarked on various forms of self-care even if it wasn’t natural for them. They somehow went to work, drove cars, asked questions, and took care of children. They fought like hell to survive even when they didn’t want to.

Meanwhile, my life was shaping up to look exactly as I had dreamed.

Or so I thought. It would take more than twenty years before I’d find myself walking into the familiar sights and sounds of another crime scene. Twenty-plus more years before I too would be thinking, “This doesn’t happen here.”



HANK AND I always relished telling the story of our romance: how we first met when he served as my brother’s resident assistant at the University of Connecticut, the instant attraction we felt whenever we saw each other. Just looking at him sent my stomach into full-out somersaults. He was attractive beyond his looks. Always the life of the party, he was a man with a great sense of humor and manners. My mother once asked if he was from the South because he was so polite. This, despite his strong Bronx accent.

I used to jokingly say that our story was the Black When Harry Met Sally. We didn’t begin our romantic relationship immediately. He was still in school in Connecticut and I was working in Washington, DC. But we kept in touch over the years as friends, sharing our lives and relationship woes. A decade later, when I moved to New York, we connected and started dating.

There was a security in marrying Hank. Not because he was my soul mate, a concept I’m not sure I ever fully embraced. It was more about having a friend and partner. I’d grown up in a loving home with stories of my parents’ friendship and romance. That was my norm. Hank and I fell in love because of our mutual love for hip-hop and writing and reading great poetry and literature, and our desire to build a family. We were friends who shared with each other our hopes and dreams. That seemed like enough at the time. And because we met in the early days of my career, when I was making close to minimum wage, my career trajectory did not seem as intimidating to him as it did to other men I’d dated.

Hank and I got married September 29, 2007. We were married at the historic Riverside Church in upper Manhattan. It was a fairy tale come to life. Because I handled bridal segments at Good Morning America, I had incredible relationships with the most exclusive wedding vendors—including the owners of the now-famous Kleinfeld store. When I was trying on gowns, there was even talk of a reality show. The idea had just been pitched and the concept was still in its infancy. Of course, Say Yes to the Dress has become a classic since then.

My wedding day, like most major life events, had a duality. I was excited to begin my new life. The TV producer in me had planned an incredible wedding. I had unbelievable support and love from family and friends. However, my mother wasn’t there. She’d passed away thirteen years earlier, and it was still hard to imagine going through that day without her. Her death became a glaring reminder of the loss that undergirded every major decision of my life. Having to tell associates and wedding vendors that she was gone and would not be able to provide any input devastated me on a daily basis.

On the morning of my wedding, I asked my father and brother to have breakfast with me in my hotel room. I wanted my original family minus the fourth leg of our family chair near me. Their love would stabilize me. Calm my racing heart and mind. I’ll never forget that perfect crisp, blue September morning. There wasn’t a single cloud in the sky. I could not have asked for a better day. Despite the typical wedding jitters, the ceremony was beautiful and was followed by an amazing honeymoon in Italy.

It is complicated and heartbreaking now to look back at those photos. I cannot deny that the day happened. I cannot deny that all of it was real. I cannot deny that the joy on the faces was real. I can’t even deny that the love was real. But what I do know is that he is no longer real to me. As part of my own grieving process, friends and loved ones have helped me sift through those photos and carefully cut him out in order to preserve other friends and family in the pictures.

Hank was charming and charismatic like my dad, but the comparison ends there. Hank always had anger issues, but it wasn’t until our relationship evolved into a romantic one that I saw the first glimpses of that. I worried about many things in our relationship. I worried about him finding a steady career path—something that was a pervasive struggle for the length of our marriage. It wasn’t until years later, during our divorce proceedings, that my physical safety ever crossed my mind. And even then, the one thing I thought I knew for sure was that he would never do anything to hurt our baby. In my mind, it wasn’t even in the realm of possibility.

It couldn’t happen here.

When I was pregnant, we mutually decided that we would wait until the baby was born to find out its sex. Because we didn’t want to refer to the baby as it, we called Gabrielle “Baby Bear” before she was born. We would jokingly call each other Mama Bear and Papa Bear during that time as well.

