
		    	                 JOEY'S VIGIL
The travel experience that transferred my feelings of tragic despair to Hope took place on an airplane. In the 70's, I was an Airman stationed at Eglin AFB, Florida.  My brother, Joey, died while serving temporary duty at my base from his base in Kincheloe AFB, Michigan.  I carried out the heart shattering honor to escort my brother's body home to Pennsylvania, as I know he would have done the same for me.
My brother’s memory gave me the inner strength as I stood at attention in the cold cargo hanger at the airport.  Alone in my silent vigil in my dressed blues, Time froze until my numbness was directed to leave Joey's side and take my seat on the plane.  Being in uniform, I remembered the Base Commander ordering me not to cry, so I held back my tears as I released my position.  As I took my seat by the window, I barely breathed at the sight of Joey's coffin being loaded with the extra gentleness I had requested. I fought to keep my composure but the passenger seated next to me suddenly got my attention. Only then was I aware of the smell of whiskey.  Even as I turned to confront him, he continued talking, "Hey, do you think that corpse gets a free ride in that coffin?  I bet he was just dying to go First Class." 
Since I was representing the USAF in my full-dress uniform, I resisted the urge to slap his face as my conduct was limited to only a threatening voice.  I leaned over to this unthinking idiot and said, "Sir! Please honor the American flag draped over the coffin, you are talking about my brother."   In defense of my brothers' memory, I spoke once again, my voice breaking "Sir, please stop talking about my brother. Please!"  
After all these years I have forgotten what that man looks like but I do remember his reaction; he apologized for his callous behavior and was escorted to a seat far away from me.  
I retreated into myself hoping to awaken from this nightmare as I waited for take-off.  Suddenly,  I was aware of the rustling of material and soft voices behind me.  Turning in surprise, I got up from my seat and stood in the aisle. I was now looking at the travel experience that moved me, humbled me.  My warning to the unthinking passenger had been overheard by some of the other passengers.  These people were holding hands and now reaching out for mine.   
As a prayer was said for my brother, my family and for me the rest of my broken heart fell to the floor as tears ran down my face. The kindness of these people and their compassion, their empathy was very much appreciated. I was shown that when you get knocked down, there will always be others to help you up along your way.  I gathered strength from this Life Lesson and have never forgotten what I learned on my journey to bring Joey home to his final resting place in Yeadon, PA.      
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