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This book is dedicated to my three surviving children,

Carly, Andy, and Janey, who exhibit their courage, integrity,

and compassion every day. They are my living heroes,

to whose futures I dedicate my continuing work for peace.






Foreword



I READ A POEM ABOUT A TOMBSTONE ONCE. THE POET described how the engraved birth date and death date tell about only two brief moments in time of the departed one’s history.

According to the poet, the living happens in the dash between the dates.

This book is the story of Casey Austin Sheehan.

May 29, 1979–April 4, 2004.

This book is about Casey’s dash. About his short but meaningful life and how it has inspired his mom to a lifelong quest for peace and justice, and how Casey’s dash has inspired thousands of people to give meaning and fulfillment to their dashes.

This is also a story about my dash.


Cindy Lee Miller Sheehan

July 10, 1957–TBD



This book is the heartbreaking story of how my son Casey inspired me to give my dash meaning and to make him as proud of my life as I always was of his.

Casey started screaming the minute his head popped out of my birth canal at 1:01 A.M. on May 29, 1979. Looking back with hindsight, I know he didn’t want to enter this “vale of tears,” but he had to. He had a mission.

On May 29, 1979, I gave birth to my son. My darling boy. The old soul with the wise eyes that could penetrate my soul from the time those eyes opened.

I gave physical birth to Casey on that glorious day in May. On April 4, 2004, Casey died. He was killed in Iraq in an ambush by the al Sadr resistance fighters. He died going to rescue his buddies. He was shot in the back of the head while he was riding in the rear of a trailer in Sadr City, Baghdad.

I didn’t know it then, but I know it now. When Casey died in that back alley of Baghdad, five days after he arrived “in country,” he gave spiritual birth to his real mom. The real mom who was hiding behind her ignorance, faith, marriage, family, and comfort began to emerge on April 4.

As I lay in a crumpled heap screaming on the evening of April 4 after the merchants of death and doom came to my house to tell me my son was dead, something snapped. Something had to. No one can take that kind of physical and psychic pain without snapping.

The angels didn’t take me that day. I now know as I was screaming “No, no, no! Not Casey, oh God, no!” over and over again, I made a choice and an agreement with the universe.

I had to decide something in my heart and soul. Would I stay here and fall into a depression of grief and regret? Would I voluntarily leave and join Casey through suicide? Or would I stay and fight? At that moment, my soul chose to stay and fight.

How else can I explain the source of strength and courage that has poured into me and through me beginning with the awful moment I learned that he had been prematurely taken from me and our family?

Casey’s life was and has been a source of that courage and strength.

This book is a celebration of Casey’s extraordinary life.

This book is also an odyssey of one mom’s journey from a place of pure pain to one of pain that is also infused with joy and hope.

This book is a story of one mom’s journey from being a “normal” mom to one who went to the seat of power and challenged the king and triumphed and who meets and is lauded by heads of state and also vilified and hated by other heads of state and much of the American media.

This book is a story of one mom’s journey from believing that her son was a “war hero” to believing that her son died as a victim of the war machine.

This is a book of one mom’s journey from ignorance of history (even though, ironically, she majored in history) to being an active participant in making history and having an effect on social change.

This is a book of one mom’s journey from trusting her leaders even when they so brazenly take our country to bogus war, to one of pacifism and nonviolence at all costs.

I hope you enjoy my book because, above all, this is a book about my journey from being an apathetic consumer of physical comforts and the American way to being an activist who struggles against physical comforts and the American way for violence and the military-industrial complex.

This book is also the love story between Casey and me and our love for humankind and peace. How our lives became intertwined with some amazing and good people, but how we also became enmeshed in the dark world of some very bad people.

This is my story of how one person can, should, and must make a difference. This is the incredible story of how I went from being Mom to four to being the “Peace Mom” to thousands.

The journey is in the dash.

I hope Casey’s story and my story inspire you to expand your dash and infuse it with meaning, laughter, dancing, hope, love, and, most of all, life.









