














Praise for The World Looks Different Now


“In her own way of coping with her grief, Margaret uses her investigative reporting skills to try and understand how and why her son took his life. This memoir vividly illustrates the importance of talking about mental health and suicide, and of the need for the military to help its servicemen and women understand that asking for help shows strength and courage. With active duty military suicide rates up over past five years, it is more important than ever that stories like Margaret’s be heard.”


—Karen Meadows, Searching for Normal


“Margaret Thomson tells in heartbreaking detail the story of her son Kieran, an active-duty soldier ill-suited for the military who died by suicide. Her family represents the struggle that so many go through to find help for a child who struggles. And although she lost her precious son, she battles back to find a path forward in the boldest of ways.”


—Anne Moss Rogers, author of Diary of a Broken Mind and founder of emotionallynaked.com


“I have learned through living as a grieving mother these last twenty years the importance of taking care of myself and taking control of my life—the only ways I could have survived. Margaret Thomson’s raw and intimate—and eventually heartwarming—story shows that she has learned to survive as well. Throughout I felt like Thomson was sitting with me in my living room and talking to me as she told me hers and Kieran’s story. I recommend The World Looks Different Now to other suicide survivors and to parents who have lost their children by any means.”


—Madeline Sharples, Leaving the Hall Light On: A Mother’s Memoir of Living with Her Son’s Bipolar Disorder and Surviving His Suicide
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For Tim and Matt, and in loving memory of Kieran, and for every parent who has ever lost a child.




I have heard it said that the greatest grief a human being can experience is the loss of a child. This is true.


It doesn’t just change you, it demolishes you. The rest of your life is spent on another level.


—Gloria Vanderbilt


[What] greater grief


Can mortals know…than to see their children dead?


—Euripides




As seeds blow from the dandelions


Across the fallow field,


They sail upon the autumn breeze


Like parachutes they go,


Whilst floating through the chilly air


To some place far away,


And then shall rest upon the ground


When in the spring they’ll grow.


—Andrew Blakemore, “Parachutes”





PART ONE
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INTO THE MAELSTROM






PROLOGUE


“Why don’t you come to bed?”


My husband is standing in the doorway, looking bleary-eyed and perplexed.


I’m hunched over the laptop, elbows resting on the kitchen table. It’s late but I don’t care. I’m up, the way I so often am, plowing through the internet, a habit my husband finds slightly annoying since he’s convinced I would be better off at least trying to get some sleep.


And yet my quest for information is insatiable. I’m like my older son in that respect. What did either of us do before the internet?


My husband goes away, shaking his head. He’s a good man, kind and sensible, and I remain deeply indebted to him for helping me raise my son from my first marriage and for always treating him as if he were his own.


I return my attention to the computer screen.


I’m watching a video entitled A Day at the MEPS. The soundtrack tells me that MEPS stands for Military Entrance Processing Station, which is where you go when you want to enlist.


Along with the video there’s a map showing dozens of these recruitment stations dotted around the country, from Maine to Alaska.


I’m watching A Day at the MEPS because I want to understand, if only vicariously, a little of what my son experienced the day he went to the MEPS in Nashville, Tennessee, where he was living at the time, with the goal of enlisting in the United States Army.


It’s been more than four years, but still I want to know what that day was like, since my son Kieran isn’t here to tell me.


The MEPS. I know the term since Kieran used to use it occasionally, in a casual, almost offhanded way. But then my son was always deliberately casual and offhanded whenever he was talking about anything having to do with either the military or with his decision to enlist.


And now that I’ve discovered what the MEPS actually stands for, the word “processing” in the acronym makes me think of a meat processing plant. Young men and women being “processed” like meat. I shudder at the thought.


Not surprisingly, A Day at the MEPS shows long lines of mostly young people, the majority of whom are male, being weighed and measured and filling out paperwork. At one point during the video, an unseen narrator issues a stern warning, reminding the applicants that if they don’t answer truthfully they might be breaking the law.


The video concludes with rows of recruits standing at attention in a low-ceilinged room with grubby walls and florescent lighting. Raising their right hands, they go down the line, saying their names one after the other before finally repeating in unison the oath that will bind them, at least for a time, to the United States military.





ONE


The phone call that changes everything comes in January 2009.


I’m standing in the kitchen, a dish towel in one hand.


“Hey, Mom, guess what? I did it! I’m in!”


Instantly I’m aware of a roller-coaster sensation deep in the pit of my stomach. I want to believe that everything is going to be all right, even though I feel certain that joining the army is one of those life-altering decisions that cannot easily be undone.


“You mean you’ve enlisted?” I can hear myself trying to sound suitably upbeat.


“Yep. It’s a done deal. I’ll be leaving for basic in a couple of months.”


“Well, honey, you know I’m happy for you if you’re sure this is what you want.”


“Don’t be silly, Mom. Of course it’s what I want.”


