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Dear Jordan,

If you are reading this book, it means that we got through the sorrowful years, somehow, and that you are old enough to understand all that I am about to tell you.

You are just ten months old now, but I am writing this for the young man you will be. By then, you will know that your father was a highly decorated soldier who was killed in combat in October 2006, when a bomb exploded beneath his armored vehicle in Iraq. You were six months old.

You will know that he left a journal for you, more than two hundred pages long, which he handwrote in neat block letters in that hot, terrifying place. What I want to tell you is how the journal came to be and what it leaves unsaid about your father and our abiding love.

Before he kissed my swollen stomach and left for the war in December 2005, your father, U.S. Army First Sergeant Charles Monroe King, had been preparing for the promise of your new life and for the possible end of his own. Even before he boarded that plane headed for danger, I worried that he would be killed. So I gave him a journal. I hoped he would write a few messages, perhaps some words of encouragement to you, though you were not yet born, in case he died before you knew each other.

We did a lot to prepare for the possibility that your father would miss out on your life, including finding out if you were a boy or a girl before he left; he was thrilled to have an image of you in his mind and kept your sonogram pictures in a pocket in his uniform the whole time he was in Iraq.

And then there was the journal. Writing it would be a way for your dad to help guide you through life if he did not make it home to us. He wanted you to know to pick up the check on a date, to take plenty of pictures on vacations, to have a strong work ethic, and to pay your bills on time. He wanted to tell you how to deal with disappointment, to understand the difference between love and lust, to remember to get on your knees and pray every day. Most of all, he wanted you to know how much he loved us.

So, late into the night in Iraq, after he had completed dangerous and often deadly missions, your dad returned hungry and exhausted to the relative calm of his room and wrote to you before he slept. His grammar was not perfect and his handwriting at times suggested that he was tired or rushed. But he put so much thought into the beautiful messages he wrote, things like:
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Your father mailed the journal to me in July 2006, shortly after one of his young soldiers was killed in an explosion eerily similar to the one that would claim his own life. He was so shaken after pulling the young man's body, piece by piece, out of a bombed tank that he sent the journal to me, unfinished. He had more to say, but that would have to wait until he came home on a two-week leave to meet you, six weeks before he died.

I read the journal in the calm of night on the day it arrived, with you sleeping next to me, and fell in love with my gentle warrior all over again. He was the most honorable man I have ever known, and the most complex. I do not want to portray your dad as a saint whose example you could never live up to. He was not. He was gentle, benevolent, and loyal, but he could also be moody, stubborn, and withholding. He would brood for days over a perceived slight, like the time I spent my birthday with my sisters and girlfriends instead of with him. He put his military service ahead of his family.

I also want you to understand me—an imperfect woman who deeply loved her man but struggled during our long courtship to accept him as he was. We were together for the better part of a decade, half of which he spent waiting for me to fall in love with him. Truth be told, every girl has an image of the man with whom she will walk down the aisle one day, and he was not the groom I had imagined. He was excruciatingly introverted, a procrastinator, and got his news, God forgive him, from television instead of the New York Times, where I have worked as a journalist for more than eleven years.

I am loquacious, assertive, and impatient, which mostly amused your father but sometimes annoyed him. I am also obstinate and impulsive. My weight fluctuates when I am stressed. I curse in traffic.

I had a demanding career as a reporter when I met your father, while he was away for months at a time in the wilderness, training young men for battle. A former drill sergeant, he had a strong sense of duty. He was so devoted to his troops, many just out of high school, that he bailed them out of jail, taught them to balance their checkbooks, and even advised them about birth control. I learned to live with his long silences and ambivalence toward newspapers. But I struggled to understand what motivated the man who had for so long dreamed of your birth but chose to miss it because he believed his soldiers needed him more. He refused to take his leave from Iraq until all 105 of his men had gone home first.

Your father was bound to the military not only by a sense of duty, but because it had expanded his world. The soldiers he trained, and trained with, came from coal mining towns in West Virginia, the Bronx in New York City, seaside villages in Puerto Rico. He met former surfers, men who shared his love for the Bible, and women he revered for excelling in a male-dominated institution. He traveled through Europe while stationed in Germany. He practiced his Spanish while working with Cuban refugees at Guantanamo Bay. He wrote in the journal:
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But those were peacetime experiences. The military had also introduced Charles to killing and death. The sight of blood gave him flashbacks. Chemical sprays he received during the First Gulf War left permanent splotches on his arms. For years he was haunted by images of combat, unable to speak about them even to me.

During his final tour of duty, he experienced loss of the worst kind. His goal was to bring every one of his men home alive; he even made that promise to many of their wives. It was a vow he could not keep. Still, he never questioned the rightness of a single mission. For Charles, the war was not about “weapons of mass destruction” or an “axis of evil”; I never heard him speak those words. It was about leading the soldiers he had trained by example, about honor and dignity, and about protecting a country he loved from enemies real or imagined.

I am proud of your dad's honor and dignity—even of the way he died. Son, all of us will leave this world, but so few die a hero's death.

Still, the would-be wife and new mother in me are angry at times that he left us so early, at the age of forty-eight. Was it heroic or foolish that he volunteered for the mission that killed him?

As the daughter of an army veteran, I grew up on or near military bases and after I left for college wanted no more of that life. So for years I resisted getting deeply involved with your father, and much of our long-distance romance involved him chasing me and me pushing him away. We dated other people at times, me out of a fear of committing to your father, him out of frustration with my dithering. Ultimately, it was his steadiness, his character, and his sureness about who he was and what he stood for that won me over, something you will get to know by reading the journal.
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Your dad wanted so badly for you to know him that he revealed himself in the journal in a way he rarely did in person. He told you things about himself that I never knew. He wrote that he wanted to see the Great Wall of China and to take guitar lessons. He went into detail about his love of art, his religious faith, and his childhood in Cleveland. I laughed as I pictured my soldier wearing stack-heeled shoes and bell-bottom pants in junior high school.
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Until I read the journal I did not know that your father sang in the youth choir at his multicultural Methodist church, was a lifelong Cleveland Browns fan, and had his first kiss in the eighth grade with a girl named Denise.
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Your dad was an extraordinarily disciplined man. He believed that sweating on a five-mile run was the best way to shake a cold. He picked the skin off chicken, would not drink more than one or two beers in a night, and did not allow himself to binge on the pastries he loved because he so closely watched his diet.

