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INTRODUCTION

ARMCHAIR PATRIOTS


 EVERY SATURDAY I do my weekly shopping along Route 59, a major thoroughfare in Rockland County, New York, where I live. It’s a busy strip, identical to countless others across the country, cluttered with the usual collection of discount outlets, strip malls, and big-box stores. During the past five years, as I’ve approached the major intersection at Middletown Road, I have been jolted from my idle thoughts to confront a central question of our national life.

For more than three hundred weeks now, two separate groups, each numbering forty or fifty people, have gathered on the opposite corners of the intersection. The first group waves signs that read: “Honk if you support the troops.” The second group waves signs that read: “Honk to end the war.” As the drivers around me pound their car horns with certainty—Yes! to the troops, Yes! to peace—I freeze every time, sliding silently by, annoyed, confused, and embarrassed. I have the same thought week after week: “What the hell? That’s not a choice. I support the troops. I support peace. Why should I have to pick one over the other?”

That’s what we’ve come to, shouting slogans. Slogans are truly the opiate of the masses. They tug at the heart and confer certitude in uncertain times. They allow an armchair war to play out for those of us whose toughest challenges don’t come at the point of a rifle. And they are utterly false.

The question of what it means to support the troops has been much on my mind since the death of my brother Jim in 2001. He was a soldier once, whose heroic service in Vietnam was followed by a long and steady decline. His lonely death at age fifty-three was the silent coda, the quiet fall to earth of a warrior who succumbed to his wounds many years after his last battle had been fought. Although it’s true that many of our veterans return from war to wonderful lives of great productivity and success, others never recover, physically or emotionally, and Jim was one of those. In particular, Jim’s war has come to symbolize the plight of the lost soldier, broken by the effects of post-traumatic stress disorder, substance abuse, and poverty. The average age at which a Vietnam veteran dies is fifty-six years old—a good twenty years earlier than his nonveteran counterparts.

It would be an oversimplification to say that Jim’s problems were seeded and took root in Vietnam alone—or that the blame for his early death can be laid entirely at the military’s feet. But there are central truths in Jim’s story, truths we must face, about the culture of indifference that allows us on the one hand to honk our horns in support of the troops, and on the other to completely ignore them when they return from battle.

For here we are fighting another war, and the soldiers are coming home to face even greater challenges, while our nation’s mentality is stuck in the yellow ribbon phase.

There is a significant disconnect between what we say about supporting our troops and what we actually do to support them. We seem to despise the weakness of the wounded soldier, especially when it is manifested by mental illness, social alienation, or undefined degenerative diseases caused by exposure to Agent Orange or by Gulf War syndrome. It isn’t just the politicians. It’s all of us. We embrace our brothers when they first return from war, and then we ask them to pack away their medals and their pain,  and move on. Watching the news one night, I heard a woman articulate what I know many people feel about Vietnam veterans: “The war has been over for thirty years,” she said, exasperated. “Can’t we put Vietnam behind us?”

Clearly we can’t. The wounds of an unexamined war still fester, flaring up every few years with stunning emotional pain. There will be no end to Vietnam until we make an effort to heal those wounds. To do that we must pay attention to the uncounted number of veterans who live on our streets, reside in our hospitals, and barely subsist in isolation and poverty across the country. At the same time, we must pledge that we will take care of a new generation of soldiers who will be returning to our communities by the hundreds of thousands in the coming years.

This book is about my brother Jim, but beyond his story, it’s about how we can make good on our promise of support to these young men and women—not in the immediacy of war, but in its long, slow aftermath. We are a nation exhilarated by battle but indifferent to the requirements of peace. Our memories of war’s sacrifices are brief, our good will as fleeting as the puff of smoke from the muzzle of a rifle that begins to evaporate the moment it strikes the air. The yellow ribbons tatter and darken with time, disappearing from the trees as normal life resumes. Today’s war heroes too often become tomorrow’s poor, many living in rundown apartment complexes around military bases, where they have PX privileges and can squeeze out discounts for their essential needs.

Our hearts may swell with pride as we watch our men and women at war, but we seem unable to give them peace with dignity.