My grip tightening on the phone, I think back to how I’d woken up early that morning to the stark realization that today was the day. The day I’d been dreading for months.


Still lying in bed, I’d imagined my son leaving his in-laws’ house more than two hundred miles away. I’d imagined him driving through the early morning darkness on his way to the MEPS. The place he’d told me about. It’s where you go, Mom, when you want to enlist.


I’d lain there, wide awake and worrying, partly because I remembered Kieran telling me that he was concerned about reaching the MEPS on time and without getting lost.


And now he’s telling me that he’s in. That he’s been accepted into the United States Army.


“Well, if you’re really sure . . . ” I say.


“Of course I’m sure. I’ve spent a lot of time researching it, and the army is definitely the best deal out there.”


I can’t help smiling to myself. Kieran always researched everything much more than the average person would have ever dreamt of doing. In fact, over the past year or so, he’d spent so much time researching the various branches of the military that my husband and I had begun thinking that maybe he was stalling. (If true, this would have actually been something of a relief since Tim and I were deeply concerned—and had been from the very beginning—about our older son enlisting.)


“You don’t have to go into the military if you don’t want to,” we’d counseled on innumerable occasions, both in person and over the phone. “You have plenty of other options.” But did he really? College was all Tim and I knew to suggest, but after dropping out his first semester Kieran had steadfastly refused to even consider returning, perhaps because his experiences with school had rarely been positive ones.


Be quiet, I tell myself. The deed is done. And yet I can’t be quiet. Or rather I won’t. Instead, I’m determined to drive home the seriousness of what my son has signed on for.


“Honey, you do understand that you’re going to be deployed? That it’s going to happen.”


“Oh, Mom, you never know. It might not,” Kieran replies, as breezily as if we were discussing the weather. “And besides, there are ways you can get out of being deployed. I’ve already started researching them.”


Oh, no, I think. He’s in denial, which is going to make it even more difficult for him to cope if–or rather when–he finds himself on his way to a war zone. He’s simply got to face reality now, I think, before he deploys.


“Kieran, listen to me. This is serious. You’re going to be deployed.”


Again, I admonish myself to be quiet. Why can’t I allow my son to enjoy the moment? After all, it’s always nice to feel wanted, isn’t it? Even if only by Uncle Sam.


And besides, the army just might be good for him.


But then again it might be too much. Too much stress and too much pressure.


“And guess what else, Mom?”


“What?”


“You won’t believe it. I only missed one question on the army entrance exam! When the recruiters saw my score, they told me that they were going to put me on a fast track to becoming a medic, which is one of the most challenging specialties available to us enlisted guys. They said that with a score like mine, I might even become an officer someday.”


That Kieran had done well on the army entrance exam is hardly surprising. Given my son’s native intelligence as well as his incredible rote memory, he’s always tested well. And yet it’s precisely these characteristics—his above-average intelligence, along with his verbal adroitness—that are leading these people in the army to believe that my son can do much more than he’s actually capable of.


After hanging up, I stand in the middle of the kitchen feeling utterly helpless. Unlike a lot of other mothers, I know what war is like. Years ago, as a journalist based in London, I’d traveled to the Middle East on a number of occasions to cover the conflicts taking place at the time in Lebanon and Iraq.


I’d even been asked more than once to go to Afghanistan. Concerned about the danger, I’d turned these assignments down. But now I wish I’d gone when I had the chance, so I would have a better understanding of what my son is likely to experience after he deploys.


Back when Kieran and his brother Matt were young, I’d rarely talked about my experiences as a journalist working overseas, since I didn’t want either of my sons feeling like they had a mother who was “different.”


But even without my saying very much, Kieran, in particular, seemed to understand since he, too, knew what it was like not to fit in. Born of my first marriage—to a British journalist and broadcaster—Kieran had spent the first four years of his life in London, even though this didn’t really help to explain how or why he was different. No, there was just something about my older son. Something that set him apart.


As a young child, Kieran was quiet and dreamy and physically rather awkward, which often caused him to be shunned and ridiculed.


As a teenager, Kieran responded by turning to music as well as other forms of artistic expression. He played the guitar and wrote dozens of songs. Among others, he idolized Leonard Cohen and Bob Dylan, probably because their voices, like his own, were rough and unpolished.


Kieran identified with other nonconformists, too, from Beat poet Allen Ginsberg to actor James Dean to gonzo journalist Hunter S. Thompson. Simply put, he adored rebels of every stripe, whether with or without a cause.


Tim and I knew that the army was definitely not a good fit for our son, in part because his self-image was that of a 1950s-or ’60s-style pacifist and a rebellious one at that.


But if Tim and I knew this, then why hadn’t we tried harder to stop Kieran from enlisting? Simply put, we felt that the matter was largely out of our hands. Our son was of age legally. He was also married with a child, which made Tim and me even more reluctant to interfere than we otherwise might have been. And yet even now, I can hear an angry drumbeat pounding in my head. You should have stopped him, it says. Of course you should have stopped him.