Chapter 1

Casey




“It’s a boy!”

—DR. BLUM, MAY 29, 1979


“You’re looking at the newest recruit

in the United States Army.”

—CASEY SHEEHAN, MAY 2000






WRITING THIS BOOK IS THE SECOND MOST DIFFICULT thing I have ever done, next to burying Casey. I sit here writing with a box of Kleenex by my side and a pile of used ones on the floor next to me.

This is the most difficult chapter to write.

Who knows when this story begins?

Does it start when I was born? No, I don’t think my less-than-functional upbringing is too relevant to the story.

Does it begin when I met my husband of twenty-eight years, and my children’s father, Pat? That would be a closer beginning and a little more pertinent to the story, but not close enough.

I think the true beginning of the story is when Casey was born. The unbreakable bond between Casey and me is the true foundation of what has subsequently occurred in our lives and the Super Glue that keeps me together and constantly working for peace no matter how hard the effort.

I always loved babies when I was growing up in Bellflower, a smallish suburb of Los Angeles. I was an extremely shy, introverted girl who had few friends except for my constant companion: books. I was reading at a college level when I was in fifth grade and loved to read more than anything else.

I was in constant demand as a baby-sitter in my neighborhood and by my parents’ friends. I couldn’t wait to “grow up,” get married, and have children of my own.

I met my future husband, Patrick Sheehan, when I was sixteen years old, between my junior and senior years of high school. While I was growing up in Bellflower, Pat was growing up in the town next door, Norwalk. We were married in April 1977, when I was nineteen years old.

We were both ecstatic when we found out we were pregnant in 1978 with the little guy who would turn out to be Casey Austin.

We carefully chose the furniture that would last through all four of our children, and we painted and wallpapered the baby’s bedroom in our tiny first home. The wallpaper was a Disney print that I’d had in my playhouse when I was growing up.

We attended childbirth classes and were determined that our new baby would be born as naturally as possible, without drugs, and that the baby would be nursed and I would quit my job to be a full-time mom to our child.

On the day before our eagerly anticipated baby was born, Pat and I attended an air show in Long Beach, California. We have a picture of me leaning up against a pier railing, standing sideways to show my big belly. I was wearing some dorky white maternity bathing-suit bottoms that were long like shorts, and a blue-and-white-checked, three-quarter-

sleeve maternity top. My belly was sticking out as if I were getting ready to deliver a baby right then and there!

I was tan and fit-looking despite my big belly. I had left my job as a loan adjuster for Security Pacific National Bank a month before Casey was born and spent my days swimming at my gym. I loved swimming when I was pregnant with Casey. He was an unusually active baby in utero, even compared to my next three. He loved it when I swam, too. It was the only time, really, that he would lie still.

At the air show, Pat and I finally decided on a name for the baby. Our natural-childbirth instructor had a really cute son named Casey, and my family, on my mom’s side, had a tradition of giving sons the middle name Austin. So, Casey Austin it was to be for a boy. We decided on Julie Anne for a girl. I’m not exactly sure why Julie, except when I was growing up my beloved maternal grandma made me a rag doll that I loved and named Julie, and Anne for my sister, and one of Pat’s sisters had the middle name Anne. We were ready for the baby, who was due on June 5.

The next day, I went into labor. It was a fairly easy labor until about six that evening when my water broke and the contractions came faster and stronger. We were with Pat’s sister Cherie, and we decided it was probably time to go to the hospital.

I was sitting on our couch, and Cherie and I were timing my contractions. Pat disappeared for a short while and reappeared with tools and a package. I asked him what in the name of God he was he doing.

He said, “I’m going to fix the toilet!”

I sat on the couch and roared with laughter between contractions. The toilet had been running and Pat had had the parts to fix it since we had moved into the house a year earlier, but he waited until my water broke to finally fix it!