Despite his regimented manner, there was so much depth to your father's character. He had a mind for war strategy but drew angels bowed in prayer. He spent hours sculpting a taut body, even starting his days in Iraq in a gym at 5 a.m., but he loved my more-than-ample curves and had the softest skin I have ever touched. He gave away copies of his art to soldiers he respected but would shout his throat raw when they made mistakes in training that could cost them their lives in combat. “When he yelled, you moved,” one of the officers he served with said in a eulogy at his funeral. “Because he only yelled when there was good reason.”

This tough guy was the same man who liked to feed me champagne, popcorn, and chocolate in bed. The man who loved you so dearly that during the two weeks he had with you that August—the only two weeks—he barely slept. He preferred to spend that too-brief time dancing around with you in his arms, taking you to the bookstore for story time, and simply watching you sleep. He rarely discussed his personal life at work, but after he died his soldiers said that they knew that when he was “working” in his office, he was often gazing at pictures of us.

His imposing presence was really a mask for his shyness. Simple things brought him pleasure: drawing pictures of me, starting the day in prayer, summer rainstorms.
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I never knew the fierce warrior who led those troops, and I was sometimes a mystery to him, too. He thought I talked things to death. He read my newspaper stories if I asked him to, but he had no concept of how I could report and write about something momentous, a murder trial or a space shuttle explosion, in an afternoon. He also never understood how I could splurge on a diamond tennis bracelet but go to three stores to find the best price on mustard. He thought I sometimes expected too much of him, which perhaps I did.

Still, we were in love. By the time he received his orders for Iraq in December 2004, we were finally ready to be a family. We decided to have you. At forty years old, I got pregnant in one passionate weekend when your father was on a break from training.

Then, in the dusk of an early spring day nearly four months after he left for Iraq, I lay in a hospital bed giving birth to you, wracked by a pain so intense I did not think my body could endure it. I could not know that only six months later I would fall to the floor screaming from a pain more wrenching than childbirth, when I learned that your father had been killed. That night I reached for your journal, and I have read it a hundred times since. I find new insights every time.

Your father had waited a long time for a son and wanted to be the kind of father you could admire. He had tried to be a good father to Christina, his daughter from a marriage that had ended in divorce, and it had always pained him that he didn't spend more time with her.
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Besides keeping the journal, Charles also wrote more than a dozen love letters to me while he was at war, and I want to share some of them with you as well. He wrote about the dangers he was facing and the things he missed: time to draw, home-cooked meals, the feel of my skin. And he wrote longingly about you:
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I still find myself talking about your dad in the present tense; my mind has not yet recalibrated itself. I take comfort in knowing that we left nothing unsaid and treasure mementos like the set of dog tags he left on my nightstand when he first left for the war. The cold aluminum on my chest and the clink of the tags make me feel as though he is making his presence known.

I miss everything about your father and am so afraid I will forget the details that only I noticed: the way his ears turned red when I kissed them, the way he tilted his head back when he laughed, the scar on his right knee that I still trace in my mind.

I miss the way he held you.

I pray that by the time you read this book a scar will have formed over the gash in my heart. But your father has only been gone four months now and I am still hurting and scared and sometimes even angry at him for dying. Most of all, I am thankful that you are too young to feel this agony, so raw that even breathing hurts.

If I find the strength to be the mother I hope to be in the years ahead, you will savor life rather than simply survive it. You will laugh loud and often. You will see the world and contribute to it. If so, I will not be able to claim all the credit for shaping such a fine young man. Your father, though he left us before you knew him, will have helped.

The journal is now tucked away, and I have no answer when people ask me when I will show it to you.

Some nights, as I stand over your crib watching you sleep, I am overcome with the pain of losing your dad. Yet even then, I know that the war did not steal him from us entirely. It could not steal that precious journal, written so lovingly, from my soldier to my son.
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Dear Jordan,

The first time I saw Charles Monroe King, he was standing in the living room of the gray stone ranch house where I grew up on a cul-de-sac in Radcliff, Kentucky, an outpost of Fort Knox army base. It was Father's Day weekend, 1998, and I was visiting my dad out of obligation as much as affection. My father, a former drill sergeant who in his day looked like a shorter version of Muhammad Ali, had warned me since I was a teenager that I would one day regret not being a more dutiful daughter. “You aren't going to appreciate me until I'm dead and gone,” he would say.

So I tried, honestly I did, to be the girl he thought I should be. The trouble was, it meant almost complete obedience. For a time growing up we kids weren't allowed to use the dishwasher because he felt it encouraged laziness. Some evenings he would find smudges on drinking glasses, a speck of food in a bowl, or water spots on a fork. “Look at these dishes. They aren't clean,” he would bark at us if he didn't like what he saw. It was understood that we had to rewash them. Being a good girl also meant not challenging his views, even when he thundered about being the breadwinner who made our lives possible and belittled my mother's contributions. It meant pretending along with her not to notice when he took my younger brother and three sisters to visit his lover in the town's public housing development. My father expected us to follow his commands without hesitation, and we seldom risked crossing him.

I was the oldest child and headstrong, though. In my bravest moments, I was the one—the only one, my mother included—who dared stand up to him. It was always with great trepidation, but it became part of my role in our family. One time during my freshman year in college, I was home for the weekend and my dad wanted to drive my car—to visit his mistress, I knew. I had worked all summer serving burgers at a fast-food restaurant to pay for the used silver Datsun 260Z and did not want him to take it. So when he headed out of the dining room toward the front door with my keys, I followed him.

“You are not driving my car to visit that woman,” I said, my legs shaking but not buckling.

He threw the keys on the floor, told me I was disrespectful, and brushed past me. It was not until the door slammed behind him and I heard him start the engine of his aging blue van that I exhaled and picked up my keys.