TWO


Your father and I were married at Kensington and Chelsea Registry Office on a bitterly cold morning in January 1987, only days after his divorce had come through. Six weeks later we were married again, this time in my hometown of Memphis, Tennessee, in a traditional Southern wedding put together by your grandmother with almost no help from me, since your father and I were in London until only a few days before the ceremony.


You were supposed to have been born in late November, but instead you arrived approximately three weeks early, on October 29, 1987. And while you came into the world weighing eight pounds and seven ounces, your rather premature arrival may have been caused by the fact that I’d been suffering from toxemia or, as it’s called in Britain, preeclampsia.


Less than a year later—and nearly half a world away—your grandmother suffered a devastating stroke. Over your father’s objections, I immediately left with you for Memphis. At the time I had no idea how long we would be gone.
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After almost six months, Kieran and I returned to London, where I discovered that my marriage was effectively over.


It took three long years of almost nonstop legal wrangling before I finally received permission in March 1992 from the High Court in London to take my by then almost five-year-old son to the United States to live permanently.


And yet my victory—if indeed you can call it that—was, in many respects, a Pyrrhic one. With my finances, as well as my career, in tatters, Kieran and I had little choice other than to return to Memphis and move back in with my mother, who remained severely handicapped as a result of her stroke.


Both before and after the court case, I often found myself worrying about how much my young son might have understood about this exceedingly difficult time. A highly perceptive child, he probably knew a lot more than I wanted him to, even though I tried as best I could to shield him from the seemingly endless troubles swirling around us.
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Even though I’d experienced a lot of sadness in London, upon returning to Memphis, I found myself occasionally feeling homesick for the British capital—and especially for my work as a journalist, which I’d gone back to on a somewhat limited basis when Kieran was two years old.


London had been my home for more than a decade, and I felt lost and unhappy being back in Memphis, a place I was convinced held nothing for me.


Influenced by my mother, who, until her stroke, had been a highly successful pediatrician at a time when few women dared to enter the male-dominated field of medicine, I’d always believed in the idea of women “having it all.” But now, at the age of thirty-seven, and with my personal and professional life in tatters, I’d recently begun doubting this long-cherished myth.


One Sunday, not long after Kieran and I had left London and moved in with my mother, the three of us were leaving church even more slowly than usual since Mom had recently broken her foot and was in a wheelchair. As we inched across the linoleum floor toward the elevator at the back of the sanctuary, I glanced up, startled to see a man I’d known since childhood standing directly in front of us, blocking our path.


“Hey, Peggy, do you remember me?”


“Yes, of course,” I stammered, feeling utterly foolish.


Of course I’d recognized Tim Thomson.


Tim was known to virtually everyone in our community. The star quarterback at the rival high school to my own, Tim had gone on to receive a coveted appointment to the United States Naval Academy, after which time he’d traveled the world with the navy before returning to Memphis to work as an airline pilot. At thirty-seven and still single, he was widely considered one of the most eligible bachelors around. Or so my mother was continually reminding me in the halting speech she’d been left with as a result of her stroke.


I could feel myself flushing as Tim stared straight through me. His eyes were bright blue and piercing. He has the eyes of a pilot, I remember thinking.


Tim and I had known one another all our lives, although not well. The main thing we had in common was this—the Presbyterian church both of us had attended from the time we were children until we’d left for college.


I knew Tim’s parents at least as well as, if not better, than I knew the elder of their two sons. Unlike my own parents, Jan and Dudley Thomson had always been extremely involved in their children’s lives as well as in the life of our church. The Thomson children—Teri, Tim, Tobin, and Traci—were wholesome and well-scrubbed and routinely excelled at school, as well as in all manner of sports and other extracurricular activities. Observing the Thomsons from afar, I’d often wished I could have been part of a family like that.


After cheerfully greeting my mother, who’d been his doctor from the time he was seven years old until he left for Annapolis, Tim turned his attention back to me.


“So what have you been up to?” he said. “Still living in London?”


“Uh . . . no,” I replied, breaking off to introduce Kieran, who was staring up at Tim as if he were some kind of superhero, which, to us, I guess, in many ways he was.


“I . . . uh, we . . . had to move back. We’re living here now. With Mom.”


I was practically speechless when Tim called a couple of days later to invite Kieran and me to a Sunday school party at his condo overlooking the Mississippi River. I was even more surprised when he called again less than twenty-four hours later to invite me out to dinner. One date led to another, and before long Tim and I were seeing one another on a fairly regular basis. How could this be happening? I asked myself. How could I be dating a wonderful man like Tim, who, as far as I could tell, had absolutely no entanglements and who also clearly enjoyed spending time with my son?


Even caring for my mother, which was essentially a full-time job, became much easier after I met Tim, who was always happy to assist with anything Mom needed. Still, I couldn’t help worrying about how Kieran might be affected were Tim and I to stop seeing one another.