I embarked on writing this book concerned that I was treading on sacred ground, going places I had no right to be. In truth, I am a terribly inadequate messenger. I am a woman who has  never experienced war, a pampered civilian who has never exhibited a single act of physical courage, unless you count giving birth. I don’t pretend to understand the experience of war. Many of the veterans I spoke with stared at me with hard, suspicious eyes or condescending smiles, aware of this fact and not fully trusting that I would be able to understand their stories. Their distrust was warranted; I’m the first to admit it. But still. I have been enlightened by my engagement with these men. When my brother was alive, I could not understand nor accept his torment. In the aftermath of his death, I chose to look at him with eyes wide open. I was blind, but now I see—and having seen, I act in the only way I know how. I write about it. I say, in effect, “Come on, people now, smile on your brothers.” Support the troops. No, love them. Give them their due.

If we, the people, don’t do this, no one will.

Our brothers, husbands, wives, fathers, mothers, uncles, aunts, friends, and countrymen—millions strong, millions weak—have served their nation, while we, the armchair patriots, have rested on the laurels that they planted and nurtured. We can argue about whether or not each war has been a good war or a just war. It doesn’t matter. Still, they served.

This book is for them.

Those whose victories in the great wars saved the world but left scars within that they couldn’t acknowledge.

Those who came home from an Asian nightmare that the nation wanted to forget, and became the lost generation;

Those who sacrificed limbs and eyes and pieces of their souls;

Those who fought in wars the people at home called mistakes.

They were soldiers once—and now?

That is up to us.






PROLOGUE

TAPS
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MY BROTHER JIM was buried with full military honors on September 10, 2001, at Tahoma Memorial Cemetery in Kent, Washington.

It was a brilliantly sunny day, the sky deep blue, the air washed clean by an early drizzle. The stark, snow-covered peak of Mount Rainier stood at majestic sentry. Rows of grey tombstones lined the deep green expanse of the cemetery as far as the eye could see, their spines erect in the hard earth.

James Walter Schuler, staff sergeant, United States Army, retired, was fifty-three years old when he died.

We were a small group, seated on wooden folding chairs overlooking a tree-shaded lawn. It was mostly family—our mother and her eight remaining children. Dad had been gone five years by then, his own flag-draped coffin long in the grave. He was a navy man, and his World War II experiences had been relegated to a few sentimental memories and a framed photo of his ship that hung in our living room.

But Jim’s journey had been different, his life and death complicated by war wounds that penetrated far deeper than the pieces of shrapnel that won him his Purple Heart. Jim might have  rested more easily had his death come in a moment of combat, rather than unceremoniously in a lonely apartment.

Perhaps we would have cried less bitter tears, strangely happy to be able to call Jim a hero. But it hadn’t happened that way. Heroics performed during forgotten missions in the jungles of Vietnam were decades old, and the man we buried was long past the time when anyone saw him as a valiant warrior.

In our close-knit family, Jim was the snapped cord, the missing link, a man in hiding from his own people. Now we shifted uneasily in our seats as we gathered to lay Jim to rest. It had been sixteen years since any of us had seen him, and for most of that time we didn’t know where he was. His sporadic letters to our mother often bore no return address. We told ourselves he had abandoned us. We argued with our consciences, saying that he could have reached out at any time, insisting that we wanted him to. But it wasn’t true. We were tense in his presence, afraid of the simmering rage that sparked so suddenly when Jim drank. The last time we were all together, he had been violent. We were relieved when he left.

Unwilling to take any further action ourselves, we found it easy to blame the army, which we viewed as Jim’s surrogate family. After all, they had been the ones who’d taken him in. He had volunteered, and the army had accepted him. He’d been a lifer—twenty years in the service of his nation.

We expected the army to behave as a stern but loving parent, to rein Jim in, to cure him of his addictions and to temper his demons. This justification now seemed hollow. How could we think an enormous, faceless bureaucracy would hold our brother close, not only cleanse but reconstitute him, when we ourselves could and would not?

I glanced at my mother, seated beside me, her face an impenetrable mask of sorrow. But I knew precisely what was going on. She was tormenting herself, taking the blame for Jim’s failings,  cataloging the mistakes she’d made as her thoughts flipped through the calendar pages of his troubled life. She shouldn’t have done so, but she was unable to stop herself. Your child is still your child, even when he is fifty-three years old, and guilt is a persistent demon. In tormented reflection, life’s script never stops being written and rewritten, each time with a different ending, even as the finality of the coffin sits in silent judgment only feet away.