For me, what growing up as one of T.J. and Penny Canedy's five children mostly meant was marking the years, then the months, and finally the days until I graduated from high school and could leave for good. But for good never came. I always joked that my family put the funk in dysfunction, but still we loved one another. I admired my father's physical strength (my siblings and I took turns sitting on his back when he did push ups) and his work ethic. He left the house before dawn to put his trainees through their drills. He drove a cab at night and dished popcorn at a movie theater on weekends. (We looked forward to digging in to the commercial-size trash bags full of leftover popcorn he would bring home.) I also learned from him that a father never ate all of the food on his plate; he saved some for whichever child might still be hungry after the pot of chili or butter beans ran out.

Above all, I learned about discipline from my father, for he could be as strict with himself as he was with us. When I was fourteen, he quit drinking and smoking cigarettes cold turkey. It was a conversation with my sister Kim that sparked it. He had always called her a “junk-food junkie” because she ate so much candy. “If you stop eating candy for a week, I'll stop smoking,” he told her one day, stowing his Salem Menthols in a drawer. Not long after that, he realized that he probably ought to stop drinking, too. From that day forward, there would be no more Pabst Blue Ribbon or Smirnoff in the house. And my sister stopped eating sweets.

My mother was a tall, slim woman with the biggest brown eyes I had ever seen, and the smoothest maple-brown skin. She always looked ten years younger than her age, and more than one of my boyfriends remarked on how “fine” my older sister was. She had a youthful spirit, too, and loved to dance—fingers popping and hips gyrating—to anything soulful when she was not suffering from bouts of depression that silenced her laugh and left her unable to comb her hair.

Even on her worst days, my mother contributed more to our family than my father acknowledged. She made the best Halloween costumes—a hobo from sheets, a robot from an appliance box. When we found some abandoned baby rabbits in our backyard, she helped us try to raise them. I loved the feel of her hands rubbing Vicks on my chest when I was home from school with the flu. I savored having her all to myself.

But after she nursed me back to health, time alone with my mother would be elusive. She was not comfortable showing affection, perhaps because, as a child, she had been sexually abused by several relatives. All I knew was that she rarely held or kissed me, even when I got my heart broken.

My mom was a PTA president and led a Girl Scout troop, but she also rarely talked to me about drugs or sex or dating and had no interest in fashion and makeup. Trying to find my way alone caused embarrassing moments in high school. How was I to know that bright orange bell-bottoms were out of style and frosted blue was not the best shade of eye shadow for a brown-eyed black girl?

It was not just her attention I craved. It was the physical closeness. I do not remember her ever reading me a bedtime story. At times my mother's ways could be cruel and confusing. After my sister Lynnette took my father's side in an argument between my parents, my mother punished her by making her go to school with her hair unkempt. “Let your father comb it,” my mother said to her, knowing he had already left for work. My sister was only six or seven.

When I was a teen and given to being obstinate, my mother would regularly admonish me that “you'll need me before I need you!” The words hurt as much as any spanking, and I have spent much of my life determined never to be needy.

My siblings and I learned to provide whatever nurturing our parents could not. We huddled the night my father broke his thumb punching our mother in the chest. After one of us got a “belt whipping,” another would sneak into the bedroom with a washcloth full of ice to ease the sting, or a handful of toilet paper to dab at tears. The ice was especially soothing when one of us—usually me—tried not to cry during one of those whippings. Such behavior was considered an act of defiance that would be met by harsher lashes until we wailed.

Of course my siblings and I fought over whose turn it was to clean up the yard after Major, our Doberman pinscher, or which one of us was entitled to the last slice of mom's pineapple upside-down cake. We never stayed mad long, though. We made Barbie houses out of shoeboxes, decorated the cut-out windows with curtains made from scraps of fabric, and glued together Popsicle sticks to make furniture. My brother occasionally joined in with his G.I. Joes but was more apt to pull pranks. Once he caught a cricket and kept it in a box to use to torment me. He sneaked it under my bedroom door, and I screamed and gave him a quarter to remove it. The next day he did the same thing. At the end of the week he had a lot of quarters. His scheme only ended when our mother decided he had fooled me out of enough of my babysitting money.

We had our idiosyncrasies, we Canedys, but our family remained intact, and, eventually, when I was about twelve, we made it from the army base to Radcliff. My parents had both grown up poor in inner-city Indianapolis, met when she was seventeen and he was twenty, and married less than a year later. They dreamed of one day living in a newly constructed house with a yard and enough basement space for a family room. The house they finally saved enough money to buy was on a quiet middle-class street with one Asian, three black, and four white families. While it was understood among the neighbors that subjects like politics and race were not to be brought up, all the children on the circle played together, and the parents made easy conversation about the weather or the lushness of their chemically treated lawns.

Because of his climb up to a middle-class life, my father would admonish me not to forget where I came from or who had made possible whatever success I attained. It was that admonition that kept pulling me back to the house in Radcliff long after I had left, seeking a career as a writer. I was the first child on either side of our family to attend college and felt guilty when my father would scoff, “You act like you pulled yourself up by your bootie straps.”

And so, on Father's Day 1998, when I was thirty-three, I went home once again in hopes of rewriting the role my father had cast me in, the ungrateful child who would not appreciate him until he was “dead and gone.”

It was early Saturday afternoon and I had just arrived from the hotel where I was staying. When I walked into the living room a gorgeous man was standing there, holding a framed picture. I could not help but stare. I do not quite remember what I noticed first. The soft light brown eyes outlined by long black lashes? The skin the color of smooth caramel? The thick black mustache flecked with gray? I could see the outline of his beautiful body, even hidden underneath an oversize, faded T-shirt and baggy jeans cinched tight with a belt. He had swollen biceps and a hulking chest and shoulder muscles. His waist was so tiny it seemed out of proportion. Even the muscles in his hands bulged.

The combination of his sculpted body and gentle face made the spot behind my navel flutter the way it always does when I crave a man. But it wasn't just that. It was the way he lowered his head, too shy to look directly at me. I wondered how a man blessed with so much beauty could possibly be bashful.

“Well, hello,” I said, walking into the room and extending my hand. “I'm Dana.”

“Hi, I'm Charles,” he said, nodding in my direction and briefly taking my hand.

