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This book is dedicated to Laura.

For her curiosity, motivation, and kindness.

For teaching me to embrace life.

For embedding herself in our hearts.
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I Am

By Laura Miller, age thirteen.
Inspired by Mitch Albom’s The Five People You Meet in Heaven.

I am vivacious and motivated
I wonder what I will accomplish in the years to come
I hear the stars twinkling at midnight
I see people sitting on clouds of fluff in the sky
I want to be an editor-in-chief of a fashion magazine
I am vivacious and motivated

I pretend to live in the future
I feel like I want to be the world’s repairman
I touch the horizon, wondering what the future will be like
I worry about the consequences that humanity might face
I cry for all the people whose voices are not heard
I am vivacious and motivated

I understand that life is too short
I say that we should all be ourselves
I dream of making a large impact in society
I hope that we can appreciate how fortunate we are
I am vivacious and motivated

June 1, 2008





Part I 

From Grief to Growth





Prologue

Mom, my head is pounding!” Laura exclaimed. It was mid-
January 2009, and she’d been in her room studying for an exam. 
This wasn’t the first time she’d complained of a headache over 
the last few weeks, but because she was a high-achieving and 
somewhat anxious student, I’d attributed Laura’s headaches to 
stress. Teenage hormones, a consistently too-heavy backpack, the 
demands of her freshman year of high school, or the chlorine in 
her school’s swimming pool all seemed likely causes as well. Yet 
now, after her third complaint, I decided it was time to call her 
doctor, who recommended Tylenol and told me to call back if the 
headaches persisted. 

The headaches did persist, though, and over the next few 
weeks, they became both longer-lasting and more painful. I did 
my best to soothe and care for Laura when her pain surged. I 
tried to tell myself that headaches are common; I tried to remind 
myself that her pediatrician hadn’t seemed overly concerned. But 
when, in mid-February, Laura called me from the school nurse’s 
office, my mouth went dry. “Mom, my head hurts so much,” she 
complained with an intensity I wasn’t used to hearing from her. 
“Can you pick me up?” 

I scheduled a doctor’s appointment for the next day, Friday 
the 13th. When her neurological exam was complete, the doctor 
called me into the room. I saw Laura sitting on the exam table, 
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swinging her legs and smiling. “I’m feeling much better, Mom,” 
she assured me. The doctor announced that the headaches were 
probably stress related. I breathed a sigh of relief. 

Laura woke up with another headache the next day, yet she 
insisted on attending a recruitment event at her Jewish youth 
group that evening. She treasured her friendships with the teens 
in her BBYO chapter, and she was looking forward to meeting the 
younger recruits and encouraging them to join. My husband Ron 
and I debated if we should allow her to go, but we didn’t have the 
heart to say no. 

With the doctor’s recent reassuring words echoing in my 
head, going about our weekend as planned seemed the right thing 
to do. On Sunday, Ron helped Laura with her science fair project, 
while I kept myself busy by arranging the details of our second 
daughter Sara’s bat mitzvah, which was in two weeks and would be 
attended by more than one-hundred and fifty guests. 

Still, I couldn’t shake my growing unease or my looming sense 
of powerlessness, and I could tell that Ron—who is generally cool 
and levelheaded—was also starting to worry. In my gut I knew 
something was “off,” but at the same time I trusted that our life 
as a family would continue on in the same safe, protected way it 
always had.



C H A P T E R  1 

The Promised Land

Be kind. Act with integrity. Avoid controversy. Write thank-
you notes. Follow the rules. These were among the principles 
that my parents ingrained in me as a child, and by living these 
values, I believed my adult life would be as trouble-free as my 
childhood had been. 

Predictability was a constant in my young life. Growing up 
in Evanston (a suburb of Chicago), my father Jack held the same 
job as an accountant for as long as I could remember; he was a 
devoted volunteer leader at our synagogue. My mother did some 
volunteer work as well, but otherwise she was a stay-at-home 
mom until I was in high school. When she did return to work, it 
was in the counseling department at my school. 