I’m sure Mom rationally understood that the struggles of Jim’s life and his sad, early death weren’t her fault. Nevertheless, there he was. And so, at last, she had failed him. In the long shadows cast by time and eroded by memory, logic fails, and so does wisdom. The heart will not be convinced. Every parent carries that special burden.

We listened to the prayerful drone of the priest. I stared down at the funeral program, whose cover featured the childhood photo of a redheaded imp wearing a devilish, toothy grin. We had chosen to memorialize Jim not as the stranger he had become, but as the boy we had once known.

Sweet, sweet childhood. When the end looms, the mind reaches back to the comfort of a time closer to the beginning. Those were the easy years, when my siblings and I were free to roam on long, lazy summer days—running through the sprinkler that was a fixture in our backyard, eating peaches straight from the tree, picking berries in the overgrown patches next to the railroad tracks, waiting for Dad to drive up in his milk truck so we could all cram inside its cold, galvanized-steel-walled world, comforted by the rhythmic clank of empty return bottles in loose cases, and the cool texture of the slick floor awash with melting ice. Our traumas then were no worse than a bee sting on a bare foot or a sliver of wood embedded in a pink thumb. I’m sure my mother’s memory lingered on those times. It was irresistible. She wanted her child back, the darling boy in the photo,  but he had been gone for a long time, his innocent, open face replaced by a darker, brooding visage. Her handsome son had disappeared to a place where she couldn’t reach him.

As the last plaintive note of Taps echoed across the field, the honor guard—three young men resplendent in their dress uniforms—raised their rifles toward the open skies and split the air with three loud cracks.

“Jim would have loved this,” my sister Joanne murmured, and we all shared a smile. It was one thing we knew for sure about our brother—his love of pageantry and the pride he took in his military identity. How pleased he would have been to see these fine young men with their formal bearing, their crisp uniforms, their obedience to honor, firing clean blasts into the air to send off their fellow soldier. It was a secular ritual, but it felt holy.

A small, silent man hung toward the back at Jim’s funeral, and he approached our mother after the ceremony. “Mrs. Schuler,” he said shyly, “I came to pay my respects.”

Eddie Rose had been a scrawny kid, and he was a thin, ropey adult, barely five foot seven. His face had a battered, seen-it-all look, but his shaggy brown hair didn’t have a touch of gray, and his toothy grin was remarkably similar to the one he had worn as a boy. Eddie was Jim’s best childhood friend, and the two boys were inseparable. They joined the army at around the same time and, remarkably, were assigned to the same battalion at one point in Vietnam.

We were thrilled to see Eddie, and we hoped he could provide some answers about Jim. He agreed to join us later at Mom’s house, but he never showed up. Later, when I tried to track him down, I couldn’t find him. He had disappeared back into the silence—a pattern I would find to be very common among Vietnam veterans.

After the service, we made the long drive back to our mother’s house in Seattle, where we busied ourselves with food and drink  and the familiar loud conversations that were a trademark of our clan’s gatherings.

There is a wall in Mom’s house, right off the living room, decorated with framed pictures of each of her children, in the order of their birth. Airbrushed high-school graduation portraits—the kind that look a little too perfect, cheeks a little too pink, eyes a little too blue.

Jim’s portrait stood out from the rest. There had been no high-school graduation for him; instead, he had joined the army. So, there was a picture of seventeen-year-old Jim in his military uniform. His thick red hair had been close-cropped. His chiseled face was set in determination. His eyes glowed with fervor, but it was something other than innocence that emanated from them. In his uniform, he looked much older than his age.

We ate, drank, laughed, and performed the full theater of “remember the time,” carefully choosing memories, skirting the fresher mysteries in favor of the beach scenes, ballgames, and innocent troublemaking of our youth.

It wasn’t our family’s way to pick at scabs. But in the days after we buried Jim, we might have settled in as a family and begun the task of figuring out exactly what had happened to him. We might have taken the time to contemplate Jim’s premature death—the way his life had begun to unravel on the fields of Vietnam thirty years earlier, and had kept unraveling after he’d finally done his twenty years and retired, like a long, slow death march toward alcoholism, poverty, and isolation.