I was close enough now to see the picture he was holding. It was a black-and-white collage of images of my father as a drill sergeant, created with thousands of tiny dots of ink. It must have taken hours of patient, exacting work. There my father was, smiling proudly near a tank and, in another image, carrying a company flag and leading his troops to their graduation ceremony. I had never seen anything like it.

Charles was holding it with some measure of pride, so I asked whether he had drawn it.

“Yes,” he said, lowering his eyes. He seemed embarrassed.

“That's incredible,” I said.

“Thank you.”

I admired the portrait as Charles stood there in silence, smiling, until a few minutes later when my mother walked in. It turned out that it was a gift to my father, and she had been looking for the right place to hang it.

After excusing myself to get a glass of water, I found my father in the kitchen.

“Dad, who is that guy?” I whispered.

“Oh, that's Charles,” my father said. “Nice looking, isn't he?”

I took a long drink of water and waited, self-conscious, for my father to tell me more. He said Charles was stationed at Fort Knox and that he was an artist who specialized in pointillist portraits in ink like the one I had just seen. He also used pencils, charcoal, and watercolors. Charles drew portraits of black tankers from World War II, Bedouins, cowboys, and African mothers in native dress holding their children.

“We met him on post when he was showing his art at an exhibit,” my father said. “Nice man. Talented, too.”

“Is he single?”

“Yes, but—”

He could not finish because suddenly there was Charles to say that he was leaving. There was no time to waste; I needed away to get his attention before one of my single sisters noticed him. We had a rule that any man was fair game until one of us claimed him.

I hastily announced that I had checked into a hotel near Fort Knox, a place I often stayed when I visited to give myself a bit of solitude at the end of emotionally charged days. “Would you mind giving me a ride if you're going that way?” I asked Charles.

“No problem,” he said. Charles followed me out the front door, past the giant oak tree and down the pebble driveway to his black 1989 Mustang. He stole glances at me as we drove in silence and I searched for something to say. Not only did he not speak, he didn't even have the radio on. For someone like me, who loves to talk and fire off questions—and does that for a living—it was excruciating. Charles seemed the opposite of the gregarious alpha men who have always stopped me cold. He had an eagle feather hanging from a cord on the rearview mirror. (Was it a good luck talisman? I never did find out.) He drove agonizingly slowly, and I could feel the tension rising in my head and legs. I wanted to press on the floorboard with my foot, as if that would make us go faster. Who actually drove forty-five in a forty-five-miles-per-hour speed zone—with both hands on the wheel?

I was born a month premature, which is to say I have always been in a hurry. What I wanted was an instant connection with this polite artist-soldier who was clearly used to taking his time. He had gotten my attention without words, but for all I knew he had a type, too, and it might not be a curvy, career-driven woman whose last trip to the gym was for a massage. I have turned a head or two with my long, honey-colored legs and almond-shaped eyes, but most of the men who have been attracted to me have been drawn to my smile, exuberance, and wit, not my well-padded abs. I had no idea whether Charles was available or interested.

“Do you have time to sit with me by the pool for a little while?” I asked as we pulled into the hotel parking lot.

“Sure, I guess,” he said, sounding surprised.

He walked around to open my door, but I was already halfway out of the car; I made a mental note to stay put if there was a next time. He followed me through the hotel lobby, stopping at a vending machine to buy sodas. I opened the glass door leading to the indoor pool, and the humidity and chlorine hit me in the face. I took off my shoes and sat with my legs dangling in the pool. A group of children splashed in the shallow end. Charles knelt next to me with his running shoes still laced up, watching as I wiggled my toes in the water and hummed. He seemed amused by my spontaneity. I could have sat there all afternoon except that water began to soak through my pants, so I moved to a pair of plastic chairs and Charles followed along.

I asked him how well he knew my parents, and he told me they were like family to him. “I've been going through a lot,” he said.

“I'm sorry. What's been going on?”

He was quiet for a long while and then came out with it: he was divorcing his wife. This was the most painful period of his life, he said. He also said that my father had been a good listener and my mother had invited him over on weekends for her barbequed ribs. “They've really been there for me. I'm so grateful.”

After watching my parents hurt each other so often, I had spent much of my adult life protecting my heart and not trusting most men. That my mother and father should have anything to offer a person in a crumbling relationship struck me as laughable.

“That's nice,” I said, keeping a straight face.

Part of myjob as a journalist is to take stock of people quickly, and I somehow knew that Charles was not the kind of man who would open up to a stranger without prodding. So I asked where he was from.

Cleveland, and he was forty-one, with a younger sister. His parents were churchgoing folks from Alabama, a nutritionist and a nurse. In the journal he would later write:
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Maybe he was nervous or had somewhere else to be. In any case, he stood up and abruptly said he would be on his way. He said he would stop by my parents' house in the morning to wish my dad a happy Father's Day and offered to pick me up at 9 a.m.

I did not tell him that I rarely got out of bed before noon on weekends and certainly not before I had read the front section of the Times. It was one of the benefits of being single and childless.

“Great,” I lied. “I'll be ready.”

I saw him off and then called one of my sisters to drive me back to my parents’ house. I had not actually wanted to go back to the hotel, of course. But I had needed information about Charles. And now, according to the sisterhood code, I had the right of first refusal.

Charles intrigued me but, as I saw it, he had at least two obvious negatives. He was a military man like my father, and, worse, his friend. What girl wanted to be romantic with Daddy's buddy? The ride home in the morning, bleary though it might be, would provide an opportunity for more probing.

The former drill sergeant arrived precisely at 9 a.m. and called from the lobby. I was nowhere near ready. Would he mind waiting on the balcony of my room overlooking the pool? I asked. Was I sure I wanted him to come up? he asked, which made me smile. Having grown accustomed to big-city men who assumed that tickets to a play, even off-Broadway, entitled them to a personal performance after the curtain came down, I considered this refreshingly chivalrous.

Charles arrived wearing a better-fitting shirt, but his jeans still sagged. He was carrying two cups of coffee and handed me one. It was the opening I needed, and I took a chance and gave him a thank-you hug. He was not as surprised as I had expected him to be and leaned in to meet my embrace. I held him there a moment more and breathed in his scent—musky, sweet. He briefly took my hand on the way to the car, and I liked the way my fingers felt in his tight grip. I let him open my door, proud of myself for remembering.