There were six of us in our home—my parents, my older 
sister Karen and my younger brother Steven, and my maternal 
grandmother (who lived with us until I was nine years old). We 
were close, and my parents valued family above all else. Although 
I didn’t have any first cousins, my immediate family and I 
celebrated holidays with my great-aunts and great-uncles as well 
as my second and third cousins. Each summer we took a road trip 
to Pennsylvania to visit my paternal grandparents as well. These 
family get-togethers and summer trips are still some of my most 
vivid and cherished childhood memories. 

My upbringing was idyllic in the sense that my parents un-
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selfishly focused on our well-being and—in their actions as much 
as their words—they clearly imparted their values and expectations 
for the three of us. I had no desire to rebel, and I remember taking 
pride in trying to live up to my last name, Angel. My biggest 
“childhood crisis” was a bicycle accident when I was eleven years 
old. As I darted across the street on my bike, a passing car plowed 
into me, propelling me over the hood and onto the cement road. 
Even as I lay on the pavement, I remember being upset with 
myself for not having looked both ways as I’d been taught. After 
a three-day hospital stay, I spent the remaining summer months 
recovering from badly bruised legs as well as my ego.  

My parents valued education and encouraged us to pursue 
careers that appealed to us but were also practical. When my 
father insisted I take a typing course the summer before I started 
high school, I wasn’t surprised and didn’t object. “If you know 
how to type, you’ll always have a job,” he advised. His guidance 
suited my good-girl, middle-child, peacemaker mentality. 

Much of my self-esteem stemmed from the respect and praise 
I received from my parents and teachers, and I looked forward 
to the start of each school week. The first student I met in high 
school was Michelle, a girl with short brown hair and glasses. We 
introduced ourselves and then compared typing speeds. That 
night, I pulled my diary out of its hiding place and made a list of 
our similarities and differences: Michelle seemed smart, I was a 
good student; we both played the piano; my parents were married, 
hers were divorced; we were Jewish, her family wasn’t. I weighed 
the pros and cons and, in the end, decided to give friendship with 
her a try. 

Michelle would soon play a pivotal role in the beginning of my 
future family. During a class break one morning, she introduced 
me to her new friend Ron, who was in a class down the hall. I 



immediately sensed his self-confidence, and I was attracted to 
his olive complexion, straight brown hair, and slim build. My 
friendship with Ron gradually developed through our work on 
the debate team and the school newspaper. In the middle of our 
senior year, as we were returning from an out-of-town debate 
tournament, we found ourselves holding hands. 

Ron expanded how I perceived the world. He taught me that 
I could confront and negotiate difficult situations without being 
seen as rude or antagonistic. He encouraged me to challenge 
myself and become more assertive. He gave me confidence 
and taught me that—no matter what I put my mind to—I was 
as capable as anybody else, if not more so. He was dependable, 
intelligent, easy to talk to, and he accepted me for who I was. 

Our college years separated us by distance—I was at the 
University of Michigan, Ron at the University of Pennsylvania—
and there were many times during college when I missed being 
with him. Despite our different paths, we stayed together and saw 
each other during semester breaks and occasional weekend visits. 
We both dated a few other people at times, yet, for me, no one 
matched the comfort, friendship, and attraction I felt when I was 
with Ron. 

In February of our senior year, Ron accepted an investment-
banking job offer in New York City. After graduation we moved 
to Manhattan, and I found an administrative position where I was 
able to use the French-language skills that I’d learned during my 
study-abroad semester in Aix-en-Provence. Ron and I saw each 
other almost every day, but we lived in two separate apartments, 
and paid two separate rents, to avoid disappointing our parents by 
living together before marriage. 

Ron proposed to me nine months after we graduated from 
college. We were married just a few weeks shy of my twenty-
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fourth birthday in a Jewish ceremony in our hometown. Because 
I trusted so intrinsically in our relationship, I worried more about 
tripping over my long dress as I walked down the aisle than 
whether or not I was marrying the right guy. With him at my 
side, I believed my adult life would resemble the stability and 
predictability of my childhood.

