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Praise for
Letters from War

“Mark Schultz has touched millions with his song ‘Letters from War.’ Now Mark’s novel will take you deeper into the story, grabbing your imagination and taking you on an unforgettable journey of the heart.”

—Karen Kingsbury, New York Times bestselling author of Unlocked and Leaving

“The first time I heard Mark Schultz’s song ‘Letters from War,’ I was speechless. Now, seeing the heart of that message poured into a full-length novel, I’m not just speechless, but amazed at the sacrifice our men and women in uniform—and their families—so willingly make to protect our freedom. Thanks, Mark, for reminding us all of the cost of liberty.”

—Dave Ramsey, host of The Dave Ramsey Show, bestselling author of The Total Money Makeover

“A compelling story of the love a mom, dad, and bride have for their soldier. Letters from War graphically reminds us of the price our soldiers and their families pay to protect our nation. You’ll not be able to put this book down.”

—Dr. Dennis Rainey, president of FamilyLife

“The first time I met Mark Schultz I heard him sing in Estes Park. He closed out his set with ‘Letters from War,’ accompanied by a very moving music video. I wept when I listened and watched the story unfold. What makes Mark special is that he is an advocate through song and story for the forgotten people of this world. He causes us to see our story in theirs, uniting through brokenness and hope. Letters from War is a must-read.”

—Sandi Patty, Women of Faith speaker, most awarded female vocalist in Christian music history

“As Americans we understand and admire the courage and strength of our military, but now Mark Schultz has taken us into the hearts of these freedom fighters. We, as the reader, can almost feel the love, worry, and pain that they and their families experience during their service.”

—Lee Greenwood, multi-platinum-selling recording artist, Grammy Award winner, composer/singer of “God Bless the USA”

“As a friend and a fan of Mark Schultz, I have always been amazed at his ability to tell a great story through his songs. With his new book, Letters from War, Mark shows that his storytelling extends far beyond his music. Once again, Mark tells a compelling story that is going to touch the hearts of those who read it.”

—Matthew West, Grammy-nominated singer and songwriter

“Mark Schultz is the ultimate storyteller. Through his music and now his book, Letters from War touches our hearts, lifts our spirits, and honors our country.”

—Tommy Spaulding, New York Times bestselling author of It’s Not Just Who You Know
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This book is dedicated to the men and women who have served in the military—past, present, here, or overseas—and to their families. We are humbled and grateful for the sacrifices you have made.



Prologue
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THE LAST LETTER

The soldier wrestles to write words he knows will be his last.

He searches his heart, trying to find what he wants to say. After so many letters, this one needs to count.

This one needs to last.

There is no one definitive sentence or theme he needs to write. Yet he wants his family to know that he will always be there, that he will always love them.

Just because he is gone doesn’t mean he has left them.

There is so much he wants to say. Things to share. About the places he’s seen, the journey he’s been on, the road he’s headed toward. The pride in his heart for serving his country.

He knows the world is full of bad places filled with bad men. He remembers his father telling him that. He remembers that was one of the reasons he decided to join the army.

Yet even in a world like this, there is hope. Hope is not confined to Tennessee or the United States of America. Hope can be found in the darkest of spots, in the prisons of people’s souls.

He thinks of her face and smiles.

He loves her and wants the best for her. He can only imagine how many times she’s prayed for his safety, a safety that won’t hold.

Maybe God one day will tell her the reasons why.

Maybe God will fill her with renewed hope once he’s gone.

He starts writing.

In a world full of endless rhetoric, he tries to convey a simple and eloquent truth.

I’m not writing to say good-bye. I’m writing to make a promise.

So he does.



Part One
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LETTERS FROM HOME




Beth
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The house creaks with memories.

Beth Thompson walks across the hall toward the room with the slightly open doorway revealing a sliver of light. She passes these empty rooms every time she comes up the stairs: Emily’s room on the corner, James’s next to it, the hibernating guest bedroom. Pictures of the children decorate the walls but there is no substitute for hearing their laughter and seeing their smiles.

It’s good to have someone home.

She knocks gently, then nudges the door. She sees pink pajamas and remembers the toddler days as if they happened that morning.

“Hey,” Emily says, her thumbs working on the cell phone, her gaze fixed on it.

“Busy?”

Her twenty-one-year-old daughter shakes her head. “Just saying hi to some friends.”

“Any of them boys?”

Emily laughs. “No. Just men your age. Asking for my hand in marriage.”