Gabrielle was due on August 3, 2009. Because of my high-risk pregnancy at the age of thirty-nine, I was told the doctors might induce labor a few days early. I used every old wives’ tale in the book to try to induce it before they had to. I was literally swimming the day before Gabrielle was born. On August 1, the contractions began. We followed them at home, nervous and excited, and then, in the middle of the night, we headed to the hospital. With no anesthesia, I gave birth to Gabrielle on August 2 at 9:59 p.m. She was eight pounds, two ounces. My miracle baby was here. She was a dream come true.

Like most little girls, Gabrielle loved her dad. Between dancing with him on Saturday mornings, playing video games, and watching our favorite family shows, they had a bond. Planning her birthday was such a thing for us. Hank loved it. Despite the deep fault lines I grew to see in his character as his insecurities began to reveal themselves, the safety and well-being of our daughter was never a concern.

On the outside, our lives were a model of the American dream. Many women ponder if they can have it all—the career, the man, the children. From the outside, I had it. On the inside, though, there were cracks in the foundation of what we were building. Mostly from Hank’s inability to stabilize himself in a career path. In 2012, I made a few phone calls and he began working on the Obama reelection campaign. I was so proud of him. I was also relieved that he seemingly had found his place in the sun. When we later found out that we would be able to attend two of the inaugural balls, it was an amazing dream come true. My heart swelled with pride. We took tons of pictures on that cold evening. It was one of those brag moments to post on social media. I kept treasures and souvenirs from the events for Gabrielle. It was historic, and when she was older, I wanted her to know that her parents were part of this great moment.



AS A JOURNALIST, I was always drawn to the stories of resilience. Stories that highlighted the triumph of the human spirit over all sorts of adversity, from school shootings to hurricanes. These stories taught me that even in the darkest moments, there’s still beauty in the ashes. This is what I try to remember on a daily basis now.

It’s hard to know in this moment just how strong you are, how strong you’ve been, how strong you will continue to be. It’s a little like The Wizard of Oz in that “Dorothy, you had it in you all along” kind of way. Hope is there. Strength is there. I remember sharing with my therapist recently how shocked I was that I still had hope. When I sat in the abject darkness, reading through my early journals, I was surprised to see myself trying to find some hope, in spite of where I was. Even if you’re seeing nothing but darkness, know there is still light emanating from you that others are capturing. And while it may not be clear to you right now, you’ll see it too, someday.

When I sat at the table with Polly Klaas’s mom, I understood this at only a superficial level. I still wondered, How is she talking to me? How is she even dressed? How is she asking me smart questions? It’s only now, at a more visceral level, that I understand. In that moment, it is as if an animated version of yourself appears. The avatar version of you goes out into the world. Propped up by necessity. This is the version of you that talks to police. The one that picks a dress for the funeral. While your heart and your guts stay behind collapsed in a puddle on the floor. But you do it, and the simple act of getting through it is your proof that there is steel in your veins that will keep you going.

Even in the dark, when it feels like you’re stumbling, know that you’re still moving. Know that there are people who can see your progress. You may not feel it, but you’re developing muscles, faith and resiliency muscles. Even if the victory of the day is you took a shower. Or, frankly, the victory of the day is that you didn’t take a shower because you really needed to stay in bed under the covers all day. You are demonstrating strength even if it doesn’t feel like it.

People will say things to you like “I can’t imagine,” and they are right. But what I also know for sure is that you will always find what you need to get you where you need to go. God, the universe, nature—whatever works for you—will bring people and experiences in from the most unexpected places. It might be a coworker who has never crossed the threshold of your house but ends up bringing you food every Friday. It might be the neighbor you’ve only said “hi” or “bye” to over the years who starts to cut your grass every week. The hard truth is that it may not be the people closest to you who become your true strength village. It may be the people who have their own experiences with grief and have a backpack of supplies they can bring you. They are equipped in ways that your bestie may not be. And that’s okay. Everyone has a different capacity.

Pay attention to the people who show up for you during this season. Have the humility and vulnerability to ask for what you need. They may not be able to imagine, there may not be words, but there is dinner. There is “Can you make this phone call for me? Can you run interference here?” When something unimaginable happens, people are so grateful to be able to do anything. It’s a gift to give them a way to share your load and alleviate your pain. For those of us who spend most of our lives trying to be Superwoman and taking care of others—the ability to not only sit in your pain and discomfort but have the courage to invite other people to sit in it with you is powerful.