After Pat was finished with his plumbing job, Cherie dropped him and me and the unborn one off at Kaiser Hospital, which was about two blocks from our house. During the next five hours, before Casey was born, about twenty friends and relatives gathered in the waiting room to await the birth of the first child of Pat and Cindy Sheehan.

I’ll just skim through the gorier details of the labor: the hour of blowing through contractions when I had to push, because the nurses wouldn’t come in and check me to see if I was ready to push; the two hours of pushing because I was so tired from blowing through an hour of contractions; the horribly botched episiotomy that caused me weeks of pain after Casey was born; or my locking myself in the bathroom in the labor room, almost causing Pat to faint in his heightened state of anxiety.

What I will regale you with is the birth of my eight-pound, two-ounce, twenty-one-and-a-half-

inch-long perfect son, who started screaming as soon as his mouth hit the atmosphere of his new world. He was put to my breast immediately and calmed right down. I swear he looked at me before the nurse whisked him away to clean him up and take his vitals; he looked at me, and we immediately knew each other.

Casey, Pat, and I became the inseparable threesome that did everything together. My schedule revolved around Casey. We sat up late at night in the rocking chair that my dad, Grandpa Miller, bought us, watching old movies, singing, playing patty-cake, and staring at each other with love. I’d beg Casey to go to sleep, and Casey would finally comply around 3 or 4 A.M.; we were always awake together, or asleep together.

To get a little housework done, sometimes I would sit him in his car seat on a surface close to me. Often he would stare up at the ceiling and just jabber away happily at something. I always said he was talking to his angels. He was such a good baby. When he awakened each morning he would lie in his crib and talk to his angels, or play with the toys in the crib for at least an hour so I could slowly wake up before he would demand that I come in and get him so he could have his best friend, me, to play with.

“Mamaaaaaaa, Mamaaaaaaaaa,” he would call from his crib. If I didn’t answer, he would call to Pat: “Dadaaaaaaa. Dadaaaaaa!”

Recently we sadly commemorated the second anniversary of Casey’s murder in Iraq. His brother, sisters, Auntie, and my best friend, Liz, were standing around his grave shivering in the cold wind, and the dark clouds were filled with rain, which was very unusual in Vacaville for April. We were recounting memories of Casey.

Auntie, my sister, went first. She recalled how as a toddler Casey loved to pull every book that I owned out of the bookcase and throw them into piles on the floor. Soon after he taught himself that little game, I instructed him not to do it. After that, he would crawl up to the bookcase, pull himself up by one of the shelves, and stretch out his hand to the books but would never touch one. He would shake his head and say “Book. No! No!” over and over again.

Carly Anne, now twenty-five and drop-dead gorgeous with her lithe body, long shining hair, and teeth that only thousands of dollars of orthodontia could produce, used to be my oldest daughter. Now she is my oldest child. Which is not right—there are four Sheehan children, not three, and the oldest should be a boy! Carly recounted how, when Casey was seven and studying for his First Holy Communion, they began to “play mass.” All of the kids would gather in Carly’s room, pull her nightstand away from the wall, put a dish towel on it, and use Wheat Thins for communion wafers. Of course, Casey would always be the priest.

Janey, my baby, my doll, is now twenty and was a senior in high school just starting her last spring break before graduating when her brother was killed. He was so sad that he would have to miss her graduation because he would be over in Iraq. She told about how she and her best friend, Janae, would always irritate Casey while he was playing a video game until he got up and roared and chased them around the house.

Andy, my youngest son, who is now my only son, was so choked up he couldn’t speak. Andy was five years Casey’s junior and is now twenty-two. He looks more and more like his brother every day. He is now a land surveyor who is about six feet two inches tall with a sturdy but lean build. One day I walked into our living room. Andy was asleep on the couch and he looked so much like Casey, my heart skipped more than a few beats. I remember Andy gave a comment to one of the television crews who were camped out on the street by our church, St. Mary’s, before Casey’s Rosary service. He said, “How do you think I feel? I have lost my only brother.”