We might have searched for a way to explain why a twenty-year veteran of the United States Army, who had served three tours of duty in Vietnam and collected a drawer full of medals, could have nothing to show for it but a small ceremony in a military graveyard and a ritually folded triangle of flag laid to rest in his mother’s arms.

We might have spent time in those days after we buried Jim going through the single box of belongings we’d retrieved from his tiny apartment in Killeen, Texas. We might have studied each medal and award, each letter of commendation detailing the heroics performed.

But we never had a chance. Another kind of tragedy intervened.

 



The day after Jim’s funeral, I awoke before dawn. My flight to New York was scheduled to leave from Sea-Tac Airport at 8:00 A.M., and my mind had shifted from thoughts of my brother to my life back home.

Kissing my mother good-bye, I sped off in my rental car for the airport. The drive was pleasantly familiar, one I’d taken dozens of times over the years—blowing down the I-5 in the first red light of morning’s dawn. Seattle was beautiful at that hour. I loved the way the sun’s early glow spotlighted the Space Needle. It never failed to remind me of a dictum often repeated by my father, the navy man:

 



Red sky at night, sailors delight.

Red sky in the morning, sailors take warning.

 



 



The radio was on, and as I neared the car-rental return, I heard that a small plane had flown into the World Trade Center. I barely gave it a thought beyond how awful, how pointless. Minutes later, I was in line at the Delta gate. It was 6:00 A.M. in Seattle; 9:00 A.M. in New York.

Everyone has precise and vivid memories of that morning. Mine involve an agitated man standing behind me in the check-in line. He tapped me on the shoulder and asked if he could go ahead of me, as he was late for his flight. I stood aside, and he rushed forward to the ticket counter. Later, I would think of him, hurrying to go nowhere. By the time I reached the counter, the agents were clumped in a whispering huddle. Something was up. One of them broke away and approached me, a sallow woman with a worried frown line sketched into her brow who gasped when she saw my destination. “There’s a problem in New York,” she said. “Please step aside.”

Irritated, I stupidly remarked, “Oh, you mean the small plane that hit the World Trade Center. That’s miles away from the airport . . .”

Just at that moment, the area around me erupted in a babble of excitement and alarm. I wandered toward a wall-mounted TV, where a crowd of passengers watched plumes of thick black smoke rising from the Twin Towers.

My cell phone buzzed. It was my mother. “Come home,” she cried. “They’re attacking America.”

And so we never had a chance to fully contemplate the significance of Jim’s life, or the tragedy of his death. On September 11, 2001, Jim was blown from our thoughts with the explosive force of two airliners crashing into the twin towers of the World Trade Center. A new war was engaged, with an army of fresh names and faces. Banners unfurled in the windows of stores and on the bumpers of SUVs. They fluttered giddily in the air across freeway overpasses. The familiar chant spilled out from the soul of a nation blind to its meaning: Support our troops.






ONE

FINAL JOURNEY HOME
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HE HAD BEEN DEAD for three days before they found him. Despite the heavy August heat that had settled over central Texas, it took time for the odor of decay to seep out from under a thin crack in the apartment door. The building manager, Liz, whose apartment was next to his on the ground floor, recognized that sweet, sickening smell. She was familiar with the way it clogged the senses and permeated the skin so that it was still there after a dozen vigorous scrubbings. With a shaking hand, she picked up the phone and dialed 911.

When the officers arrived, Liz handed them her master key and stood back, pressing a handkerchief to her nose and mouth as they opened the door. Her tenant, James Schuler—she always called him James, never Jim—was slumped in a chair in front of an old black-and-white TV, his graying red hair haloed with a swarm of flies. His face was bloated and discolored, a dark purple, almost black. His eyes were open. Liz turned away and went outside, where she inhaled deep gulps of fresh, hot air.

Over the next two hours, as police and medical personnel busied themselves inside the apartment, Liz sat on a plastic lawn  chair next to the building’s small swimming pool. Normally, children would be leaping and splashing in the tepid water, trying to fend off the oppressive heat. Not today. As the afternoon progressed, several tenants joined Liz, talking and smoking as they watched the flurry of activity.