There were a lot of moms who had been in my house, ate at my table, and whose children had been a part of my life. But they couldn’t all hold this level of pain. Everybody’s capacity is different, and I don’t hold any animosity against them. Not everyone has the emotional or psychological capacity to hold that level of trauma in someone else’s grief. But there were others who showed up, ready to dive in.

Cindy is a mom from Gabrielle’s school who I would see in passing every so often. We were class moms together, but we didn’t know each other especially well. And yet, she was there for me when everything happened. Sometimes it was a last-minute invite for a drink or happy hour. Other times it was a chat to share her own mothering challenges with me, but first asking if I was “okay” to have these conversations. Sometimes it was running interference or mere comic relief. Gabrielle attended an elementary school called Ward, and we would joke that Cindy was the “Ward Warden” who could help push away any politics or drama so we could focus on honoring my daughter.

People see my armor and are astonished and hope-filled by my resilience. It’s only because they don’t understand that being armored does not mean you’re immune to pain or fear. It doesn’t mean you are immune to questioning yourself and this world. Sometimes when the unexpected or unimaginable happens it is hard to reconcile your reality now with your reality before. How could I have been healthy last week and have a fatal diagnosis today? How could my spouse promise to love me forever and now walk out the door? How could I go from being financially healthy to dire straits? No, things are not always black and white. Life is not linear. Yet becomes the turning point between past chapters and a future still to be written. It doesn’t say “if this was true in your before then it will also be true in your after.” Yet says “what once was true remains in that past space, yet something else is true now.”

It is normal to have a sense of denial or disbelief at our unexpected life circumstances. Whether, like me, your entire life changes in an instant, or whether you slowly and incredulously watch it morph before your eyes. Give yourself the grace to be angry, to question, to be shocked. But then you must pivot. You must admit what is true and then mourn what once was, before you can even begin to turn your eyes to a new reality. It’s critical to eventually be able to say to yourself, Things are different now. I have to make different choices now. My reality changed and I have a new reality now. I may not like it, and it may not be fair. It may not be what I ever would have wanted or imagined, yet I am here now. Grappling with the duality of what once was and what is will be one of the first steps to slowly moving toward what may be possible in the future.

Perhaps what you are facing has made you question your faith. Or maybe you left an organized religion behind years ago with disappointment and disillusionment. If you once believed in a higher power or a loving universe… if you are tethered to beliefs that suggest there is more in the world than what we see… it is okay to be angry. It is okay to question your God or your universe. Just know that what you hold deep in your bones and your muscle memory will quietly and patiently wait for you to return.

Every day that hope feels just beyond my reach, grief requires me to keep grasping for new hope. You also must continue to grasp. I believe in having a defiant faith. A faith that refuses to bend or break, despite the ways it is tested. A faith in a God or higher power and a higher purpose. A faith that says even though I don’t know what is happening or why it is happening, I know that this “insurance policy” of confidence and emotional fortitude still exists. It has nothing to do with me. It is God. It is His strength and my surrender that let me free-fall and expect safe landings.

Like an aerialist, as I go from one trapeze bar to the next, there is a split second where I’m suspended in air with no safety net below. At that moment, I’m afraid. Yet I continue to reach out for the swinging bar. I somehow know that I will be met at this yet intersection with hope.

While I was writing this book, I saw a video from a horrific accident in Lebanon. A fireworks factory exploded and killed at least a hundred people, injuring over three thousand. The mushroom clouds that filled my television screen looked like something out of a nuclear war. This particular news segment featured a woman who was in labor when the explosion happened. You saw her in the delivery room and then suddenly the lights went out. You could hear the explosion and realize that everything had been shaken to the core.

Then, in the dark, cell phones were pulled out. People were putting light where there was darkness. They were literally giving light to birth.

These moments remind me of the best of the human spirit. I was reminded that even in our darkest moments the human spirit will fight for a pregnant moment of possibility. In the end, we are truly all in it together. Wherever one shines a light, the path lights up for all. We share the same goals and fears and desire to be loved. We share the fear of loss. And when we’re called to task, we will fight like hell for life wherever it springs up. Hope is like the little sprig of miraculous green that shows up between the cracks in the concrete. That is where faith lives. That is where hope happens.