In fact, had we not had a shared history of sorts, I don’t believe I would ever have dreamt of becoming involved with Tim—or with anyone else, for that matter–—especially so soon after the breakup of my marriage. And yet somehow I knew from the very beginning that Tim was a man I could trust, not only with my own heart, but more importantly, with my son’s.





THREE


Your father—or rather your English father, as we eventually started calling him—loved Irish names, or so he always said. But then he loved everything Irish—from the beer to the whiskey to the music.


I went along with what your father wanted, which was for you to have an Irish name, because I wanted him to be happy. I’d already discovered that when he wasn’t, life often became extremely unpleasant for me.


Your father liked the name Kieran, but then he liked the name Rory, too, although looking back, I don’t believe he ever seriously considered any name other than Kieran. No, you were going to be called Kieran, and that was all there was to it.


I liked the name Rory as much, if not more, than Kieran. I thought it sounded slightly American. What if your father and I had chosen to call you Rory? Would this have made any difference?
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With five-year-old Kieran as our ring bearer, Tim and I were married on March 6, 1993, in the sanctuary of our childhood church, the church that had finally brought us together.


Eighteen months later, Matt was born. A beloved brother for Kieran. Tim and I chose the name Matthew because it means “gift of God.”


Our happiness as a family was complete. Or so it seemed.


There’s a portrait that used to hang in our master bedroom that perfectly captures this special time.


At ten months old, Matt is sitting on my lap, a delighted, if mostly toothless, grin on his face. My left hand, its wedding ring clearly visible, is resting casually on my younger son’s plump little thigh. Tim is kneeling behind us, his body language that of the protective father. Seven-year-old Kieran is standing alongside Tim, his face beaming with joy.


And yet as happy as our family undoubtedly was, Tim and I were already having concerns about our older son. Something, it seemed, wasn’t quite right.


There’d been signs dating as far back as preschool. Signs that were becoming increasingly obvious with the passage of time.


Testing done several months after this portrait was made, during the spring of his second-grade year, would reveal a worrying split in our son’s IQ. Simply put, Kieran’s intellectual—or verbal—IQ was quite high while his performance IQ was surprisingly low. But what, in practical terms, did the difference in the two scores mean? I asked the question countless times—and of countless experts—but no one ever seemed to know.


The years flew by, and the young boys grinning so happily in the portrait grew older. Almost before Tim and I knew what was happening, Kieran’s “differences” had morphed into a variety of both subtle and not-so-subtle deficits, which made the task of finding a school where our son could flourish increasingly difficult.


Tim and I moved Kieran from public school to private and then from private to special needs and then back to private, but nothing ever seemed to work. Finally, at our wits’ end, we decided to send him to a new boarding school in Vermont for his last two years of high school.


Upon graduation, Kieran applied to and was accepted at the University of Memphis. (Given that a number of crises had occurred while he was away at boarding school Tim and I had made up our minds that we were definitely not going to allow our older son to attend a college that was located far from home.)


“I guess I’ll try it,” Kieran had said grudgingly, after I told him about the University of Memphis, “since you don’t have anything else lined up for me.”


When had it become my job to locate, research, or otherwise “line up” various options—whether college or not—for my son? I wondered.


Tim and I decided that we would let Kieran live on campus so he wouldn’t have to commute from home, since his driving skills had never been good. We also signed him up for the seven-day-a-week meal plan so he wouldn’t have to worry about food.


Within a month, Kieran had stopped answering his phone. Not knowing what else to do, I made a number of trips over to the campus to look for him—as did Tim—but neither of us had any success.


After waiting outside several of his classrooms, as well as in the lobby of his dorm, Tim and I were on the verge of contacting the police when, out of the blue, Kieran called.


“Why wouldn’t you answer your phone?” Tim asked. “Your mother and I were really worried.”


“Uh, I dunno. I guess I had it turned off.”


Kieran refused to explain further as to why he’d gone AWOL, but Tim and I were convinced that our son’s behavior almost certainly had at least something to do with a girl. And as we would soon discover, he’d already dropped out of college, only weeks into his first semester.


Throughout the fall of 2006, Tim remained in contact with Kieran while I did not, partly because of the deep disappointment I was feeling over the way he’d violated our trust yet again.


On Christmas Eve Kieran returned home but then left again less than twenty-four hours later.


By this time the fall semester had ended, and Kieran no longer had either a prepaid dorm room or a meal plan. What was he doing for food and where was he living? Tim and I had no idea. In fact, after his Christmas visit we heard almost nothing from our son for the next three months until finally, at some point during the spring, he called to tell us that his girlfriend Anna, whom he’d met his first day at college, was pregnant.


Kieran and Anna were married that summer, and their daughter was born several months later, on November 9, 2007. The couple named the baby Ailbe (pronounced “all + bay”), an Irish name at least as unusual as Kieran’s. I was concerned about the name becoming a burden for the child, and yet somehow I managed to hold my tongue.