“Be nice to your mother. You haven’t been home long enough to start abusing me.”

“It’s just Trish. She says hi.”

“Tell her to come on over soon,” Beth says.

“Oh, she will. She didn’t have to get a job. Her parents love her.”

“I can think of quite a few things for her to do around here.”

“You invent things to keep busy.”

Beth smiles. “It works.”

Emily looks up at her mother. Taking the comment as a cue, she puts the phone on the bed and moves over so her mother can sit next to her.

“I thought you went to bed,” Emily says, brushing a runaway strand of dark hair from her face.

“Not yet. Just reading.”

“It always happens. I keep tellin’ ya.”

“What?”

“You slow down in the evening and get all gloomy and such. I think I need to buy you a dog.”

“Only if a babysitter comes with it.”

Emily stretches, then yawns. “What a day. I forgot how crazy our family is.”

“I don’t know which side is more dysfunctional—your father’s side or mine.”

“Can you believe Uncle Stuart?”

Beth shakes her head. “No.”

“I think his jokes are as bad as his cooking.”

“Sometimes I wonder how your father and Stu could be brothers.”

“Me too.”

“What if I had married him?”

“I would have run away at four,” Emily says, grinning.

Beth takes in the room and notices how little it has changed over the years. Seeing her daughter’s clothes littering the floor, makeup and jewelry and other belongings scattered on top of the dresser, the messiness all seeming to have its proper order, reminds Beth of high school days.

“What?”

“I haven’t been in here in some time,” she says.

“What about James’s room?”

She shakes her head. Emily studies her the way a therapist studies a client.

“Is it tougher today than normal days?” Emily asks, the question and her tone surprising Beth.

She’s already acting more grown-up and she hasn’t even started her junior year yet. I’m not ready to have both of my children all grown-up.

“It would be if I had to celebrate Memorial Day by myself.” She grips Emily’s strong hand. “I’m glad you didn’t go on that trip.”

“Mexico is so overrated.”

“Not when you’re twenty-one.”

“Have you ever been?”

“Yes, I was twenty-one at one point in my life.”

Emily rolls her eyes. “I mean to Mexico.”

“Me?” Beth laughs. “Please. I was married to your father by the time I was twenty. I’d barely been out of Tennessee by then.”

“Don’t give me this aw shucks business, Mom.”

“I’m not. I’m just being honest.”

“The parade was nice, wasn’t it?”

“They always are. I just wish—the flowers were unnecessary.”

“I had nothing to do with it.”

“Emily…”

Her smile is so innocent, so beautiful, so much like her father’s. “I swear. Everybody knows your story, Mom.”

“It’s our story.”

“Yeah, I know. But I just…”

Beth waits for Emily to finish. She’s used to the half thoughts and unfinished phrases, especially when Emily’s talking about James.

“Maybe it’s just—maybe I’ve come to a place where I finally have peace about it all.”

They’ve had this conversation before. Beth knows how it can go. She is careful with her words. “That’s good to hear.”

“I just wish everybody didn’t talk about the war like they’re following it nonstop. Like they’re all giving their take on it. That’s all anybody talks about—the war, politics. Well, when Uncle Stu’s not talking.”

“I prefer listening to Stu over conversations about politics and war,” Beth says.

“That whole al-Qaeda-versus-Taliban discussion—I wanted to curl up in the dishwasher. Most of them don’t have a clue what they’re talking about anyway.”

For a while they don’t say anything. Eventually Emily shifts deeper into her pillow and speaks with a soft voice. “Sometimes I dream about James. Like I’m talking to him. Then I wake up.”

She’s staring at the ceiling as if it’s a star-filled sky on a cloudless night. Emily looks as if she’s recalling a fond memory from just the other day, the kind of memory that makes one stop and smile.

“That’s understandable.”

Emily plays with her hair as she glances again at her mom. “What do you think that means?”

“That you miss him,” Beth says, “just like the rest of us. Just like those watching the news on Afghanistan all day long as if they’re going to get a glimpse of him on TV or something.”

“Just like you writing those letters?”

The statement startles her. For a moment, Beth can’t say anything.

“Sorry. I just—I saw you put one in the mailbox Saturday. You still write them on a regular basis?”

She nods.

Then Beth sees one of the saddest looks she’s ever beheld on her daughter’s face. It’s not the childlike poutiness of Emily not getting her way, or the smart-aleck whimsy that usually accompanies her sarcasm. It’s more of a strained heaviness that comes only with age and experience. Those beautiful blue eyes look lost at sea.

