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Survivor’s Link

COMMUNICATING INFORMATION AND RESOURCES

The Unknown Path
By Sandra Neuman, NRNW Gold Star Coordinator

When we have lost a loved one, we o�en hear about 
this thing called �stages of grief.� It sounds like a plan, 
something that is expected and logical and will �ow nicely. 
From my own personal experiences as well as assisting 
others who have experienced loss, there is no plan or 
logical �ow. Just as there are no cookie-cutter people or 
relationships, there is no cut and dry journey for grief and 
sorrow.
When I had a family member �ghting cancer, I would ask 
him how he was doing. He would respond, �Well, there are 
good days, OK days, bad days, and a lot of scary moments.� 
A�er he died, I came back to his response quite o�en and 
realized the same was true for how I was managing a�er his 
death.
Some days, I would wake up feeling OK, maybe even 
stronger than the day before. �e day looked bright 
and perhaps even happy. �en there were other times, 
maybe even just a few hours later, when I was suddenly 
emotionally exhausted and even scared to realize I was 
going to have to live the rest of my life without him there.
From my understanding and experiences working with 
others, this is normal, the ebb and �ow, the adjusting 
from one day to the next or even one minute to the next. 
It�s the idea that there are exact stages to the process that�s 
not normal. Sure, there are probably some people who do 
experience their journey in that way. I�ve never met any 
of them, so am not truly sure anyone is that �textbook� in 
their emotional process.
Just like the relationship you have with a loved one, there 
is no perfect recipe, there is no consistent �ow. We have 
expectations in how our relationships will build. When our 
children are born, we envision how we expect them to grow 

up, how their being and person will meld with our lives. As 
we grow up with our parents, we anticipate how our lives 
with them will build and change. We have life plans with 
our spouses and they change as our needs and priorities 
change. For our siblings we do the same; as we grow 
older with them, we readjust and imagine how together 
we will be instrumental in each other�s lives. In all our 
relationships, we are always readjusting, re-envisioning, 
and then we actually have to live and experience our new 
life, the life without them. Suddenly, we have to visualize 
how we can live without them, how we can �nd new 
footing, �nd new purpose, search for new expectations. 
Sometimes we can have no other need but the desire to 
scream at the world in frustration, anger and fear.
�e fog of loss can be overwhelming and I have no idea 
what your journey looks like, or how it is today or even 
will be 10 minutes from now, but I can say that we have 
empathy and want to help. I also want to ensure you 
understand that we also know the 
feeling of losing someone you 
loved dearly never really 
goes away. �e truth 
seems to be that we 
just learn how to live 
with it better as time 
goes on. Whether your 
loss was recent or 10 
years ago, we can assist 
in �nding resources 
that can be of some 
help. So, please reach 
out to your Navy Gold 
Star coordinator.
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Bells Across America For 
Fallen Service Members
By Stephanie Hunter, Navy Gold Star Program Analyst

Navy installations across the country will participate in 
the 2nd Annual Bells Across America for Fallen Service 
Members ceremony on Sept. 21 to honor those who died 
while on active duty. For centuries, bells have been used 
by the Navy for timekeeping, safety and communication, 
to sound alarms, in ceremonies and events, and to signal 
the presence of important persons. During these memorial 
events, the bells rung will not signal anyone’s presence; 
instead, they will toll in their absence.
�e primary focus and mission of the Navy Gold Star 
Program is to provide an unprecedented level of service 
and commitment to Gold Star families. Bells Across 
America for Fallen Service Members is one way the 
Navy recognizes the sacri�ces of our fallen heroes and 
their Gold Star families le� behind. �e ceremonies are 
held in association with Gold Star Mother�s and Family�s 
Day, which is celebrated each year on the last Sunday in 
September, to honor, remember and support the parents, 
spouses and children of our fallen heroes.
Contact your closest Navy Gold Star coordinator to 
learn more about the ceremonies nearest you at 888-509-
8759, visit www.facebook.com/navygoldstar or www.
navygoldstar.com, or watch https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=60WbIncsTzM.

�e summer has come and gone. Days spent at the 
swimming pool and last-minute vacation adventures are 
drawing to a close as parents ready themselves for the 
�rst day of school. You can�t miss it � every school supply 
imaginable is on sale. Book bags, pens, pencils, glue sticks, 
spiral notepads, calculators, three-ring binders, gym 
shoes, and clothes have already been observed for sale in 
a variety of stores. Whether the �rst day is kindergarten 
with matching bows and lunch boxes or your young one�s 
entry to middle school, the anxiety of change leaves many 
parents and legal guardians unprepared. Where exactly did 
the time go, or better yet, what do I need to get ready?
Parents may wrestle with school supplies, new sneakers, 
and the must-have lunch box and thermos collection, but is 
that really what your child needs to start the year o� on the 
right foot, literally? Perhaps school readiness is more than 
just purchasing stu�. Maybe something more than mere 
school supplies are what is needed to give children a great 
beginning to the school year. Maybe the best get-ready-for-
school items aren�t even items. Take a look at some of the 
suggestions below on ways to keep money in the bank for 
college while readying your child for the upcoming school 
year.

