A Conversation with Khristin Cooper
Justin McGrory’s Sister
Can you tell us about your memories from the evening/early morning
when you learned about Justin’s fatal accident?
It was dream-like at first. There was this sense of disbelief – I didn't want to believe he
was gone, so I went into survival mode. I saw my mom and dad breaking down and my
children breaking down and all I wanted to do was help them. When we went down to
Southern California and I saw him, it just looked like he was sleeping, but when I was
told I couldn't touch him, it became real.
I shut down my emotions so I could help everyone else – it was my way of coping. I
thought I needed to be the one everyone could depend on. I sat with Kelly; we were
worried about her because she was pregnant. I made phone calls to friends and family
and told them what had happened. I also made phone calls to Justin’s friends and
asked some of them to be pallbearers at the funeral.

How did you help Megan (your daughter, Justin’s niece) through the
loss of her uncle?
I woke the children up and told them Uncle Justin had been hurt. We were in the car
with her and about four exits away from home when we got the phone call that Justin
didn’t make it. Megan knew something was wrong then because we were screaming
and crying when my dad got that call. We turned around and went home to pack more
clothes for the funeral. I told them Uncle Justin went to heaven. My son Dylan, who was
only 9, and Megan, who was 12, didn't really know how to process the news, so I just
hugged and kissed them.

How did you take care of yourself?
It wasn’t until 3 years ago that I went to my first sibling retreat. Someone told me I
should go. I guess I first realized I had to do something when I was at my
grandmother’s funeral and didn’t have any tears. I was there, but I didn’t feel any
emotion because I had already experienced one of the hardest things – losing Justin.
Over the years, I had bottled up all the emotions and pushed them aside, and for a
long time I never let myself feel those emotions. I was good at it. I would start to get
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sad, and then just swallow and keep the emotions buried. It was at this sibling retreat
where I finally let go. It’s still really hard for me to acknowledge emotions. I’ve had to
learn that it’s OK to have a bad day and it’s OK to be sad. There are good days and
bad days.

When did you start to realize you were doing better?
You start smiling more at the memories instead of crying. I would tell a story about
Justin and realize I could make other people laugh at some of the things he did. Then I
would smile, too.

What’s the hardest part?
The hardest part is his birthday on June 4. Megan’s prom was also hard. He used to say
to her, “I’m going to go your prom and scare your date.” He also won’t be at
Dylan’s graduation or see him go off to join the military. Dylan is so much like Justin –
his wit and sarcasm and mannerisms – that it’s scary sometimes how much they’re alike,
but it also makes me smile. I moved to Georgia, and Justin would have been so proud I
was able to leave California and move somewhere else. It’s so interesting: To this day,
I’ll sometimes forget for just a split second that he’s gone. Something will happen and
I’ll think, I need to call Justin – and then I remember. I still have his name in my phone.
I can’t remove it. He was my only sibling, and now I’m an only child. That’s another
thing that’s hard – how to answer the questions. Someone will ask if I have any siblings.
How do I answer that? Do I say I’m an only child? I always say I have a brother. Then
some people will ask, “Where does he live?” or “What does he do?” How do I answer
that? Someone told me just to answer however I want and say what feels right for me
at that moment. Sometimes I’ll get questions and have to say he was killed, and then
I’ll get comments like, “I'm sorry” and “It must be hard.” What do I say? That it’s fine?

Have you forgiven Rafael?
At first, I was frustrated because Rafael was in the courtroom and he wasn’t looking us
in the eye. Then I realized he couldn’t make eye contact with us because he wasn’t
supposed to. I forgave him first for me. I realized I couldn’t be angry anymore. I
couldn’t live angry or I wouldn’t ever be a happy person. If I’m angry, how can I help
my children or even my husband, who also loved Justin so much? Eventually, I forgave
Rafael for Rafael. I realized he’d just made a terrible mistake, and that we all make
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mistakes. Yes, it was a mistake that took the life of my one and only brother, but it was
also a mistake one of my kids or someone else I know could have made. Rafael didn’t
wake up that morning and say he was going to go out and kill a cop.
I saw Rafael’s mom and dad in the courtroom and they looked like a hard-working
family. His brothers were also there. They were all there for Rafael. So during the last
day of court, I decided I wasn’t going to speak because at this point, I’d forgiven him,
but I didn’t want to say it in the courtroom out of respect for the rest of my family, who
weren’t able to forgive him. I did talk with my parents after the sentencing and shared
my feelings. My dad called me the next morning and asked if I wanted to visit Rafael in
jail so I could tell him how I felt. I was very excited to do that. When Rafael was
released, we were there to give him a hug, and afterward when he was stuck (because
he was on parole) in San Bernardino County without family, my family stepped up and
helped him out.

What would you say to a room of high school seniors to help them
understand isn’t safe to drive stoned?
I’d tell them every life matters, and every choice you make doesn’t just affect you, but
also everyone around you. It’s like a tidal wave that will reach not only the few people
directly involved in the accident. It wasn’t only Rafael and Justin who were affected that
day, but also Rafael’s family, our family, Justin’s son Liam, and Justin’s daughter Kaci.
One day it will also affect Kaci’s fiancé because she doesn’t have her dad to walk her
down the aisle on her wedding day. I’d tell them your choice is going to affect many
people and spread much farther than you think. I’d say, if you let just one friend
influence you (to drive) just one time, it might be your last time or someone else’s last
time.

How do you want to spread the word about Justin’s tragedy?
If I can just get one kid thinking and second-guessing what they originally thought
about driving stoned, it would help. Anywhere I can get a voice and get someone to
change their mind will help. I want to tell them Justin’s life meant something – he lived
and died for something. If we can get that message out to people, then Justin will live
on forever.
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