We make a good team. Ron’s a cynical optimist who has 
almost infinite patience . . . right up until his “I’ve reached the 
end of my rope” moment. Although we share the same values, 
we act as foils for each other: he’s a list-maker, I’m not; he works 
with numbers, I prefer words; he focuses on available information 
and makes gut-level decisions, I consider all options in the hope 
of finding the one “right” answer. Ron functions at a higher speed 
and with more efficiency than I do, and even today I still remind 
myself that we’re not competing for some illusive prize, that we 
each possess our own strengths. We both know we’re stronger 
together than apart, and I’m thankful we’re on the same team.

Not quite six months after our wedding, we returned to 
Evanston. After Ron earned his graduate business degree from 
Northwestern University, he took a position as a corporate banker 
in Chicago. I worked at a bank consulting firm and took graduate 
business classes in the evenings. Two years later (around the 
time I was completing my MBA), I resigned from my job before 
launching my own marketing consulting business. 

Soon after I began working for myself, Ron was offered an 
investment banking job in Milwaukee. Ninety miles north of 
Chicago, Milwaukee seemed like a good fit for us. We both 
appreciated Midwestern values, and after seeing the tree-lined 
streets that hugged familiar Lake Michigan, we immediately felt 
at home. We liked the idea of being close enough to visit our 
families, yet far enough away to be independent. 
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After six years of marriage, at Thanksgiving dinner, Ron and 
I joyfully announced we were expecting. Life was progressing 
as planned; we were both meaningfully employed, becoming 
involved in Milwaukee’s Jewish community, healthy, and about 
to begin a family. 

As a newborn in 1994, Laura wasn’t an easy baby. She needed us 
in a way that our younger two daughters wouldn’t in the years to 
come. We held her baby-naming ceremony eight days after her 
birth (the same time frame as is mandated for a boy’s circumcision) 
in our home, with friends and family surrounding us. Laura, as 
usual, was fidgety and fussy, and I comforted her as my college 
roommate Barbara, who’d recently been ordained as a rabbi, 
recited her blessings. On most nights, Laura fell asleep snuggled 
next to us in our bed before we carried her into her own room—
as first-time parents, we were too naive and enamored to know 
the importance of creating a consistent sleep-schedule. During 
the day, Laura demanded, through her insistent and purposeful 
crying, that I carry her around the house, upright and over my 
shoulder, so she could observe the world with her inquisitive blue 
eyes. We had expected, in those early months, that her eyes would 
darken to a brown, like mine and Ron’s, but they never did—they 
remained blue like her grandfather Marvin’s. 

I adored Laura and loved being a mom, but the long days 
of breastfeeding, diapering, and infant care exhausted and 
overwhelmed me. I envied other new moms whose babies slept 
for several hours each afternoon, which gave them a much-
needed break. Laura, however, did no such thing. She disliked 
being alone—even though “alone” meant I never was any farther 
away than the next room. I wondered how single moms, or those 
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without enough emotional support or resources, were able to 
manage the everyday stresses.

With the assistance of various college-aged babysitters, 
I juggled my consulting business with the responsibilities of 
motherhood. Ron supported me as best he could, but he worked 
long hours and sometimes didn’t arrive home until after 10:00 
p.m. As Laura’s primary weekday caretaker, I often felt depleted—
Laura seemed to thrive on attention in the way other babies 
thrived on formula. I remember one evening in particular when 
I thrust our daughter into Ron’s arms as soon as he came home 
from work; escaping into the darkness, I took a walk around the 
block to calm myself.

When Sara was born two years later, she would sleep in 
her portable car seat contented, and Ron and I were amazed at 
how much less attention, even as a newborn, she needed than 
her older sister. We loved and nurtured Sara, even as Laura—
precocious and verbal at an early age—continued to demand our 
main focus. She soaked up our hugs with joy and delighted in 
our adult conversations. Mature for her age, Laura loved telling 
“dramatic” stories, which I remember more as coherent tales than 
as a toddler’s babbling.

Sara’s birth marked a tipping point. With a newborn and a 
two-year-old, I couldn’t keep up with both work and family. I 
quickly tired of racing home after client appointments, swapping 
out my work clothes for sweatpants before rushing to relieve 
the babysitter. Although I wrestled with the idea of sacrificing 
my career goals, not using my MBA skills, and assuming a more 
traditional role at home, I ultimately decided to phase out my 
consulting and instead concentrate my full attention on parenting 
our daughters. 