“It’s okay,” Beth says.

Emily doesn’t say anything back. She tightens her lips in a forced smile.

Sometimes, there’s really and truly nothing to say.

Sometimes, all one can do is sit holding hands with a loved one, lost in thought and memory.
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The ritual is the same.

She turns off all the lights except those on the porch.

As if that one dim light right next to the rocking chair will be a guiding light in the darkness.

As if James needs it to find his way home.

She leaves it on for the simple fact that it’s something she can do. There are so many things she can’t. She can’t fly over there, strap on a gun and a backpack, and go searching for him the way Chuck Norris might. She’s can’t communicate with him in any manner or form. She can’t even communicate with his officers. There has been limited interaction, and it’s always been the same: cryptic information combined with government-speak.

What she can do is leave a light on, and she does that every night.

Heading back up the stairs, Beth notices the light in Emily’s bedroom is off. She wonders if her daughter is asleep. Then she finds herself recalling the days she and her husband would tiptoe past her room, trying to be as quiet as possible. Some nights she would push James’s door open to find him reading by flashlight or playing with his toys.

In her bedroom moments later, the taste of toothpaste still in her mouth, the face in the mirror looking older for some reason tonight, Beth kneels by her bed and prays. Maybe it’s Emily being there or maybe it was the parade and the special presentation of flowers she received. Maybe it was the family gathering at the house that kept her busy and somewhat sane. Maybe it’s none of those things. But for some reason, Beth prays a different prayer tonight.

She always prays for James and Emily.

Yet tonight, she also prays for herself, asking God for a little extra strength and wisdom.

Not that she hasn’t asked for it before. But with Emily around, she’s trying to act stronger yet doing a miserable job at it.

James might be gone. Either in another country or in heaven. She doesn’t know.

What she does know is that her twenty-one-year-old daughter is alive and kicking. Emily is strong and alert and insanely perceptive, meaning Mom needs to be strong.

Whatever that means.

After praying, Beth finds the stationery and realizes she needs to get more soon. A familiar hand pens a familiar phrase on the cream-colored paper.


May 30, 2011

Dear James,

There’s something about Memorial Day that I don’t like.

I don’t want to acknowledge it, not when it comes to you.

I don’t want to admit that you’re gone.

That’s why today has been bittersweet. It’s a day of remembering, yes. A day to reflect and to memorialize.

Yet for me, it feels like a day in which I’m supposed to stop hoping.

Your sister misses you. It’s not in what Emily says but it’s in what she doesn’t say. I can see it in her eyes and in her expression. Something’s missing. That mischievous part you always brought out in her. She’s used to being the nagging little sister who always wanted to do what her older brother was doing. Her role of only child is a strange one for both of us.

I wish you could have been here today with the family as they gathered in the house. It was nice to have so many here. I think some came because they feel like it’s time to embrace the idea that you’re gone. Honestly, James—today had the feeling of a wake, strange as it might sound. Maybe it’s because all of us know that in just a few months, it will be two years. Two whole years since you went missing.

How I dearly wished you could have walked in and shocked everyone, like the ghost of Christmas past or present or even future.

I wonder if you’re with your father, watching me write words in vain, wondering when I’ll stop. Do you know that sometimes I’ll wake up in the middle of the night, worried I didn’t finish my daily letter, worried that you’re waiting for it? Maybe this keeps me going. Maybe this keeps me hopeful.

To be honest, I’m running on empty most of the time. Most of those at the house today wouldn’t guess it. At least I don’t think they would. But that’s how I’ve been feeling. I’m sure Emily knows, but she’s smart enough not to probe too much.

A gnawing fear surfaces again and again. I wonder if you’re hurting. That’s what bothers me the most—to think you’re somewhere suffering. I can deal with the news of your passing because I know you’ll be in a better place, not hurting. But the thought of you in pain…

A mother shouldn’t imagine her child in pain.

Then I remember that the reason you are where you are—the reason for all of this—is to keep other mothers from feeling this burden, from sharing this ache.

You’re not doing this to be a hero. I know that, James.

You want to help others, and you’re doing exactly that.

Still, the questions build.

Every day I wonder if the dam will burst.

Yet every day the good Lord gets me through.

Sometimes I don’t know what I’d do without Emily. God knows that she and I can be like oil and vinegar, yet God also knows what I can and can’t handle.