Upon Anna’s graduation the following spring, the couple and their by then six-month-old daughter left Memphis to move in with Anna’s parents in Middle Tennessee, where Kieran found a job at a local big-box store, which, not surprisingly, he hated.


It was around this time that he started talking seriously about enlisting.


Tim and I tried telling ourselves that Kieran might actually benefit from joining the army. We even told ourselves that he would likely succeed at—and possibly even enjoy—basic training. “In a lot of ways, it’s not all that different from Boy Scouts,” Tim said, “and you know how much he loved scouting.” I had to agree. Kieran had loved being a Boy Scout, partly because, no matter what the weather, he loved being outdoors.





Johnny, I Hardly Knew Ye


While going the road to sweet Athy,


Hurroo! hurroo!


While going the road to sweet Athy,


Hurroo! hurroo!


When on the road to sweet Athy


A stick in my hand and a drop in my eye,


A doleful damsel I heard cry:—


“Och, Johnny I hardly knew ye.”


Where are your eyes that looked so mild?


Hurroo! hurroo!


Where are your eyes that looked so mild?


Hurroo! hurroo!


Where are your eyes that looked so mild,


When my poor heart you first beguiled?


Why did you run from me and the child?


Och, Johnny I hardly knew ye!


Joseph B. Geoghegan, 1867





FOUR


March 2009. Upon his arrival at Fort Knox, Kentucky, Kieran and his fellow recruits are encouraged (i.e. ordered) to write letters to their loved ones during what little free time they have.


Tim and I can’t help smiling when we read that, in our son’s opinion, basic training is indeed rather like scouting and that “in a weird way,” he’s almost having fun.


Unlike the Boy Scouts, though, the army is a legally binding, three-year commitment requiring our son to fight—and possibly even die—in one of the all-too-real wars going on at the moment in Iraq and Afghanistan.


In one of his letters, Kieran says that it’s a “strange feeling”—the fact that he’s finally going off to war.


“Most of us will be the ONE {sic} medic for a platoon,” he writes. “That idea is honestly a bit terrifying. Being a PFC in charge of the survival of 50 guys is . . . wild.


“They’ve been showing us videos and pictures from over there and constantly telling us horror stories,” his letter continues. “It all seems a lot more real now.”


In a separate letter to Tim, which my husband later shares with me, Kieran writes, “We had a whole IED class actually. They have fake IEDs set up all over the battalion area. It’s some sobering stuff. I didn’t want to put that bit in the main letter . . . but the realization that I’m going to war has finally sunken in.”


As his training progresses, Kieran writes about learning to do “fancier and fancier” stuff involving a variety of high-tech gear, from thermal scopes to grenade launchers to anti-tank rockets. I know from what he says in his letters that he’s excelling, but still how can I be anything other than horrified that the army is teaching my son to kill?


During the three months Kieran spends in basic training, I find myself worrying about what might happen should my son decide to go AWOL. My concerns are based in part on the fact that as a teen he’d run away from home, as well as boarding school, on more than one occasion.


If Kieran were to run away, or otherwise attempt to leave the army, wouldn’t he be court-martialed? Or at the very least receive a dishonorable discharge? And wasn’t a dishonorable discharge something he would have to disclose every time he applied for a job? Or might he simply be dismissed from the army without anything being put on his record?


Were Kieran to separate from the army, whether dishonorably or not, he and Anna and Ailbe would have little choice other than to continue living with Anna’s parents in Middle Tennessee. Probably the best Kieran could hope for would be to return to the minimum-wage job he’d had before he enlisted. The one at the big-box store. The one he’d hated. But what if he couldn’t get that job back or find anything else? Would he become consumed with regret over his decision to leave, especially since he’d apparently been doing so well in the army?
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After endless rounds of physical training and marching in the rain and war games with drill instructors dressed like Iraqis—all of which he’s written about in his lengthy and often highly entertaining letters—Kieran’s done it. He’s successfully completed basic training.


He writes to tell us that there’s going to be a formal graduation ceremony. Tim and I suddenly realize that this is a big deal and that we’re going to have to be there. Not attending simply isn’t an option.


Back when my brothers and I were young, our mother had attended as many of our activities as she possibly could, while our father couldn’t have cared less and never attended anything.


Tim’s parents were different in that one or both almost always attended whatever event any of their four children happened to be participating in. Over the years, Tim and I had tried hard to do the same where our own children were concerned.


I can hear the relief in Kieran’s voice after I tell him during one of his rare phone calls that Tim and I will be happy to bring Anna and Ailbe, who’ve been staying at Anna’s parents’ house while he’s been away at basic training.


“It isn’t even out of our way,” I tell him, “since we’ll be passing through Nashville anyway.”


“Thanks, Mom,” he says gratefully. “Anna really wants to be at the graduation but she doesn’t like to drive, especially long distances.”