We agreed to stop at a store so that I could buy a card for my father, and he drove—well within the speed limit—to a supermarket. As I watched Charles walk, soldier-straight, to the bakery for pastries, I thought about the promise I had made to myself years ago to stay away from military men.

I knew I was getting ahead of myself, but I was drawn to Charles, and that unnerved me. I had never wanted to pack up my home every few years to follow a man to yet another military base. Most of the military wives I had known growing up in the 1970s had little control in their relationships. The soldier's life came first, even when that required his wife to be a single parent for a year while he served a “hardship” tour of duty in Korea. If you were inclined to work outside the home, you had to be prepared to resign if your soldier was restationed. You had to believe him, or pretend to, when he told you that one of his troops needed him in the middle of the night.

There were rules for the children of military men, too. You did not fight too often with the ranking soldier's kids down the street. You got used to your father being gone for weeks in the field to train. You learned to sleep through the sounds of machine guns and tanks firing at night because you knew it was only a drill.

The thing I hated most about military living was the “quarters,” as government family housing is called. For years we lived on Fischer Avenue at Fort Knox and those quarters reminded me of cages—rows of brick-and-wood units divided by too-thin walls, with yards not much larger than parking spaces. You could hear your neighbor's toilet flush. Everyone on the block knew if your parents were having an argument, which mine often were.

Once, our next-door neighbor came over and asked to borrow a roll of toilet paper. Nobody had much money, but even at ten or eleven I was embarrassed for her. Another night, my mother knocked on that neighbor's door in urgent need of her own favor. I had been throwing up and had a dangerously high fever, and my mother needed to borrow a car to take me to the emergency room. (My father had come home hours earlier, unlaced his combat boots, changed out of his uniform, and driven off for the night.)

We were at the hospital until well after midnight, and I still remember lying on the backseat of our neighbor's car, weak and tired, after we left. I could tell we had taken a detour on the way home and lifted my head to see where we were. My mother was driving around the parking lot of a nightclub on the base, a place where countless soldiers had found and lost wives. I knew she was looking for our car. It was not there. I knew what that meant, too.

I am sure there were military wives who had good jobs and stable marriages, but I did not know any.

Being an army brat was not entirely bad. We played kickball with the other brats on the block until the streetlights came on. On hot days, when school was out, we aimed water hoses at one another. But I never got used to playmates packing up and leaving when their fathers got orders to report to Georgia or Germany. Within a month, there would be a new brat or two moving into the unit to replace the kid who had promised to call or write but never did.

No, life with a military man was not for me, and yet there I was, standing next to one in a checkout line and thinking that his gentleness and modesty affected me in a way that few people had in my life. Years later, when I read the journal, I learned that he felt the same, although he phrased it with his usual gentlemanly simplicity:

[image: ]

At the time I could tell that Charles was curious about me, amused even. He looked at me as though he had never seen someone say so much without taking a breath.

“So do you want to go somewhere for breakfast?” Charles asked when we were back in his car. He had already eaten a pastry. I smiled broadly. He was interested!

At a diner we ordered pancakes, and Charles bowed his head to pray before he ate. I was already chewing. I stopped and set down my fork. I prayed over my meals, too, when I remembered.

The sunlight streamed into our booth and we lingered long after we were full and our coffee had cooled. I braved the topic of his marriage.

Charles spoke vaguely of heartache so intense that he had sought medical treatment for what he thought at first was a heart attack but turned out to be anxiety. He had not been sleeping well, was lonely and worried about how to explain the unraveling of a family to an eight-and-a-half-year-old daughter who adored both of her parents.

“All I ever wanted was a family,” he said.

I told him that I could relate to his pain. Not long before, I had broken up with a boyfriend who immediately fell in love with a woman who looked like a supermodel and had a Harvard MBA.

“Who gets all that?” I asked. “You either get the model or the Harvard MBA, not both!”

I didn't know then that Charles's wife, Cecilia King, was stunning, too—tall and spaghetti-thin, with skin the color of cocoa beans, brown doe eyes, and round cheekbones the size of walnuts. Charles had fallen for her the moment they met, before he joined the military, when they were both doing catering work in a hotel banquet hall in Mobile, Alabama. Their daughter, Christina, had her mother's good looks and her father's tenderness. He seemed lost without them, grateful to have someone to sit across a table from at breakfast.

There was a silence. The waitress had cleared our table and stopped asking if we wanted more coffee, but we did not move.

“So what made you join the army?” I asked.

Charles said he was drawn to military service because of the discipline, the travel, and the mental and physical challenges. He had been in the army for nearly eleven years and planned to serve at least twenty before he retired to teach and pursue his art.

I learned he was a sergeant first class who helped run a platoon. He taught soldiers military doctrine and actually enjoyed leading them on uphill hikes carrying twenty pounds of equipment in the summer heat.

This was the same man who could barely look at me. The man, I would later learn, who took a sketch pad to Iraq during the First Gulf War and, between missions, sat on the hood of his tank drawing the local children.

Charles finally worked in a few questions of his own. What was it like, he asked, to live in New York City?

I told him that it was the opposite of Radcliff in nearly every conceivable way. McDonald's delivered Big Macs. There were day care centers for dogs. I probably walked three miles a day in New York, but in Radcliff I drove around the supermarket parking lot for ten minutes, looking for the spot nearest to the entrance. There was nothing like the dim sum in Chinatown or Rockefeller Center at Christmastime.

“If you love Monet,” I said, “maybe I can show you the real thing.”

Charles had mentioned that he was moving to Fort Riley, Kansas, in a few months, to start a new assignment. He was a newly single man whose heart was still bruised. I sipped the last of my cold coffee and wondered whether I would ever see him again.
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I enjoyed going downtown on Saturdays with Mom.
1 guess that's why I enjoy going out with your
‘mother to shop. Your grandmother would give me
my allowance and I would spend all day trying to
decide what I would do or buy with it I would
usually end up with a model car. I loved to go
downtown. I always remember the smell of

cashews and chocolate.
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1 am blessed with good qualities from both my
parents. From my mother I got my quietness.
She's the one that always tried to remain calm.