Today is a day for remembering, and you shine bright in our minds.

I see your spirit strong like your father’s and tender like mine.

I see your smile glowing in the summer sun right before you said good-bye.

I see so many things and think there is a reason I keep these memories and hopes and dreams alive, James.

In my heart, you are alive.

In my heart, I believe I will see you again.

I don’t know if all prayers are equal, but I do believe that a mother’s prayers carry weight. God hears them, and He grants peace in the most unlikely of places.

Maybe even in some hidden cave in Afghanistan.

I continue to pray for you. Know that.

I love you.

If possible, be safe. And be strong.

Your mother



She folds the letter and slips it in the envelope, then addresses it and places it on the dresser for tomorrow’s mail. As she does, she sees one of the framed photos watching her, grinning in the silence.

It’s a picture of James with his father, Richard.

If love was four by six inches in brilliant color, this would be it.

The familiar ache comes like the gentle kiss of a child, unabashed.

Sometimes, the more you love, the more you hurt.

It shouldn’t be that way, but in a fallen and broken world, there are many things that shouldn’t be.

Beth accepts it, even embraces it. She would rather hurt knowing the love exists than never be able to picture it at all.

In the darkness moments later, under the covers in an ocean of a bed, she thinks of a land she’s never seen before and wonders if he’s there.

Doing what she’s doing.

Waiting and wondering.
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Every weekday morning, the sunrise competes with her grandson’s smile.

Beth watches Richie pounding a plastic toy into another as he sits in his hunkered-down stance on the worn carpet. The wide eyes and healthy cheeks and giggling demeanor never hint at the truth behind this little man. The boy doesn’t know the father he’s missing, the father he’s never seen in person. The father who doesn’t even know his name.

Perhaps some grandmothers wouldn’t be able to move on from this fact. But now that Richie can walk, Beth doesn’t have time to sit around moping about missing soldiers. Instead, she relishes these moments and reflects on how much Richie’s little round face resembles his father’s.

A cackle comes out of the toddler’s mouth as he gnaws on the plastic car. Richie is only a year and a half old. They never decided on a name, so after James went missing, the choice of names fell to Britt. She decided to name him Richard, after his grandfather. Everybody has since designated him Richie or little Rich.

“I know—that’s pretty cool, huh?”

Richie’s playing with a new toy that Beth brought over. She can’t help herself. This is her first grandchild and she can’t help spoiling him.

You can’t spoil someone who’s missing half his life. It’s impossible.

Every weekday morning, Beth comes over to this house to watch Richie while his mommy goes to work. Britt usually comes back home around one in the afternoon. It’s the least Beth can do. In fact, these visits are something she’s grown used to, something she’s started to need.

The phone rings and Beth answers it, already knowing who it is.

“Everything going okay?”

A year and a half and Britt is still more worried than she should be.

“He’s in a great mood today.”

“He’s always in a great mood when Grandma brings him new toys,” Britt says with a smile in her voice.

“It was on sale at the store. I couldn’t say no.”

“I just realized that there’s nothing to eat for lunch.”

“It’s fine. We’ll find something. We can always go out.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. Please.”

Beth ends up telling Britt about something new that Richie did this morning. She can understand the extra anxiety in her daughter-in-law. Anybody who has something traumatic happen, like the death of a spouse (or in this case, the possibility of death), will surely be left with oversensitivity.

“I’ll try working on that stain in the carpet sometime later,” Beth says. “That was quite the explosion.”

“I didn’t mean to leave you with that mess.”

“You never forget how to clean up messes like that. Richard could do anything on a battlefield, but give him a messy diaper and he suddenly became completely inept.”

For a brief second, there’s a pause. Beth quickly fills in the silence.

“Don’t rush home. We’re going to take a nice little stroll around the neighborhood after lunch.”

After getting off the phone, Beth looks at the wedding picture of James and Britt. Who would ever have guessed that a little over a year after it was taken, this beautiful picture of love would be cracked in half?

She feels tugging at her leg. Glancing down, Beth sees Richie with his mouth wide open and smiling.

Who would have guessed that three months after that, God would bless us with this strong bundle of love?

He’s still not too big to pick up. Almost, but not there yet.

Beth lifts Richie and then shows him the picture.

“That’s your mommy and daddy. Do you know that?”