Like most of the residents of the forty-unit apartment building, Liz was black. She had been married to a career army man who’d served in Vietnam, and when he died in 1992, she’d stayed on, supplementing her widow’s benefits with the part-time manager’s job. James wasn’t the first resident to die in his apartment since Liz had been manager, but he was by far the youngest. Wiping away tears, Liz confided to the others that she would miss the quiet man with the shy manner and easy smile. They nodded. Everyone had been fond of James.

Finally, a stretcher emerged from the apartment, the body bundled tight and secured with belts. It was loaded into a waiting ambulance, and the little group continued its vigil as the lights of the vehicle disappeared into the distance. One of the police officers who had been first on the scene ambled over and pulled out a notebook. He was young and well muscled, as if he’d just come from lifting weights in a gym. His face, damp with sweat, was unlined and boyish—a baby face on a man’s body.

“A few questions, ma’am,” he addressed Liz in a deep drawl. She nodded. She had already identified the body earlier, confirming that it was that of her tenant, James Schuler. Now the officer wanted to know when she’d last seen him alive. She’d been trying to remember that very thing all afternoon. Usually, she saw James every day. He kept a regular schedule, appearing in pressed slacks and shirt, freshly showered and shaved, around 11:00 each morning. She knew he took walks, and he sometimes played golf. Twice a week he swept the complex’s two parking lots, for which Liz gave him a modest discount on his $375 rent. Sometimes he would linger by the pool and chat with Liz and the other tenants.

Liz told the officer that she hadn’t seen James for a couple of days. Normally, she would have noticed, but she’d been distracted by problems in the building. No, she said, she didn’t know any of his friends. He pretty much kept to himself.

“Family?” the officer asked.

“He has family out west,” she said. “I think Washington State. I don’t believe they were close.”

 



The phone rang in our mother’s house in Seattle at 8:45 A.M., with the news that her second-born son was dead of an apparent heart attack. For several moments after the call, she sat by the phone, bearing the awful news alone, wishing her husband of fifty years, who had died in 1996, was there to share it, and then immediately feeling relief that he would not have to experience the loss. The death of a child, even one in his fifties, is a blow like no other, a cruel reversal of the natural order of things.

Mom had never stopped blaming herself for her son’s alienation. On his last visit home, sixteen years earlier, Jim had drunkenly accused her of not loving him the way she loved her other children. Since then, her obsession, which would become somewhat more pronounced after his death, was to pore over the events of Jim’s childhood, putting her actions under a microscope, trying to pinpoint the moment in time when she had failed him. We all tried to convince her that it was a futile exercise. She had raised nine children, and the rest of us were living witnesses to her devotion. It seemed obvious that Jim’s problems had more complex roots, but our mother could not shake the sense that she was to blame.

I was at my desk in my home office in New York when the phone rang. “I have some sad news,” Mom said, her voice trembling a little. “Jim is dead.”

My first reaction was a strange lack of surprise, a sense that an inevitable end had been reached. But following my mother’s  call, I felt unsettled and unable to work. The grief built like a slow wave in the ensuing hours, as the reality began to sink in. My thoughts kept returning to Jim—not the Jim who had died mysteriously in Killeen, Texas, a man I didn’t know, living in a place I’d never been. It was a younger Jim I recalled, handsome in his uniform, his thick hair burnished a deep red, the crooked smile and sea-foam blue eyes, so pale they seemed to disappear. My mental snapshot was circa 1966, the year Jim went to war.

 



It was agreed that our brother Tom would go to Killeen to make arrangements for Jim’s body to be shipped home, to retrieve his possessions, and to find out what he could of his life there. Tom was a dispatcher for a taxi company in Anchorage, and he had some vacation time coming. He volunteered for the grim mission, and the rest of us were glad to let him go.

Tom had only been ten years old when Jim first went to war, and he had looked up to his brother with awe. But he, too, had lost touch with him, and he felt a lot of guilt about that. For the past couple of years, Tom had been talking about taking a trip to Texas to find Jim. He’d get in his old car and rumble across the West—down the coast to California, through the desert into Arizona, and finally to Texas. He was convinced that once in Killeen, he would be able to find Jim. He liked to imagine how he’d walk up to his brother, maybe on a golf course, or show up at his door as casually as if he lived down the street. “Hey, bro,” he’d say, and Jim would be shocked, but he’d smile that big toothy grin.

