
ince the age of 11, I have known 
what I wanted to be when I 
grew up. I spent hours each 

day blowing air through two blades 
of cane and a conical piece of wood 
to make my dream of becoming a 
professional musician come true. I 
loved playing the oboe and I was 
determined to do it for the rest of 
my life. 

In the spring of 2000, my childhood 
dream blossomed into reality after 
I won an audition with The United 
States Air Force Band. All I had to do 
was enlist  and graduate from basic 
military training to realize my dream.

I passed the audition, but shock-
ingly, I couldn’t decide what to do. 
Fear of the unknown has a way of 
paralyzing an individual. As I con-
templated this life-changing decision, 
my father told me, “The Air Force will 
always take care of you.” My dad, a 
drafted Vietnam War veteran, never 
spoke positively about his military 
experience, so when he pleaded with 
me to accept the position, I listened. 

Enlisting was the best decision I 
ever made. Not only was I living my 
dream of being a professional musi-
cian, but I was doing so in service 
to my country. 

Around the time of my reenlistment, 
the Air Force rolled out a resiliency 
program. It started as a way to care 
for fellow wingmen, but eventually 
turned into a day-long session of 
instructing airmen on the four pillars 
of wellness. At the time, I viewed the 
program as trite. I didn’t see the need 
to learn about the importance of 
physical, mental, social, and spiritual 
wellness. Earning two music degrees 
and serving on Active Duty taught 
me all I needed to know—or at least 
that’s what I thought at the time.

I loved being an airman. In my ninth 
year of service, I’d already decided I 
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would serve for 30 years. While I ini-
tially took the job for the musician in 
me, I was now serving for the airman in 
me. Within a decade, I had performed 
for numerous world leaders and presi-
dents, honored our fallen heroes, and  
connected the Air Force with countless 
people across the world. I was living 
the dream. 

And then it happened.
I boarded the C-130; I selected the 

seat. Suddenly, a series of life-changing 
events took place that could never be 
undone. 

It was Oct. 24, 2009. I was headed 
to Nashville, Tenn., for a three-day re-
cording session at the Grand Ole Opry. 
The broadcast would be aired during 
the winter holiday season for the troops 
serving overseas. The airplane had just 
taken off when suddenly I was struck in 
the head by a loose metal hook.  

It would take six months of question-
ing myself, visiting doctors, and under-
going tests to discover I had sustained 
a mild traumatic brain injury that day.

Most people had no idea what I was 
going through. Many whom I worked 
with never realized I’d been injured.  
Even some doctors insisted there was 
nothing wrong with me. Was I imagin-
ing the pain? Were the side effects, such 
as the hypersensitivity to sound, real? 

While I didn’t realize it at the time, 
my four pillars of wellness were breaking 
apart. Physically, I was in extreme pain 
that was keeping me from performing, 
exercising, and sleeping. Mentally, I was 
confused. I was processing information 
more slowly than I had in the past, and 
I was having memory problems. Socially, 
my symptoms were keeping me from 
interacting with friends or having con-
sistent relationships with those I cared 
about. Spiritually, I was questioning my 
faith, asking, “Why did this happen? 
Is God mad at me?” Once again, I was 
paralyzed by fear.

I continued to do everything the 
doctors told me to do, hoping to make 
a full recovery. I was thankful for what 
I had and that my injury wasn’t worse. 
After about 18 months, I started to at-
tend rehearsals and to perform chamber 
music. I accepted a nomination to be 
a deacon at my church so I could give 
back to others. I tried to build a fitness 
plan into my routine. I worked daily 
on cognitive exercises. And I attended 
some social functions. I was grateful 
for my care providers who went above 
and beyond for me. I was making slow 
but steady progress—and then the  
unthinkable happened. I was rear-ended 
in a car accident. 

Was this the end or the beginning? I 
found myself doing things I never would 
have done in the past. I started confront-
ing my fears. I became more patient 
with people. I applied to Georgetown 
University to study public relations and 
corporate communications. I mentored 
a first-term airman. I became passion-
ate about things other than music. I 
learned how to ask for help. I developed a  
stronger faith. I took nothing for granted. 
And most importantly, I accepted my 
current condition as the new normal. 
And that was OK. 

A colleague asked me if I had any 
regrets associated with my injury. If I 
could turn back time, would I make the 
same choices? I said I would not change 
a thing. Yes, I lost my career as a musi-
cian along with one in the Air Force. But 
the person I became as a result of that 
loss would not exist today without the 
experience of having to rebuild my life 
stone by stone. Instead of failing in what 
I set out to do, I now see that I gained 
an opportunity to start over, think big, 
and turn dreams into reality once again. 
My therapist explained to me that I was 
experiencing what psychologists call 
post-traumatic growth: experiencing 
positive change as a result of struggling 
with major life crises.

While my wish was for the Air Force 
to retain me, I knew it could not. The 
service did the right thing and medically 
retired me. 

Remember my family and those few 
wingmen I mentioned earlier? They 
cheered me through my first semester 
at Georgetown. They encouraged me 
and helped me find employment in a 
meaningful way: educating, advocating 
and supporting airmen and their families. 
These wingmen are my dearest friends. 
And to this day, my father’s words sound 
clearly in my head: “The Air Force will 
always take care of you.” 

To this day, it still does.                

Jill C. Westeyn is AFA’s manager for 
awards and scholarships.
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Jill Westeyn, center, with stepsons, clockwise 
from 11 o’clock: Trevor Smith, Lucas Smith, 
Dustin Smith, and Ryan Smith in Herndon, Va.

My head slammed into the headrest 
repeatedly and all of my symptoms 
reappeared. My four pillars of wellness? 
They had crumbled. 

My injuries from the car accident 
limited my ability to perform my job, 
which eventually triggered a medical 
evaluation board. My Air Force career 
would soon be over. Would I be sepa-
rated or retired? 

In the meantime, I was transferred 
to a new administrative position where 
I had to work in an environment with 
which I was unfamiliar. I found myself 
paralyzed by fear yet again. Thank-
fully, I had a supportive family and a 
handful of wingmen who stayed by my 
side and helped me rebuild my pillars 
stone by stone. 

MSgt.Jill Westeyn performs with The 
United States Air Force Band at the Mor-
mon Tabernacle in Salt Lake City in 2007. 
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