My friend Liz remembered all of the times that we watched pay-per-view wrestling events together. Casey was such a huge fan of professional wrestling, which he called “soap operas for guys.” But sadly, I am not convinced that he knew it was fake, even up until the end. I remember watching with Casey a WWE event broadcast from Baghdad during the last Christmas he was home, and he was so thrilled to think that the WWE might come back to Iraq the next Christmas, when he was going to be there. Tragically, my boy didn’t even make it to Easter.

The memory I shared of Casey was when it was just we two. We played together, took walks together, napped together, went grocery shopping together, frequently visited Auntie at her “May-mart” (Kmart, where she was the personnel manager). Casey was the favorite May-mart baby and was spoiled and loved by everyone who worked there. I had his picture taken once a month by the in-store photographer.

About once a day, when I would be doing dishes, or cooking, Casey would walk up to me and say, “Doyun, huh Mama?” which meant “What are you doing, Mama?” I would say, “I’m cooking dinner, Casey.” And he would then wrap his arms around my legs, kiss me on my behind, and say, “I wuv you, Mama!” I would pick him up and cover his sweet, round face with kisses and say, “I wuv you, Casey!” I would put him down and he would run off to whatever adventure he was getting into at the time.

Since I gave birth to my younger three at home with mid-wives, Casey was present for all of their births. One of the reasons I decided to have Carly at home was so that I wouldn’t have to leave Casey for a day or two while I was in the hospital. I didn’t want him to have any separation anxiety and blame the new baby for his mama being gone from him.

While I was in labor with Carly, many of our friends and relatives came in and out of my bedroom to take pictures, and a sister-in-law was filming the birth. Casey would come in every once in a while, holding his Fisher-Price camera, and he would tell me, “Say cheese, Mama.” I would say “cheese” and he would “take” my picture and then go back out to be adored by various aunts, uncles, grandmas, and grandpas.

Despite all of our precautions against sibling rivalry, Casey did have one moment of it just a few hours after Carly was born. Pat and I were sitting on our bed, and I was nursing Carly. Casey wanted to get out of his crib, so Pat went and got him and Casey crawled up next to Carly and me. He was staring raptly at Carly nursing, and I was wondering if he remembered when he used to do that. He was rubbing her head really gently and saying “Nice baby, nice baby,” when all of a sudden he smacked her little head. I pushed him back onto the bed and said, “No, no, she is your sister, be nice!” Then I had two crying babies on my hands!

The next five years went by in a blur of births, babies, breasts, diapers, and bleary-eyed midnight feedings, and it seemed that for those five years I always had two in diapers, or in various stages of potty-training. Since we used cloth diapers and we had four young “tinklers,” my washing machine was always going and we wore out several motors. I also remember that as the time when my couch was always piled high with laundry that needed to be folded.

Pat had a game with the kids that he would play to get them to put away the clothes. They would have races doing various activities. He would hand them all a pile of clothes to be put away and would instruct them to “hop on one foot” or “hop like bunnies” or another activity and they would have so much fun they didn’t even know they were doing chores.

I always tried to keep a clean home, free of as many nasty germs as possible, but we also wanted our kids to have fun in their home. They would run the length of our coffee table and jump into our arms, or into a chair. I would enter our long hallway where all the bedrooms are and I would find one or more of them “spider” walking up the walls. One morning we decided we’d had enough pancakes, so we used them as Frisbees and soared them all over the kitchen. We had a fun life, even if it sometimes approached total anarchy in our house.

One thing that was sacred to Pat and me was bath- and bedtime. Our kids had a strict bedtime of 8 P.M., and we would tuck them in and individually tell them stories or talk about their days with them before kissing them good night and collapsing on the couch together to watch some TV before we exhaustedly fell asleep, too—many times right on the couch!