“I pictured us sitting down and having a long talk,” Tom said dreamily. “I’d tell him that I had the utmost respect for him. I wanted to thank him for his service in the military. And I wanted to finally end the confusion and bad feelings. It was a guilt trip on my part, for sure.”

In his fantasy, Tom imagined staying for a few days and getting to know his brother again before returning to Seattle, where  he would give Mom the good news about how well Jim was doing—tanned and relaxed, playing golf, hanging out with friends, chasing women, supplementing his retirement pay with a good part-time job. It seemed like a wonderful plan.

Now it was too late. Tom called me before he boarded the plane to Austin. “I feel like shit,” he said, in his low, gravely voice. “I really blew it, Catherine.”

“We all blew it,” I told him, struck again by the finality of our loss. It had been on the back burner for all of us. Someday we’d rescue Jim from the jungle of his self-destruction and bring him home. We’d pin those medals back on his chest and honor him like we should have done thirty years earlier. He died waiting for us to show up.

 



The temperature was in the high nineties when Tom’s plane touched down in Austin. He rented a car and set off on the sixty-mile drive north to Killeen. The humidity seemed to warp the highway with its heavy pressure, and thunderstorms broke out several times as he drove.

Once a sleepy, cotton-farming town of twelve thousand people, Killeen was transformed into a busy military center in the 1950s when Fort Hood and Robert Gray Air Force Base became permanent installations. Today the massive base stretches over 340 miles and accommodates a post population of 71,000: 42,000 soldiers, their families, and civilian employees. The adjacent city of Killeen houses thousands more. Many, like Jim, are veterans, staying close to the base to take advantage of the permanent PX privileges, and to keep in touch with others just like them who might understand where they’re coming from and who they were before they were put out to pasture. Killeen is a town that tries hard to buck itself up in the face of a struggling economy and a transient population whose median income is far lower than the state average, and whose minority underclass is much larger.

On the outskirts of town, Tom checked into a motel for the night. He turned the air-conditioning up to full blast and lay on the bed reading brochures about Killeen and leafing through the  Killeen Daily Herald. Every so often, a huge flying cockroach would whiz into view, jolting him out of his reverie.

The whole experience seemed surreal to Tom. There had been a time, long ago, when he’d briefly considered following in Jim’s footsteps and seeking salvation for his own troubles by joining the army. By then, it was late in the Vietnam War. At seventeen, Tom had been on a five-year tumble, swept up in a counter-culture tsunami that had roared through Seattle with a terrifying flood of change. People were the wreckage left behind. When he was thirteen, Tom had started hanging out in a local park with a gang of hippie wannabes, skipping school, smoking pot, and participating in rowdy street demonstrations that often ended with a blast of choking tear gas.

Tom had always been a sensitive child. Much like Jim, he’d struggled to belong, but he lacked Jim’s bravado, and so he grew sad and increasingly remote. Like his dropout compatriots, he didn’t know where he was going, and he didn’t much care. He wasn’t against the Vietnam War, but he wasn’t for it either. He wanted to be numb.

The sixties were a long time ago, but the era had left its scars on Tom. He never quite recovered, was never able to get his act together after that. Tom is very bright, with a low-key, gentle personality that people find appealing, especially women. But in spite of the aspirations that pulled him forward, Tom struggled to finish school, and never managed to find a partner, settle down, have kids. He was always moving from one short-term occupation to another. He made his home in Alaska, a land of free thinkers, heavy drinkers, and big dreamers, and tried to disappear into its vastness.

When Tom woke the next day, the heat and humidity were still hanging in the air. He ate a big breakfast at Denny’s, and then set off for Jim’s apartment. As he entered the Fort Hood area, the signs of economic decline became more pronounced. He passed a couple of miles of rundown buildings, cracked sidewalks, and hole-in-the-wall Spanish bodegas. In all, he counted thirteen pawn shops.