OEBPS/images/Cane_9780307449719_epub_014_r1.jpg
Dadgrew up so poor that when he was a boy he
remembered going to bed with his stomach growling.
He made a promise that his kids would never go to

sleep hungry.
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The fist time we really spoke to each other I was going
through alot in my life. I fet very comfortable with her
and was anxious to see her again.
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Iwas born and raised in Cleveland. It was not always
easy growing up in Cleveland, but it made me tough
and I learned to survive around people who were
bad influence.

Ilearned that no matter where you grow up,
whether rich or poor, you always have choices to do the
right thing or the wrong thing. Nobody twists your
arm. If they don't like your decision, you stand up for
yourself: I’s your life, not heirs.
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I'm ansious to see you and Jordan. I remember our
visit when you were hoping for his conception. Dreans
come true. Love, Charles.
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To be a good father I think you have to be a good
provider. That's not al. You should be a good
communicator who has open views, accepts changing
times. Be around for significant events. Be there to
encourage you in whatever endeavors you desire.
Agood father always makes himself available.
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Eight
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art for relaxation. It has been very rewarding for me
while I've been in the army. Thanks, God.
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Grandma King entered me in the local art contest.
worked on my drawing while she continued to shop.

I remember that I was so consunied with my drawing
that I didn't want to leave. T got a phone call later that
evening saying I won first place, a ribbon and ten
dollars. Grandma King knew from then on what
Ihad a passion for. Mom encouraged me every
opportunity she could. Tillthis day I still enjoy doing
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Ilove to read murder mysteries and stories about the
50 and early 60s. The most stunning book I've read is
Manchildin the Promised Land, by Claude Browne.
That book inspired me a lot and taught me no matter
where you grow up, if you have determination and
desire you can make it

I read the Bible when I was young but did't really
understand it until I became a man.
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Enlisting i the army was one of the best decisions
had ever made in my life. God blessed me above all

I could imagine. Like anything, you have some
challenging days, but when I look back I have no
regrets. The army even recognized my artistic abilities.
Ialso met a lot of great people. It's been an awesome
experience. Thanks, God.





OEBPS/images/Cane_9780307449719_epub_004_r1.jpg
Be humble about your accomplishments, work harder
than the man nex to you, it is all right for boys to ery.
Sometimes crying can release a lot of pain and stress.
Never be ashamed to cry. It has nothing to do with
your manhood.
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For Charles and Jordan,
keepers of my heart
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Twill do my best to be the best example of a sirong
black man, physically, mentally, and spiritually.
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Dear Son,
I hope this book is somewhat helpfl to you. Please
Jorgive me for the poor handwriting and grammar. T
tried to finish this book before I was deployed to Irag.
Ithas to be something special to you. I've been writing
initin the states, Kuwait, and Iraq.
Twill do my best to make you and your mother
proud of me. I will aways be proud of you, my son.
Be strong, take care of your family, and live life
well. I love you and I love your mother. God Bless.
Your Father,
Charles King
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There is no shame i taking pride in what you do. Just
abways remember to be humble. There is always
someone who will be bigger and better than you, even
ifyou do win the top trophy. Be thankful for all of your
accomplishments.

Itis true; if you don't use the talent God blessed
you with it il fade away. But abways share your gifis
with others. That is how they will remember you, as
the one who gives.





OEBPS/images/Cane_9780307449719_epub_084_r1.jpg
Your sister was born in Germany. She was born 29
August, 1990. Three months afier she was born I was
deployed to Iraq. When I returned some six months
later she was already walking. I missed out on

watching her learn to walk.
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When your sister Christina was about three years old
shewas a busy litle bee. I was stationed at Fort Hood,
where I had guard duty at the air field. 1 got relieved
earlyin the morning and brought home a case of
chocolate milk. 1 put the case of milk i the refrigerator
and went o sleep. I got up several hourslater and went
1o the fridge to get chocolate milk. Well to my surprise
Christina had pulled the wrappers off of each straw and
inserted a straw in 24 milks. All could do was laugh.
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[My biggest fear is] not being around to watch you
and Christina grow up. At least watching you learn
how towalk. My greatest joy at this time in my life is
knowing that you will be born.
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Son, for the lfe of me I can’tfigure it out, but some
people will always take an opportunity to make you
feelless or incapable. Sometimes you have to be a
Jierce warior, but commitment to anything will earn
you anybody's respect. And adversity will make you
stronger ifyou letor allow it to. Don't get angry with
your adversaries; get even by proving them wrong.
Loud, emotional people waste a lot of energy.
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No matter how high up you get always work as hard
as or harder than the man next to you. If they see you
pull your workload, you willlevelthe plain and earn
their respect. I hope I can earn my soldiers’ respect
being there for them and pulling my load. I hope that
I can do the same for you, your mom, and Christina
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Sometimes you get lucky and catch a rainbow.
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T'walked her home after school and she thanked me by
giving me a kiss. I was a litle taken back by it. Being
in the eighth grade, it was a big step for me. All the
girls were aways smiling at me and joking around.

I remember buying a brand-new baseball jacket.
Itook it to school and le all the girls sign it and put
their phone numbers on it I had the jacket in my room:
and Grandma King grabbed it thinking it was dirty
and washed it. I rushed home from school, anious to
read my jacket, when I saw Grandma King hanging
up my clean jacket. Grandma laughed. I was on my
knees crying.
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My favorite stack-heeled shoes were bought from a
shoe store called Thom McCann. They were black
patent leather with a suede heel. Now Grandma King.
would always say stack-heeled shoes were no good for
your back. I guess I had to learn the hard way. T was
walking downtown and glanced over at my reflection
in a department store window. I was walking hunched
like an old man. I had to throw them away.