Tim and I contemplate taking Matt, too, but since he’s in the middle of finals, we decide that it’s probably best for him to stay with his grandmother so he won’t have to miss school.
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The morning of the graduation ceremony Anna and I are standing just outside a corrugated metal building with all the ambiance, as well as the acoustics, of a high school gymnasium. Anna’s holding Ailbe on her hip, since in all the excitement she’s forgotten to bring a stroller.


After going off in search of a parking place, Tim eventually reappears, and together the three of us—with Anna still carrying Ailbe—step inside the cavernous building.


The heat is stifling as people fan themselves with the cheaply printed programs we were handed on our way in.


I still have a copy of that program, which I keep inside a box of army-related memorabilia. Printed on the pale blue cover are the words “Graduation, D Company, 1st Battalion, 46th Infantry. May 22, 2009.” Whenever I pull that program out and look at it, I think back to that day as well as to the emotions I experienced, which ranged, rather predictably, from pride to uncertainty to apprehension.


Since the bleachers are already full, the three of us take seats in one of the rows of folding chairs that have been set up on the floor to accommodate the overflow.


The hubbub quiets slightly as a man in a white uniform steps to the podium. On the wall behind him is a huge American flag.


“Welcome to Fort Knox,” the man says, his amplified voice reverberating off the walls. The crowd claps and cheers.


A color guard marches in, followed by four rectangular formations of soldiers dressed in identical dark green uniforms and matching peaked caps. The soldiers turn in near-perfect precision as they continue marching in place.


Craning my neck, I scan each formation until finally I spot the face I’ve been looking for.


“There he is!” I say, pointing excitedly.


Kieran doesn’t see us, though. Or if he does, he doesn’t dare acknowledge our presence. Staring straight ahead, he appears to be concentrating intently so as not to make a mistake, which presumably could result in him being singled out later for punishment.


Kieran knows that I’m not and never have been a fan of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. But then neither is he. In fact, his decision to become a soldier is, in my opinion, a troubling distortion of my son’s personality, no matter how cynical he’s trying to be about it. (From what he’s said, as well as from what Tim and I have observed, Kieran appears to believe that he’s using the army, when, of course, in truth it’s actually the other way around.)


And yet, for the moment at least, I’m refusing to dwell on my fears. Or on my deep dislike of the wars our country is currently engaged in. Instead, buoyed by the crowd around me, I’m choosing to drink from the intoxicating cup of patriotism because I’m proud of my son and all he’s managed to accomplish.


The ceremony ends with the soldiers, still in formation, singing a rousing rendition of “The Army Goes Rolling Along.” As the final note sounds, the crowd rises and begins moving toward the soldiers. Tim and I and Anna—with Ailbe still in her arms—are being swept along toward the far end of the gymnasium when all of a sudden, he’s there in front of us. Our own special soldier.


Kieran focuses on Ailbe first. “How’s my little girl?” he says, laughing delightedly as he lifts his tiny daughter up and into his embrace.


Still holding Ailbe, Kieran hugs and kisses Anna and then he hugs and kisses me.


My son looks the same and yet different. And it isn’t just the uniform. No, he appears taller, too, and his shoulders broader.


Kieran turns to Tim, the only father he’s ever really known. The two embrace while slapping one another on the back, the way men so often do on occasions such as this.


“Hey, it’s great you guys were able to make it,” Kieran says.


“We wouldn’t have missed it,” Tim replies.


The four of us take a lot of pictures, just like everyone else is doing, before going outside, where Kieran introduces us to several soldiers who over the past three months have become close friends.


The day is painfully bright without a single cloud in the sky. We continue taking pictures. Kieran is holding Ailbe close, his large face pressed gently against the side of her own. Later, gazing at the resulting photo, I will be startled by my son’s physical resemblance to his biological father, which, at the time this particular photo was taken, appears stronger than ever.


Kieran is set to leave immediately for Fort Sam Houston to begin what’s known as AIT, or Advanced Individualized Training, which in his case means medic school. Given that both my parents were doctors, I’m hoping that maybe my son has inherited an aptitude for medicine and that as a result he’ll be naturally good at the specialty for which he’s been chosen.


Almost as soon as Kieran arrives in Texas he’s unexpectedly granted a week of leave. Not surprisingly, he returns to Middle Tennessee to spend it with Anna and Ailbe. Matt and I drive over from Memphis for a couple of days, since it looks like this may very well be the last chance either of us will have to visit with Kieran before he deploys.
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A month or so later the phone rings. It’s late, and Tim and I are already in bed.


Tim answers. It’s Kieran. He’s still in Texas, at Fort Sam Houston, since he hasn’t quite finished his medic training. I gather from what I’m able to overhear that he wants out. Out of the army.


Oh no, I think. This is exactly what I was afraid of.


Why does he want out? Has something happened? Could it have been that unexpected week of leave? Had being back “home” in Middle Tennessee with Anna and Ailbe caused him to have second thoughts about his decision to enlist?