Approaching the long, low buildings of Jim’s apartment complex, Tom thought they looked like barracks. He parked in the large concrete lot in the back and followed a sign to the manager’s apartment, passing a little swimming pool surrounded by a chain-link fence, where several children were playing.

Liz’s door was open, and she was sitting inside with two other women, talking and keeping an eye on the kids in the pool. The three women greeted Tom warmly. They seemed thrilled to meet a member of Jim’s family.

Liz was a strong-looking woman, dressed in baggy blue pants and a sleeveless blouse. She had a short Afro and a wide, gap-toothed smile. “James was a lovely man,” Liz said sincerely. “We miss him.” Tom could see that she meant it.

A second woman, whose shiny round face suggested she might be Filipino, introduced herself as Sandy. She beamed at Tom. “James and I shared a wall,” she told him. “He never passed by without saying a friendly hello.”

“Do any of you know any more about how Jim died?” Tom asked.

The women exchanged uncomfortable glances. Lena, a large, bosomy black woman, with closely cropped graying hair and a stiff, arthritic manner, rocked in her chair and replied, “The Lord took him, so you tell your mama not to worry. His soul be at rest.” The others hummed in agreement.

“Jesus have him now,” Sandy murmured.

Tom was struck speechless as it dawned on him that these three women, with their staunch serenity and easy prayerfulness, had probably been the people closest to Jim. The brother he’d known had been flashy and extroverted, drawn to sleek cars and pretty women. As far as he knew, Jim had consciously kept his associations white, yet in his final years he’d settled down in the midst of this poor, black community.

Tom couldn’t imagine what his brother had been doing here among these women.

Liz located a key and led him to the door of Jim’s apartment. “You’ll want to hold your breath when you go in,” Liz warned him apologetically. “There’s still a smell.” Tom tried to breathe through his mouth as she pushed the door open and he stepped into the airless apartment.

The lingering scent of decay mingled with the smell of stale tobacco. The living room was just big enough for a chair, a coffee table, and an old TV. Tom stared at the chair where Jim had spent his final moments. It sagged in the middle, and the stretched fabric was stained and marred with cigarette burns.

He felt sick, and it wasn’t from the smell. The apartment was a dump, the kind of place a transient might stay. He had pictured Jim’s life so differently. He figured a single man could live reasonably well on a military pension. Showed what he knew.

The bedroom contained a single bed with a stripped, lumpy mattress. There were a few clothes in the closet, an iron, a pair of shoes. Where was Jim’s stuff? Where was his dress uniform? His dress boots? Jim had loved his dress uniform with its rows of medals and its insignias. It made him proud and infused him with a dignity he could never manage in civilian clothes. He wouldn’t have sold it. Would he have been that low? That desperate?

In the tiny kitchen, a yellowing refrigerator contained a few beers and a bottle of ketchup. A bag of miniature Snickers bars  sat on the counter. Tom smiled, remembering Jim’s sweet tooth. He opened a drawer next to the sink. It held torn up cigarettes, loose tobacco, and cigarette papers. Tom was surprised that Jim rolled his own smokes, considering how cheap cigarettes were in Texas.

In a lower drawer he found Jim’s medals. Tom squatted down and fingered them reverently. The Purple Heart in its velvet box seemed to pulse like a living thing. It was beautiful. The heart was trimmed with gold, a profile of George Washington in the center. Above the heart was a shield set between sprays of green leaves. On the back was a raised bronze heart with the words, “For Military Merit.”

There were other badges and medals jammed into the drawer, and Tom took them out one by one to look at them—the Vietnam Service Medal with three bronze stars for Jim’s three tours of duty in Vietnam, the Republic of Vietnam Campaign Medal, the Meritorious Service Medal, a Presidential Unit Citation, a Meritorious Unit Commendation, the Army Good Conduct Medal, the Republic of Vietnam Gallantry Cross Unit Citation, an Air Assault Badge, an Overseas Service Medal, and an Army of Occupation Medal for the years Jim had served in Berlin after the Vietnam War.

Tom placed the medals in his bag, and continued his search. But there wasn’t much else to find. Other than an old address book that was almost empty, the apartment was completely devoid of personal effects. No letters, photos, books, souvenirs. Nothing made the place Jim’s home. It was a monk’s cell.