OEBPS/images/Cane_9780307449719_epub_006_r1.jpg
Listen to your firstthought. You will figure this out on
your own. Never second-guess yourself. When your
heartis in the right place, always go with your first
thought, Work hard at things and follow your instinct.
Since you were born, you have always been alert. That
means you will be very perceptive about things. Believe
God and trust yourself. Keep the faith, Jordan. You
willbe fne.
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I tried to get Grandma King to send me to a military
academy. She wasn't hearing it. I wanted to start my
military career while I was i junior high. I was
looking forward to the discipline and esprit de corps
that the military academy would offer. I thought it
would be challenging and fin. Plus I could get away
Jfrom home.
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I'worked to be a good athlete. T will never forget
after one track meet he shook my hand and said,
“Son, I didn’t know you could do all those things.”

Itwas sad.
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He started to attend some of my football games
and track meets. I don't think e realized how hard.
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Iaways prayed as a boy and still pray every day. The
one specific prayer I remember was asking God to give
e asister. Then Grandma King had your Aunt Gail.
My parents taught me to pray. I watched them get on
their knees and pray before they went to bed. I used to
say the Lord's Prayer every night. Now I pray every
morning. Prayer works.
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Rev. Vern Miller was a very quiet and humble man, but
he had courage you could not imagine. He was the only
white pastor in my neighborhood. His home was always
open to us. When we had family problems he invited me
and your Aunt Gail o spend the evening at his home.
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encouraged it. I wasn't really good at singing and
Twas a bit bashful about being in front of people.

It madelife interesting though. It helped me to interact
with members of the church who were my age.
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Ijoined my church around the age of twelve. That was
abig deal for my family. It was a Methodist church,
and it was unusual for my neighborhood because it
was integrated. My earliest memories were of being in

the church choir. I didn't want to doit, but my parents
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Son, if you want to know anything about sex; please
askme. Grandpa King didn't talk about it so I had to
o to the library or ask Mr. Mason. Don't be afraid to
askme.
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When Eddie left home, Mr. Mason kinda adopted
me. I could talk to Mr. Mason about things I was
afraid to talk to Grandpa King about. Until the day

I left home to go to college, Mr. Mason was always
there for me. Wihen I needed money for a school
dance or acar for the prom, Mr. Mason would let me
workfor him. He even took me to the mall to get my
suit for the school dance. Mr. Mason was a good

man. He ahways steered me i the right direction.
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One of the nicest things I ever did was invite my
parents to a conference room dedicated to the 761st
Tank Battalion in Fort Knox, Kentucky. They had a
great time and got to meet some of the actual members
of the 7615t. They were very proud. Both your mother's
parents and my parents were present o witness the
conference room dedication. That same exhibit is
hanging up in fve locations in the country. Fort Hood,
Texas, will be its next ome.
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Our family finances changed when my grandmother
came to live with us. She had no medical insurance so
Monm and Dad had to pay those bills.

Dad always made sure we had something to eat.
Tt wasn't until several years afier my Grandma King
passed that things started getting better financially
for Mom and Dad. I knew my parents were struggling
10 make ends meet but they fought through it
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We had a black-and-white TV. I really lited Voyage
to the Botiom of the Sea and Star Trek. Grandpa
liked Gunsmoke. Every Sunday me and Grandpa
would watch Abbott and Costello and Dean Martin

and Jerry Lewis. ] guess that was our comic relicf.
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Dad got on his knees every night and prayed to God.
No man i too good to get on his knees and humble
himself o God.





OEBPS/images/Cane_9780307449719_epub_024_r1.jpg
keep your opinions to yourself. You never know what
hidden talents a person might have to share with you.

Life would be boring if we were all the same.
Appreciate people for who they are and learn from:
their differences.
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A Journal ﬁ)r Jordan

A SToRrY OF Love AND HoNoOR

Dana CANEDY
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Son, every situation dealing with discrimination is
somewhat different. Discrimination comes from people
being ignorant or not knowing about a person's race
or background.

I guess it’s human nature for different cultures to
profile one another. It's not fair o judge someone by
the color of her skin, where they're raised, or their
religious beliefs. Unless a person is rude or obnoxious,
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My father was a hard:working person who
demanded to be treated as the equal of everyone else.

I noticed that his friends were people who had
backbone. Dad was really into the civil ights
movement and made it clear that you should always be
aware of what's going on in the political world.
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Dad was the image of a man to me. He was very
muscular, in great shape. I abwaysfelt that was the
way I should look and carry myself. Your grandpa was
very physical and loved to work outdoors in the yard,
around the house. All of the men on Grandpa's side of
the family were tall and physically tough.
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From my father I learned to be strong physically and
aggressive with every task given. Being in the army
you have to be a fire-breathing dragon sometimes.

I have to thank Dad for that quality. I'm sure you will
have great qualites also.
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My hideaway was my best friend's home, Eddie
Mason. That was like my second home.
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My most horrific experience was the day Grandma
Freeman passed away in my room. She died in the
morning before I went to school. When I got home my
relatives were waiting so we could go to the funeral
home to visit her for the last time. We arrived at the
Jfuneral home and went down to the basement. She was
ying on the table covered up to her neck in a white
sheet. She had beautiful white hair that was combed
straight out. T was shocked to see her ke that.

My mother had sent Gail down the street o stay
with neighbors while they went down south to bury my
grandmother. 1 stayed at home with Grandma King.
Iwas terrified to even go in my room. For more than a
week I was afraid to even walk by my room, let alone
goin it. Finally, a week later I couldn't take it any-
more and went in my room and stayed until my fear
subsided. I realized my grandmother would never do
anything to hurt o fighgn me. She loved me so much.
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Never hit a woman because a man who hits a
woman s not  true man. Always keep a mutual
platform, meaning respect is mutual. ... Women are
extraordinary people. Learn all you can from them.
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How do you treat a woman? Jordan, I thin if you
have read this far you should certainly know how o
treat a woman. Treat every woman with respect. If you
take her out on a date, treat her like a queen. You may
never go out witl her again but I guarantee you il

leave a lasting impression.
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1 have always wanted a son. You are my miracle child.
because I thought it was too late to have more
children. Your mother changed my mind and helped
me 1o believe it was possible.
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I'was training at the National Training Center in Fort
Irwin, Ca. for forty days when your mother found out.
Trust me, I was in complete shock and disbelief when

your mother told me she was pregnant. Thank you, God.
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I'wanted to be with your mother really bad and.
prayed about it because I wanted a family. She was
not interested at first. I had pretty much given up the
idea butshe changed her mind. And by some miracle,
she thought it would be great 1o have a son. It took a
while but my prayers got answered.