Casey had a thing he would say every night when we tucked him in, and it is so heartbreaking to remember it. We would sit on his bed and talk about his day and before we kissed him he would say, “Thank you, Mom and Dad, this was the best day of my life.” He had such a sweet soul that was brimming with love. He was so even-tempered and exuded an otherworldly peace his entire life. We would joke around and say he was in his “Casey universe” when sometimes he would be zoned out or deep in concentration. I wish I had asked him what he was thinking about. He always had one foot in this world and one foot in the next. It was as if he never really belonged fully to us or the planet Earth.

Imagine our shock and surprise when he came home from a long day away when he was twenty-one in the spring of 2000 and announced to us, “You’re looking at the newest recruit in the United States Army.” When I asked him why he had joined the Army, he said something strange that I never really thought about until he died. He said, “I thought I was supposed to.” He looked briefly confused when he said that. Who told him he was “supposed to”? How did he know that? His dad and I certainly never told him to join the Army.

Since we lived near Travis Air Force Base, in Fairfield, Casey had been actively recruited to join the Air Force since he was a junior in high school. He always said no, and the recruiter would go on his way.

One time I came home from work to find Casey sitting in the living room with a gentleman in a uniform. Casey was bent over the table taking some kind of a test. After the sergeant left, I asked Casey what that was all about. That’s when he informed me he was thinking about joining the Army. The Army! “Why, Casey?”

“Well, I can finish college in the Army, I can be a chaplain’s assistant, and they will give me a twenty-thousand-dollar signing bonus,” he proudly said. I wondered whether he wanted to give up four years of his life for this.

The next day he disappeared all day to take more tests. Lickety-split, before we could even talk him out of it, he had enlisted.

Casey went into the Army on the DEP: Delayed Entry Program. He needed to finish one more class in the summer, and he was planning on a trip to Rome for the Catholic World Youth Day celebration in August. He was scheduled to go to boot camp on August 31. We didn’t know at that time that we had recourse: People who go into the service on the DEP can get out of it right up until the time they report for boot camp. I wish to God we had known that. I think we could have talked him out of it, but we thought it was a done deal.

As for the promises that his recruiter made to him, he broke every single one. Not many people know that the enlistment contract is only binding on the recruit and not on the government. Such unilateral contracts are not even legal, and our young people are being trapped into situations that they were lied into. Casey never got one thing he was promised by his recruiter. But the only promise I care about is the one that his recruiter made promising him that he would never see combat. He was killed in combat five days after he went to Iraq.

Our families were not military families. Pat’s dad was in the Navy in World War II and my dad was in the Army between wars in the fifties. They both did their stints and then got out to civilian life. Pat tried to enlist in the Air Force during Vietnam because he had a low lottery number, but he had high blood pressure and he wasn’t able to enlist. I bet his mother sobbed with joy! With five hundred to six hundred of our boys coming home in flag-draped coffins every week during that conflict, any mother in her right mind would want her child to avoid going to that wrong war. But my mother-in-

law, although devastated by Casey’s death, believes in George Bush and this insanity in Iraq. She does believe that Casey died for a “noble cause.” I wonder how she would have felt if Pat had died? I can only speculate.

Looking back on Casey’s life, I realize that I did some very wrong things with him, thinking they were the right things.

I put him and our other children in Catholic schools because our public schools in Norwalk were so horrible. He was subjected to abusive nuns who tried to strip away every ounce of individuality that he had. One of Casey’s elementary school teachers was a nun who, I found out much later, hit her students! I am sure that there are many good Catholic schools out there, but my kids went to ones that were run like little fascist regimes. I have since left the misogynistic and superstitious church, and I have come to feel distrustful of most organized religion.

Too often, organized religion tries to brainwash us into thinking that our religion is the only one that is right, and if someone is not of our particular religion, then he or she must be going to Hell. If you are not a member of my religion, then it must be okay for my leaders to send troops to kill you. Fundamentalists of all religions are responsible for the astounding mess we are in right now. Whether they are Christian crazies, Muslim extremists, or Zionist Jews, the leaders of these factions love nothing more than to whip up their followers into a frenzy of hate and fear against those who believe differently.