Tim passes me his cell.


“Honey, what is it? What’s wrong?”


“I can’t do this, Mom.”


“Yes, you can,” I say, attempting to sound a lot more confident than I feel.


“No,” Kieran says quietly. “I can’t.”


I don’t know what else to say other than to urge him to stay the course.


“Just hang in there. I know it’s tough, but you’re almost done.”


Eventually I hand the phone back to Tim, who suggests to Kieran that perhaps he should seek out one of the army chaplains in whom to confide his concerns.


“Why don’t you call us back,” Tim says, “as soon as you’ve had a chance to speak with one of them.”


After the phone call is over, I lie in the darkness staring at the ceiling, the way I’ve done countless times since Kieran first started talking about enlisting.


“He’s going to quit,” I say. “I just know it.”


“No, he’s not,” Tim replies, reaching for my hand. “He’ll be all right. You’ll see.”


When Kieran calls back a couple of nights later he says, “I didn’t talk to one of the chaplains. And I’m not going to.”


“Why not?” Tim says. My husband has the call on speaker so both of us can hear.


“My buddies told me not to,” Kieran continues. “They said that even though the chaplains are supposed to keep what you tell them confidential, they don’t.”


I wish Kieran wouldn’t automatically believe his friends. But what if what they’re right? How terrible, I think, to feel that you can’t even trust a chaplain.


“So what are you going to do?” I ask.


“Nothing,” he replies. “I’m not going to say anything to anyone, because if I did it could end up getting me the sort of attention that I definitely do not want.”


This phone call was the only time Kieran would share his misgivings about having enlisted with Tim or me. Never again would he say anything to either one of us about wanting out of the army.





FIVE


Kieran finishes his medic training without further incident, or at least none that Tim and I are aware of. Instead of being deployed right away, though, which was what all of us had been expecting, he’s being sent to Fort Bragg in Fayetteville, North Carolina, where he’ll continue training while awaiting a date for him to ship out, which, in typical army fashion, remains frustratingly unclear.


After traveling to Fort Knox for Kieran’s graduation, Tim and I dropped Anna and Ailbe back off at Anna’s parents’ home, where they’ve remained while Kieran’s been in Texas doing his medic training. But now that he’s finished and is being transferred to Fort Bragg—at least for the foreseeable future—his “girls,” as he affectionately refers to them, will finally be joining him. The move will mark the first time in almost two years—since their days of living in married student housing at the University of Memphis—that the three of them will be living together as a family in a place of their own.


Not long after arriving at Fort Bragg, Kieran calls to say that my old minivan, which Tim and I had given him and Anna not long after they were married, has finally conked out.


“The garage says it’s not worth repairing,” Kieran moans when he calls to tell me the news.


Knowing how difficult it would be for our son to take on even a modest car payment, Tim and I offer him Tim’s car, which we’d been on the verge of trading in anyway. The car has close to two hundred thousand miles on it, but we’ve been told that with a few repairs it can probably go at least a hundred thousand more.


Kieran needs the car as quickly as possible so he can get to his job on the sprawling base as well as to wherever he needs to go for training. But since he hasn’t accrued much, if any, leave, he cannot possibly travel to Memphis to get the car. It quickly becomes obvious that the only solution is for me to get the car ready and then to drive it over to him in North Carolina.


I tell myself that the more than seven-hundred-mile trip is going to be an adventure. Nevertheless, I remain filled with an odd sense of foreboding.


Alone with nothing other than the car radio to distract me, I find myself sifting through the past, the way I’ve done countless times before.


I remember sitting in the principal’s office with Tim back when Kieran was in the third grade. “Your son needs to be on Ritalin,” the school principal said. Tim and I had bristled. We found it inappropriate that the woman was suggesting—i.e. virtually prescribing—medication. We’d resisted her advice, but who knows? Maybe we were wrong. Maybe Ritalin—or some other drug—would have helped.


And then there’d been the almost unheard of split in Kieran’s IQ. I can still hear the administrator at a special-needs school in Nashville explaining to me over the phone that this sort of split—with the verbal high and the performance low—probably meant that Kieran had a newly identified condition known as nonverbal learning disorder or NLD. But what exactly was NLD? After talking with countless experts and even traveling to Boston to attend a conference on the subject, I learned that those afflicted tended to struggle with practically everything, except for tasks involving strictly verbal skills. I also learned that unfortunately there wasn’t—and still isn’t—any such thing as a cure. NLD isn’t something that you “outgrow” either. Instead, even now, every aspect of Kieran’s life is affected, including, quite naturally, his performance in the army. Having NLD likely makes it challenging for him to march, to follow orders, to read a map. More importantly, the condition may affect his ability to fully grasp the reality—as well as the seriousness—of his impending deployment.