“Where are his golf clubs?” Tom asked suddenly, speaking aloud. Jim was an avid golfer, and in his occasional letters home he’d always written that he was enjoying retirement and golfing every day. There wasn’t even a golf tee in his apartment.

Needing air, Tom stepped outside and stood in the doorway of Liz’s apartment, where the women were still chatting and  laughing. Liz motioned for him to join them, and he stepped inside and sat down at the kitchen table.

“I was wondering,” Tom said, accepting a glass of sweetened iced tea, “whether there are golf clubs. Jim wrote that he golfed a lot. I know he loved to golf. But I didn’t find any clubs.”

“Oh, James was quite a golfer,” Liz answered, nodding and smiling. “The course is just down the road. He walked over there a couple of times a week. I don’t know about clubs.” She shrugged and repeated, “But he sure loved to golf.”

Tom sat for awhile, and they talked about Jim. “He was a wonderful tenant,” Liz said for about the hundredth time. “He was so neat and polite.” Tom pressed for details, but there weren’t many available. The women had never seen him with a friend, and they had little idea how he spent the long days and nights behind the closed door of his apartment. They hadn’t noticed him using the pay phone at the end of the walkway. “About once a month, around the time his check came, he’d leave for a few days,” Liz offered. “Don’t know where he went to. Maybe Austin. There’s a bus over by Fort Hood.”

Tom was depressed by how little they could tell him. These kind women were the closest thing Jim had had to a family, yet he’d kept them at arm’s length. He’d lived like an outlaw, a man in hiding. What was he hiding from?

Finally, Tom stood up to leave, and Liz walked outside with him. She surprised him with a tight hug. “You tell your mother we are praying for James,” she said. “You tell her what a good boy he was.”

At the police station, Tom spoke briefly with the two officers who had found Jim’s body. They had little to say but were polite. “Ah,” the baby-faced officer drawled, “Looked like natural causes”—as if there were anything natural about a fifty-three-year-old man dropping dead while he watched television.

Tom was ushered into the sheriff’s office, where a burly man with sandy hair and a florid face sat with his scuffed cowboy boots propped up on his desk. A cowboy hat was tossed on a nearby table. The walls and shelves were filled with memorabilia and trinkets—a laminated wooden clock in the shape of Texas, an autographed football, a photo of the sheriff flanked by bodacious cheerleaders, a framed award from the Killeen Chamber of Commerce.

The sheriff eyed Tom with a suspicious once-over that made him sweat. Without a word he handed Tom a wallet and a bank book that had been taken from Jim’s apartment. The wallet held a couple of dollars and some change. The bank book showed a balance of $62.

“That should do it,” the sheriff said in an unfriendly way. Tom mumbled his thanks and got the hell out of there.

Tom flew home with the small bag containing Jim’s medals, his wallet, and the address book, leaving Killeen with more questions than ever. Jim’s body was shipped to Washington State, and we buried him a week later, on the eve of September 11, 2001.
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PLASTIC GREEN ARMY men littered the yards of our childhood. They stood sentry in the crooks of trees, they were entrenched in the blackberry bushes, they hid behind the hedges, they burrowed deep in the foxholes of the sandbox. There were hundreds of them, tiny three-inch warriors posed in battle-ready stillness—a rifle aimed, a bazooka positioned, a hand grenade in mid-throw, an arm raised. My brothers collected them by the bagful and used them to spin out their imaginary battles. The combat zone of our backyard was a wildly informal recreation of the European theater. Everyone was thrilled to refight a war with a victorious ending. There were Nazi army men, too, with miniature red swastikas painted on their gray uniforms. Defeat and destruction was their destiny.

In the safety of our peacetime world, war games were everyday and without consequence, something to do on long summer afternoons. Years after all the boyhood strategies had been determined and the battles had been won, we’d find a stray army man buried beneath our mother’s fragrant rose bushes, or a tiny bazooka man forlorn and forgotten in a dusty corner of the basement.

I never knew a girl with battlefield dreams, including myself, but the landscape of boyhood was littered with toy guns and  plastic soldiers. War games separated the boys from the girls, just as real war (in our generation, at least) would separate the men from the women.
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