Another mistake I made was to invest so much of our lives and my children’s lives in Scouting. I’ve come to believe that the Boy Scouts is just another organization that trains young men to be “good soldiers.” Casey eventually attained the rank of Eagle and we were so proud of all of his Boy Scout badges, but Scouting is just a natural ingress into the world of the military. As an adult, Casey was proud to earn his “man scout” badges when he was a soldier. I was even given a taste of this when I was pinned with my Gold Star after Casey was killed. The Gold Star mom who pinned me lost two sons in Vietnam—and she acted as if I should be thrilled with the honor of having that badge pinned on me.

I had already decided by then, even in my deep shock and absolute pain, that I wasn’t going to be a “good scout.” I was going to fight against the idea that dying for a piece of cloth with stripes on it to spread a failed idea of freedom and democracy was worth it. A Gold Star is not a fair trade for a son’s life.

Yes, I made mistakes in Casey’s life, but they were made out of love and my brainwashing as a good scout.

Now, through Casey’s sacrifice and my reversal of the brainwashing that led to his death—I guess you could say my brain got dirty again—we two pals for life are waking this country up and getting its citizens’ minds out of the false-patriotism gutter, making a new world where it is not okay to fight, kill, and perhaps die to earn your good-scout badges.

It is wrong. We paid dearly for the lies.

May 29, 1979, was the happiest day of my life. I will never forget the day that true joy came into my life and the true hope that came from giving birth to a perfect angel.

April 4, 2004, was the worst day of my life and I thought hope was extinguished that day, but Casey’s true mom was born as Casey became a real angel.









Chapter 2

9/11




“Mom, come here! A plane just crashed into

one of the World Trade towers!”

—CARLY SHEEHAN, MORNING OF SEPTEMBER 11, 2001




I STILL REMEMBER THE DREAM I HAD ON THE MORNING of September 11, 2001. I am lovingly setting a very delicate crystal vase that I have just cleaned on the back of the toilet in the front bathroom. As I am leaning over with the beautiful piece of fine crystal in my hands, the vase slips from my hands and shatters into a million pieces all over the toilet bowl! The vase explodes into my face and eyes and I feel like I’ve been peppered with shotgun pellets.

Great, I think to myself as the blood trickles onto the bathroom floor, now I’ll have to go to the hospital and get these pieces of glass picked out of my face. I know I’m in for a long day waiting in ER lines and wasting my time.

The scene shifts, and now I am being hauled out of my youth ministry office at St. Mary’s Catholic Church. I am coughing and gagging on smoke and covered with black soot. A fireman who is also covered in black soot is dragging me to safety.

“Mom, come here!”

I was jerked awake from my nightmare by the sound of my daughter Carly screaming from the converted family room that had become her bedroom in our tiny home.

I ran into her room and saw her sitting cross-legged on her bed with tears streaming down her face, staring at the small TV on her dresser. “A plane just crashed into one of the World Trade towers!” My knees gave out and I sat on the bed with Carly as we watched in horror as the real nightmare events of that day unfolded. It was such a gorgeous day in New York City, and across the country in California, we were also experiencing one of our trademark beautiful early-fall days.

What a contrast to the ugliness and terror that we were all feeling. The day of 9/11 and the following days were absolutely beautiful, but as the towers crumbled and as the rubble smoldered, our lives and our psyches as American citizens who believed we were basically safe and morally sound were also crumbling and smoldering.

The nightmare that I had on the morning of September 11, 2001, was just the culmination of some terrible yet vague feelings of unease that I was having before the event. In the weeks leading up to 9/11, there were many reported shark attacks off America’s shores and a few fathers in the hinterlands went berserk and killed their entire families and then themselves. I thought that the disturbed sharks and the disturbed people were feeling some kind of disturbance in the force, if you will, and were acting accordingly. I felt as if there was some kind of universal pressure amassing and something was about to snap.

And then came 9/11. Thus began one of the most tragic and horrible experiences that we as citizens of the United States of America have ever had to go through as a fairly young (in the scheme of things) nation.