Soon after I became a mom, our local Jewish Community 
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Center ( JCC) grew to be my primary vehicle for making friends—
starting with Laura’s weekly “Tot Shabbat” classes. I made “mom 
friends” there, but our conversations mostly revolved around our 
children’s feeding schedules. I enjoyed these conversations, yet I 
still craved a circle of adults whose main concern wasn’t diapers. 

Growing up, and until moving to Milwaukee, I hadn’t viewed 
Judaism as a social or professional outlet. But now that I needed 
some adult-focused time, I contacted the local National Council 
of Jewish Women (NCJW)—an organization my mother had 
been involved with—with the goal of volunteering a few hours 
each week. The president treated me to lunch and told me of a 
board opportunity for the upcoming term. I readily accepted. I 
focused my efforts on increasing membership, as well as on early 
childhood education and domestic violence prevention. I didn’t 
intend to take on a leadership role beyond being on the board, 
but soon enough (due to a shortage of willing volunteers), I found 
myself installed as co-president. I shared the position with five 
other board members, the majority of whom were much older 
than me. 

Volunteering was exactly what I needed. I was using my mar- 
keting skills within the community, yet I was still able to retain 
the flexibility to parent my daughters in the way I’d always 
envisioned. I next accepted a board position with the JCC, and 
then I also became involved in the Women’s Division of the 
Milwaukee Jewish Federation (MJF). In these roles, I met women 
and men who shared their wisdom, insights, and values, and 
who welcomed our family into Milwaukee’s close-knit Jewish 
community. Around the same time I began volunteering, Ron did, 
too. In addition to getting involved at our synagogue, he took on 
leadership positions in local business groups. As our volunteering 
increased, so did our community network of friends and contacts.
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When Laura was five years old and Sara was three, the birth of 
Rachel, our beautiful youngest daughter, completed our family. 
Taking care of three children under the age of five was wonderful, 
but also hectic and draining. I remember one night I was so 
thoroughly exhausted that I fell asleep sitting up, spilling a full 
glass of water on myself in the process!  

As Rachel got a little older, our lives became more of a jug-
gling act than ever. Ron still worked long hours, and since my 
volunteering had become more like an unpaid full-time job, I 
often relied on babysitters so I could attend lunchtime meetings 
and evening events. Once Rachel entered kindergarten, though, I 
was able to arrange my schedule so I could be home with Laura, 
Sara, and Rachel in the afternoons. After school each day, I would 
spend the hours before dinner with them, often in the kitchen, 
as they ate their snacks, worked on their art projects, or did their 
homework. I listened as they each told me about the “exciting 
details” of their days, and we all shared our thoughts and opinions 
with each other. I also had the “pleasure” of refereeing occasional 
sibling quarrels as well as chauffeuring them to piano, gymnastics, 
and tennis lessons. 

During these hectic, rollercoaster days, we showed our love 
for each other with “I love yous” and random hugs. “Sandwich 
kisses,” where Ron and I would position one of our girls between 
us and (on cue) kiss her on opposite cheeks, were a family favorite. 
These kisses often turned into contests where we would “compete” 
to give the longest one. (Ron almost always won.) Most nights we 
also cuddled with Laura, Sara, and Rachel in our king-size bed, 
and, as each child went to her own room for the night, Ron’s 
tuck-in routines led to shrieks and giggles. 

Our weekends were sometimes as hectic as our weekdays. 
With our desire to pass down Jewish traditions from generation 
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to generation, l’dor v’dor, we enrolled our girls, each at the earliest 
possible age, in our synagogue’s Sunday school program; as each 
of them entered the third grade, they began attending Hebrew 
school weekly as well. Although we didn’t regularly observe 
Shabbat, we did sometimes attend Friday night and/or Saturday 
morning services. We also observed Passover, the High Holidays, 
Hanukkah, and other Jewish celebrations. 

Yet for all the daily stresses, our family was healthy and strong, 
with little more than the normal bumps and bruises along the 
way. Ron and I were grateful. As parents, we were doing every- 
thing we thought we were “supposed to do,” and I believed 
that following that path would serve us well as a family, would 
somehow safeguard us.  