— 2 — Come to Terms


The details of what happened to my family, to my daughter, are horrific. They are horrific to hear. But I think this underlines one of the first points that you must grasp in these moments. When the world turns upside down, when you are knocked literally off your feet by an unexpected catastrophe, whether man-made or an act of God, coming to terms with what happened has to happen quickly. The quicker it happens, the quicker you can start to obtain some balance and make your way back to level ground. At least so you are standing on solid ground. So you can at least figure out what the first steps of survival are going to mean.

It’s akin to a house. If you smell smoke and see flames, you’re probably not going to spend much time contemplating how it happened, when it happened, or why it happened to your family. You’re just going to get the hell out. You’re going to acknowledge that there is fire, there is danger, and you have to go. That initial recognition is so important in those life-and-death circumstances, as well as in the emotional life-and-death circumstances. So whatever it is, look yourself in the mirror, speak that truth that you hate to even let part your lips. And then take a deep breath, let the ground steady beneath you, and figure out where you need to start.



MY HUSBAND AND I married when I was thirty-seven. Though I wanted so badly to be a mom, I’d always been told I’d have a hard time getting pregnant due to endometriosis and ovarian cysts. As it turned out, I had a flawless pregnancy at thirty-nine. Being a mother to Gabrielle was as miraculous and precious as I’d thought it would be. But by the time she was seven years old, I realized my marriage was beyond repair. After numerous attempts at marital counseling, it was clear that Hank liked the idea of being a father and a husband but wasn’t willing to put in the work necessary to match reality with rhetoric. It was important for me to model a healthy relationship for our daughter. She deserved to know that she could see a working mom who also had a true partner as a husband and co-parent. My mother-in-law and our various amazing (paid) nannies were my copilots and co-parents on a daily basis—not my husband. I needed to model for Gabrielle what it meant to set boundaries and establish expectations for how a woman should be treated in a relationship. This would enable her to leave a situation that no longer served her well-being if that ever happened in the future. So I asked for a divorce.

After several months of contention that ultimately led to me moving out of our family home, Hank agreed to sign divorce papers on Easter Sunday but then continued to fight and manipulate me for the next six to seven weeks. After months of legal hell, he agreed to sign on June 5, 2017.

That agreement wasn’t without a cost to me. It required me to liquidate my 401(k) and offer him literally everything I had, in order to keep the one and only thing that mattered—Gabrielle. She deserved to continue to feel the stability I fought so desperately to give her. I also wanted to make sure he had everything he needed to feel comfortable and secure so that he could provide the same to Gabrielle while she was in his care. So if that meant giving him cash for a deposit on a luxury apartment, or cash for a luxury car lease, so be it. Whatever was necessary.

I remember the moment I walked into my boss’s office triumphantly to tell her that Hank was finally willing to sign and that I must leave immediately. I remember searching for a UPS Store with a notary so we could sign quickly. I texted a friend to pick up Gabrielle so that she would not be there when Hank first got home from signing. When we arrived at the UPS Store, I realized I needed to renew my passport and decided to multitask while I waited. When I look at that tiny square of a picture today, I see a woman with a glint of peace in her eyes. A woman who believes she is about to start the next chapter of her life. And she is. Just not a chapter she could have ever imagined writing.

My husband looked worn and defeated as we stood there waiting for the notary. We made light, not-so-funny jokes about how unceremoniously our marriage was being dissolved in front of someone who unemotionally looked at the pages, took my money, and stamped them as notarized. When we walked outside, I looked at Hank’s face again. He seemed exhausted and restless. He was unkempt and smelled of smoke. It was sad. He wasn’t the man I’d married. Not by any measure. He wasn’t the man who’d made me laugh and who could draw me close with just a gaze. That day, his eyes were vacant. He was empty. As we left the building, he apologized for all the horrible things he’d done in the previous months of divorce negotiations. I gratefully and quickly thanked him and promised him that our friendship would remain. Our friendship predated our love and we had been gifted with a beautiful, sweet baby girl we would co-parent and protect together. I told him that she was all that mattered. Gabrielle was seven, almost finished with second grade. He and I agreed to sit down with her the next day to explain how things would change.
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