As a nation, we all shared the experience of the next days, weeks, and months as we collectively tried to make sense of the worst day in recent history. We all walked around with dazed looks on our faces—sort of zombielike in our appearance and in our souls. It was too horrible to feel at that point. Shock is a valuable tool. Shock gets you through the worst times.

For the first time in my life I sent money to the Red Cross and watched cable news networks around the clock. For some reason, Aaron Brown comforted me. Just knowing the Clark Kent–like reporter was still on the job gave me a sense of stability that I, rightly or wrongly, clung to.

We all mourned the human losses. But more than that, we mourned the loss of our national naïveté. To call what we were experiencing “mourning” seems very shallow and insufficient for the depth of sorrow, confusion, and anxiety that we were all feeling.

We were attacked! America was attacked on its own soil. We reeled with the implications of that. Our heads spun with grief and our souls melted in shock.

How could this happen? How could such a fuckup on such a massive scale happen? Didn’t we as a nation spend billions of dollars every year on national defense? Didn’t we have the most powerful military in human history? Yes, we did.

The US of A spends far more on defense than all of the other nations of the world combined. More than 50 percent of our GNP goes to the defense budget every year. Bush just recently stated that he wanted to add another 125 nukes to our already obscene arsenal. Why do we need more nukes? Well, call me cynical, but I believe he has some buddies in the “nucular” bomb industry who want a bigger piece of the defense pie.

A fat lot of good all of our defense spending did us on 9/11. We felt weak, vulnerable, and, most of all, frightened. We felt very un-American. After all, the entire paradigm of American strength and invincibility went down the drain with the collapse of two towers and a hole in the Pentagon.

No wonder we were so easily led down the path to more destruction by the Bush regime. No wonder we gave him and his neocon minions carte blanche to recklessly lead us into two wars against two innocent countries that had nothing to do with the criminal act perpetrated on innocent Americans on 9/11.

I realize that many people who disagree with the Iraq war and have disagreed with it from the start think that the invasion of Afghanistan was justified. I never believed that. Even if we did believe that Osama was hiding there, it did not give the United States and coalition forces the right to invade an innocent country that had nothing to do with the horror of 9/11.

We will never get over the dreadfulness of 9/11—but it was a criminal act perpetrated on America by a few criminals. It was not an act of war. Pearl Harbor was an act of war. On December 7, 1941, we were attacked by a country that had a defined border and an army that wore uniforms.

I personally know many families who had loved ones killed on that tragic day of 9/11 who did not want two countries filled with innocent people devastated because their loved ones were killed by criminals. More innocent Afghans were killed in the initial invasion of Afghanistan than Americans were killed on 9/11. When is enough killing enough? When are our pounds of flesh repaid? How much innocent blood must be shed? Even if we stipulate that the invasion of 9/11 was about vengeance, when have we exacted enough?

Juan Torres, a member of Gold Star Families for Peace, a group that I helped found, had a son killed in Afghanistan. Juan is an immigrant to the United States from Argentina. He calls his handsome son, John, his “American Dream.” John was deployed to Afghanistan in 2004.

On July 12, 2004, my dear friend’s son, John, was killed in a shower on his post. Juan was told that John had committed suicide by shooting himself, but subsequent investigations have shown that John was hit in the back of the head with a baseball bat and killed by a fellow soldier. John had been sending back e-mails and making phone calls complaining to his father about the drug trade on his post. Juan believes this is why John was killed.

Now that the United States has devastated Afghanistan, even more than before, the country is back in the hands of the warlords and producing more opium than ever. The only halfway safe place in the entire country is Kabul.

All one has to do is look at the puppet government headed up by President Karzai to understand that the United States needed to take Afghanistan first to provide access to the land to build a pipeline for Iraq’s oil, because the only other way through to the gulf was via Iran, and we all know that wouldn’t have been possible.

We as Americans abdicated our responsibility to be a source of checks and balances on our government. We lost our healthy skepticism of government when we lost our innocence on 9/11.