As a youngster Kieran would spend what seemed like hours running back and forth in his room twisting a piece of string that he kept hidden deep inside his pocket. He also went through a phase that involved him twirling tufts of his short blond hair until he developed a number of small, yet noticeable bald patches. Trichotillomania, the pediatrician had called it. Of his own volition, Kieran eventually stopped twirling his hair while the string-twisting persisted for years, even into high school.


Uncomfortable with the idea of medicating our son, Tim and I took him to a specialist who suggested we lease a biofeedback machine—or, in other words, a desktop computer with special software installed on it—which we had in our home for almost a year. As a result of playing “games” on the machine, Kieran managed to change what had been an abnormal brain scan into a perfectly normal looking one. According to the second scan, on paper, at least, he no longer had a learning disability. And yet, from a practical point of view, even though his brain scan was now “normal,” very little—if anything—improved as far as our son’s ongoing struggles in school were concerned.
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In May 2010, approximately four months after my trip to Fort Bragg to deliver the car, Kieran calls to say that he’s been granted ten days of leave.


“And guess what?” he says. “I’m coming home to spend it with you guys.”


Even though I hate to admit it, a part of me is secretly pleased that Kieran is apparently coming home alone—i.e. without Anna and Ailbe—since I’ve spent almost no quality time to speak of with my older son since he left for college nearly four years ago.


All of a sudden, I’m longing for the four of us—Tim, Kieran, Matt, and me—to go back to being a family again. I want things to be like they were back when Kieran was still living at home, even though I’ve hardly forgotten that much of that time was, of course, anything but idyllic.


Upon his arrival, my excitement quickly turns to disappointment after it becomes clear that Kieran is planning on spending most of his time over at a buddy’s house. He comes home occasionally for a meal or a brief swim in our pool in the backyard and then he’s off again.


One evening, though, near the end of his visit, Kieran and I decide to go out, just the two of us, to a restaurant around the corner from our house, where we’re given the last available table on the restaurant’s patio. Kieran orders a Blue Moon and then another. Watching as my son guzzles his beer, I feel like I’m back in England sitting across from his biological father. The similarities between the two, both physical and otherwise, are disconcerting.


Over dinner Kieran regales me with stories about the sergeant major. “He’s acting like a crazy man,” he says, shaking his head. “He’s pushing us hard, but I guess it’s for our own good. He wants us to be safe after we deploy.”


Of course, I cannot possibly imagine—how could I?—that less than three months from now, I’ll find myself standing before this sergeant major, the very man my son is talking about. The sergeant major will clasp my hands between his own while murmuring a stream of words that I will find myself scarcely able to comprehend.


On the last night of Kieran’s leave, the four of us—Tim, Matt, Kieran, and I—go out to Macaroni Grill, one of our favorite restaurants, for a special send-off dinner. Thankfully, though, instead of Afghanistan, Kieran’s going back to Fort Bragg, where he will continue working and training while waiting (always waiting!) for news of his deployment.


Carol, the hostess, greets us warmly. We know Carol well, since she used to be the secretary at our church back when the boys were young.


“Look at how much they’ve grown!” she exclaims as she shows us to our booth. Behind her back, Kieran and Matt exchange slightly embarrassed looks.


While waiting for our food to arrive, I gaze across the table at my sons. Matt is fifteen and Kieran is twenty-two, but in my mind I’m seeing both of them as much younger, somewhere around the ages of five and twelve. Before Kieran’s problems began in earnest.


Tim and the boys are talking and laughing together just like old times. Finally, I think, we’re back to being the happy, close-knit family I want to remember.


The mood is festive and at the same time bittersweet, since even though Kieran is returning to Fort Bragg—at least for the time being—the four of us know, without any one of us saying as much, that this is almost certainly the last time we’ll be together as a family before he deploys. After having experienced a number of delays, we suspect that it’s unlikely there will be any more.


As the waiter sets down our plates, I swallow hard, wondering how I’m ever going to get food past the lump in my throat.


[image: Images]


Since that evening back in early June 2010, I’ve returned to Macaroni Grill on a number of occasions. I go there because if I were to start avoiding certain places simply because of the memories they hold, there would be almost nowhere I could go. No, most of the time, I choose to confront—or at least to accept—these places, along with the memories, which are oftentimes as comforting as they are painful.


But then one day several years ago, I was driving past Macaroni Grill when I saw to my astonishment that the restaurant had burned. Not to the ground, but badly. The tile roof was charred and had partially caved in. The front door and the windows were boarded up, and a chain link fence had been placed around the perimeter of the building.


The damaged restaurant left me feeling shocked and saddened. It was almost as if my memories of that final dinner with Kieran had been destroyed in the fire. But of course they hadn’t. I still held them in my mind and always will.


As I slowed down for a moment to take in the scene, I suddenly saw the ruined building as a metaphor for my life. Is this what you do, I wondered, when it’s your life that’s been severely—perhaps even irreparably—damaged? Do you board up the doors and windows and put a chain link fence around what’s left until you can figure out how much, if anything, is salvageable?
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