1.	Start the normal school schedule early. Break the 
summer sleep-in/stay-up late mode. Consider 
enforcing bed hours and waking routines to ensure the 
transition is smooth.

2.	Create a positive attitude about going back to school. 
Make the start of the year a �fun project,� where you 
don�t dread the early mornings, homework routines 
and PTA meetings. Make it a fun adventure that your 
kids will learn to love.

3.	Visit the school and reacquaint your child with the 
school. Familiarize yourself and your child with the 
school grounds, especially if they will be attending a 
new school.

4.	Set goals for the upcoming school year. Help your 
children create realistic expectations for themselves 
about school: �I will master geometry and join the 
band.�

5.	Create family time in the home where learning is 
incorporated into all aspects of home life, such as 
measuring the rice for dinner prep, or journaling and 
quiet re�ection.

Beat the back-to-school blues. Declare this year as the 
best year yet for your school-aged child and yourself. 
Remember you have a support system available that is close 
to where you reside. Contact your school liaison o�cer or 
Navy Gold Star coordinator for additional resources.

Back to School � Readiness 
for our Children
By Sabrina Gri�n, NRSW Gold Star Coordinator
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By Jennifer Cigna, Gold Star Spouse

A Survivor’s Story
Sometimes, I look at my girls Emma and Lauren, now 9 and 7, and wonder 
how the circumstances of my husband Chris� illness and death will shape their 
future � whether they will ultimately detract or add to their character. We 
o�en talk about how those dark days are part of our history, not the story � 
and certainly not the story they will give to explain their bad choices. We talk 
about how those circumstances helped open our eyes, ears and hearts to those 
in pain. Our survivor�s story is one of giving back.
It has been over a year and a half since my husband passed away from brain 
cancer. Our family saw a community in Spain mobilize around us and li� us 
up. We saw a new community in Virginia open their hearts and include us in 
their daily lives. All the encouraging letters, food at the doorstep, help with the 
girls, and invitations to dinners and outings have been integral to our healing. 
�ese gi�s from friends and family have inspired us to mentor, be active in the 
community, and to give.
During Chris� sickness and a�er his passing, I have had the honor of 
communicating with the spouses of military personnel who have cancer. It is rewarding for me to share my family�s 
experiences: self-doubt, anxieties, depression, fear, and to maybe share a story of hope. It is good for these families to see 
that a�er a tragedy, they will be able to be in a position to share, smile, laugh, and give of themselves.
Since Chris� passing, we were welcomed by Patsy and the Gold Star family of the Washington, D.C., area. My daughters 
and I enjoy opportunities to meet families like ours, to hear their stories, talk about ours, and have some good food! 
Being present in a fellowship with other survivors is giving back. We are fortunate that the program provides survivors 
many opportunities to meet and have that fellowship. �ere are communities in which we live and there are extended 
communities, like that of Gold Star. We can reach those people who are hurting, who feel isolated, and o�er support, an ear 
or a hug.
�ere were many organizations that helped us during the hard times: Yellow Ribbon subsidized a rental car while we 
moved remotely from Spain, the Fisher House provided a place for us to stay while Chris was at Walter Reed National 
Military Medical Center, Navy Wounded Warrior supplied us with items we needed while being medevac�d, Camp Kesem 
gave the girls a chance to be carefree at a weeklong, overnight camp, and the Gold Star Program opened their arms and 
continues to honor us as surviving members of a fallen military loved one. It is these organizations we chose to give back to 
� the ones that gave so generously to us.
We sincerely hope to honor Chris� memory and celebrate his life in a positive way. I look forward to seeing Emma and 
Lauren grow in character, give to their community and continue to smile!

September is National Preparedness Month, a time to focus 
on planning, because �Disasters Don�t Plan Ahead. You 
Can.�
We should all take action to prepare! We can help �rst 
responders in our community by learning about how 
to respond during an emergency and what to do when 
disaster strikes � where we live, work and visit. �e goal 
of National Preparedness Month is to increase the overall 
number of individuals, families and communities that 
engage in preparedness actions at home, work, business, 
school, and place of worship.
For more information, visit www.ready.gov/september.

National Preparedness Month
By Stephanie Hunter, Navy Gold Star Program Analyst