We blindly followed leaders into Hell because they could climb up on a rubble pile and demonstrate that they could use a bullhorn. We allowed them to spread their cancer of Pax Americana because we were told that the best thing we could do after 9/11 was to go shopping and to travel. Shopping and travel?! Excellent, we love to shop and travel!

On top of our national grief, shock, and worry there were also the personal, human tragedies of that day. We looked at the pictures of the many missing citizens from the World Trade Center towers and we heard stories of courage and compassion.

I could barely watch my TV screen and see the walls covered with the hundreds of pictures of missing loved ones: “Have you seen this person?” On the morning of 9/11, I watched in horror and grief as one after another, the firefighters and police officers ran back into the towers to try to help the occupants escape. I feared that many of them would not come out alive.

As a mother whose world revolved around her children, the personal stories of loss on 9/11 depressed me even more.

I could fully sympathize, but not empathize, with the people whose loved ones had been killed. Such a tragedy had never unfolded in my own life. How could I know what these mothers were going through? But I did know one thing. They were living my worst nightmare as a mother: having a child die before I did.

My dad died in February of 1994, and that was a hard time in my life. And my father was not the best father; he was an abusive alcoholic who died prematurely at the age of sixty from cancer all through his body. Of course, burying a parent is difficult, but burying your child is unspeakable and disordered.

The surviving family members of 9/11 didn’t even have the partial closure of having a body to bury; their loved ones were buried in a pile of rubble.

The terrorist attacks on 9/11 shocked and dismayed me and sent me into a depression from which I would never fully recover. Somehow, I knew that 9/11 would be the cause of Casey’s death. I knew in my heart that the events of that day would have horrible implications for my family and for the world. I just didn’t fully realize how horrible they would be.

I didn’t hear from Casey for two days after the attacks. I was calling his cell phone about every half hour, frantic with worry. He was stationed in Killeen, Texas, at Fort Hood, and I knew that Casey’s unit, the First Cavalry, was often the first unit to be sent off to war.

Not only was I concerned about all of the mothers and families of the dead, but I had a personal worry. Still trying to process the devastation of that day, I had a personal stake.

I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t concentrate. I couldn’t stop crying.

“Hi, Mom.” What blessed words! Casey finally called on September 13. His voice sounded weary, but he was okay. My boy was okay.

His post had been put on high alert and they were very busy. He worked all day and fell into bed too exhausted to call at the end of each day.

I was crying with relief as we talked about 9/11. Casey had already heard some scuttlebutt that his unit might be going into Afghanistan. I was beside myself with grief and worry, but I tried to be as optimistic as I could so Casey wouldn’t have to worry about his family on top of everything else.

Casey called me every day from Fort Hood when he wasn’t training in the field. We would chat about what his brother and sisters were up to, what was going on in Vacaville and at the Youth Group, even what the dogs were doing. Sometimes we just listened to each other breathe. Casey wasn’t the best conversationalist, but I know he called on a daily basis to feel connected with his family and with me. So I always tried to put the best face on everything and tried to make him feel like he was a part of everything.

I treasured those phone calls. They always came around 4 or 5 P.M., which would have been 6 or 7 P.M. in Texas. It took me almost a year after Casey was killed to stop thinking “Oh, maybe that’s Casey” when the phone rang, especially at his special time. My heart would skip a beat and then I would cry for the emptiness and the loss.

I talk to so many moms in the same situation, and we all have the same experience. It is so hard to believe that your soldier boy is never coming home because he has been gone for so long already. It is hard to believe that he won’t come home on leave soon; call when he can; send a letter or e-mail…when those letters and e-mails don’t come, when your soldier boy doesn’t call or come home for leave, the reality sinks in and sends you into another tailspin of grief and pain.

I am convinced that my nightmare on the morning of 9/11 was a premonition of the nightmare path that we as a nation and we as the Sheehan family were about to embark on—what a slippery slope to disaster George Bush was about to lead our nation down.
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