She wants to say that he’s going to see his daddy soon, that his daddy loves him, that his daddy’s going to come and make things better. But Beth can’t say any of those things.

He’s only one and a half, but I can’t lie to him.

“You look just like he did, you know that?”

It could be a blessing or a curse, depending on how you looked at it.

Holding this precious child in her arms, Beth can only think of it as an amazing gift.

“Come on, let’s go try to clean up that mess you made in your room. Okay?”
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She stares at the picture of the perfect family standing in front of her in the atrium of the church.

They’re perfect because they’re together, all the members still intact.

The music has finally stopped streaming out of the open doors of the converted gym. Holding on to a church program, Beth can’t help smiling as she watches the playful jostling between siblings. She waits for Josie as the mother of four makes sure the rest of her family knows the plan. It appears the only one of the group who needs special attention is the father.

“Maybe we’ll just go to Denny’s,” Phil tells his children.

There is a collective groan as the man looks at the two of them and laughs.

“Be kind to the kids,” Josie tells him.

“They really do have good food. If you weren’t so health-conscious maybe you’d try it out.”

“My idea of a good breakfast isn’t a Grand Slam.”

“Hey—don’t knock it till you’ve tried it!”

Beth watches Phil talking to the teenagers the way a youth pastor might interact with his kids. There is an unmistakable bond visible between the father and his children. She takes in the scene and studies it, her eyes more focused than they were ten minutes earlier during the pastor’s sermon.

The kids laugh at their father’s jokes and joke back. A relaxed and joyous banter bounces among them, the kind that contradicts the typical image of a typical father with teenage children. The father glances up at Beth.

“How are you doing today?” he asks.

“I’m doing well,” she says. “Thanks.”

It might be easy to be envious or bitter, but she knows that these two things are exactly like the cancer that killed Richard. They grow in silent, dark spaces. If not caught, they are deadly.

“So what are you in the mood for?” Josie asks her after they say good-bye to the rest of the gang.

“Something healthy,” Beth says. “Like a hamburger.”
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The women agree where to meet and separate in the parking lot. The Sunday after Memorial Day is hot, and even though the drive to the restaurant takes just ten minutes, the air conditioner in Beth’s car is still blowing mostly warm air. The SUV is only a few years old, but she is starting to wonder if she needs to get it checked. With everything going on, she doesn’t want to deal with taking the car in for a tune-up.

That’s someone else’s responsibility.

The errant thought surprises her. She imagines it’s probably having Emily home, a nonstop voice that never ceases to surprise her.

She thinks of Emily and calls her on her cell.

“I notice you didn’t come home last night.”

“Yeah, I met a guy at the restaurant,” Emily says. “He lives in a crummy trailer in the middle of the woods.”

“Stop it.”

“I told you I was going over to Trish’s place after work.”

She’s glad to hear that Emily doesn’t sound too tired.

“I missed you in church.”

“We were up late last night.”

“I hope you weren’t being foolish.”

Emily sighs. “Just because I didn’t go to church doesn’t mean I was up to no good.”

“I thought Trish went to church.”

“She does. They went this morning. I came back home. I’m sitting on the deck.”

“You’re home?”

“Yeah.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Beth asks. “I could’ve changed my lunch plans.”

“It’s no big deal.”

“You didn’t want to go to church with Trish?”

“Not really.”

This new air of—what is it?—indifference, perhaps nonchalance, toward church is something new. It’s been there ever since she came back from college.

But now’s not the time.

“I won’t be long,” Beth says.

“Enjoy yourself. I just started a new book today.”

“Anything I’d like?”

“It’s by Dennis Shore.”

“Ooh. Too scary for me. I don’t need anything else to keep me awake at night. I have enough already.”

“Why do you think I’m reading it in the daytime?”

[image: image]

Throughout lunch, she can tell that Josie is digging, probing, trying a little harder than usual.

And then:

“There’s nothing wrong with letting go.”

The statement slaps her across the face. In stunned silence, Beth hears the soft echoes of conversation in the dining room, the familiar clinking of silverware against china, the footsteps of a server rushing by. For a moment she’s frozen in time, not sure where the comment came from, not sure what to say back.

“And I don’t say that to hurt you in any way.”

Beth tightens her lips and takes a sip of her iced tea. “Then maybe you shouldn’t have said it. Because it hurts.”

“It’s been two years.”

“It will be two years in August.”

“A lot of folks are worried, Beth.”

“So am I.”

“They’re worried about you.”
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