Istill have a fire in my heart for her.
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your mother was about the idea. We had been seeing
each other off and on for nearly six years, maybe
longer. 1 feltlike she would be a great mother and she
wanted to have a child before it was too late. We also
wanted to have you in a timely manner because your

mother knew I was going offto the war in Iraq
December 1, 5.
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Your mother and I had talked about having a baby
and I immediately said yes. I realized how serious
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We were on a cruise where I let your mother talk me
into rock climbing. We were so sore. Earlier that day,
Twwent walking through the ship mall o buy something
Jfor your mom. I was walking by a spa when I decided.
to get aspa package with the massage bath and
regular massage. She loved it so much. She sill talks
about it today.





OEBPS/images/Cane_9780307449719_epub_051_r1.jpg
Youll see all the photos of your mother and me, all of
the different places we have journeyed. Now that we.
have you they mean so much more. I hope thatyou
treasure and enjoy them. Love, Dad.
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Did you know that your mom received a Pulitzer Prize
Jfor working on a race project? You would never know
it by talking to her. She is really modest about her.
accomplishments and her profession. I admire her
no-fear work ethic. I learned from your mother that
the sky is the limit and you are just as good as anyone
else. She has shown me that with hard work and

determination you can succeed.
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Well, son, Mon has gone through some changes and
Ilove herjust the way she is. I have not been able to be
away from her too long. I pray now that I can always

bewith her.
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We were on maneuvers in Fort Riley, Kansas. I was
atank platoon sergeant. I had my platoon out
conducting tank drills. It had been raining so the
ground was pretty sofi. I told my driver to drive
through a ditch. Somehow the tank started leaning
over to the right and finally it was on itsside. I had a
choice to give up, shut the tank off, or continue moving
on. T told the driver to keep driving when the mud
and soft ground caused the tank to level out. I looked.
down inside the tank 10 see how everyone was doing.
They were just as frightened as I was. I didn'tlet them.
lonow,just laughed it off:
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What makes a boy a man? Wihen he has reached
maturity and fully understands what adult
responsibilities are required. What I mean s working,
paying bills, and being accountable for what you do.
Being a productive citizen in your environment and

rock in your family, that s what's expected of you, son.
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Iflew up to see your mother. ... This particular visit we
decided o have a picnic in Central Park. Yes, som, we
had a picnic basket with sandwiches and something to
drink. The first place we chose was prety lumpy, so we
‘moved, The second spot was on an inclne, so we moved.
The third spot was just ight and we enjoyed our outing
in Central Park. Very romantic; we had a great evening.
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Jjust he icing on the cake. Itis a way of showing how
youfeel about your companion. Passion is great when
youfind that special person in your lf. ... Sex did't
mean anything to me until L was with my girlfriend in
college. I really cared about that person, and that's
what made it special. I recommend you wait until you
are mature and understand what the consequences

could be, whether emotional, pregnancy, or diseases.
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Lots of people start relationships in lust and end up in
disaster. Passion is an attraction to someone for their
qualites, how they think, how you interact with each
other, how you spend quality time with each other and
the ways you make each other happy. You enjoy being
with that person notjust for the physical side; that's
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Chivalry is not dead. A gentleman s someone who
treats a woman with respect. It's the ltle things like
opening doors, walking on the outside of the sidewalk
10 protect her from traffic and giving up your seat to
an elderly person o pregnant woman. A gentleman
exemplifies character; he treats his woman like she is
the most beautful creature on earth. A gentleman

is always in defense mode for his woman. He will
never let any harm come to her and he will never do
anything to harm her. Try it she will reat you like a
king.
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I know your mother hates for me to say she isstrong,
but she really i strong. Most people wait for the storm
1o come to them. Your mother stepped through it and
challenged every obstacle. She certainly has achieved
her goals with a great deal of modesty. I always
admired her for living in New York City, especially
with the competitive profession she decided to pursue.
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I expect awoman to be honorable, to take care of
herself and take pride in how she looks and carries
herself. But beauty isin the eye of the beholder. I
expect awoman to be a great communicator who will
guard and cherish your friendship frs. I expect a
woman to be intellectually stimulating no matter what
her background may be. Lok at your mother; that
will tell you what I like in a womarn.
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Your mother spent so much time pulling me out of
being depressed from a failed marriage that I could't
elp but fall in love with her. She helped me overcome
alot of personal obstacles.
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When I'n with your mother I always liked it when it
rained in New York City. Boy could I relax, just
listening to the raindrops hitting the window. We
would stay at home and read and cuddle.
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The first time I laid eyes on you, you were everything
your mother described. You certainly charm people
with those beautiful blue eyes.

Son, you are an African American. Always be
proud of who you are. You will be challenged because
of your complexion and the color of your eyes. Let your
character and deeds shine in everything you do.
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beans, and corn bread. That meal always puts a smile
onmy face.

Your grandparents are from the South, so I got the
taste for southern cooked food from them. Grandma
King's mother could bake the best sweet potato pie.
ever. She passed away with the recipe but I still
remember how great they tasted.

-
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My favorite meal s honestly chicken, cooked either
Jried or baked, with candied yams, greens or green
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I can't bring myselfto write about some of my
experiences here. I guess afier a while you become
numb to what's been going on or what can happen to
you. Had some frustrating days and frightening
nights. Soon they will all end when we get home.
Tell Jordan not to grow up too quickly. Daddy

will be home soon.
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The 181l was a long, solemn night. We had a
memorial for two soldiers (from another company)
who were killed by an improvised explosive device.
None of my soldiers went to the memorial. Their
excuse was that they didn't want to go because it was
depressing. I told them it was selfsh of them not to pay
their respects to two men who were selfless in giving
their lives for their country.

Things may not always be easy or pleasant for you,
that's life, but always pay your respect for the way
people lived and what they stood for.

I¢s the honorable thing to do.
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Yes, we have been in a lot of pain lately. Everyone
in the battalion has been supportive. I will be glad
when this weelis over.

I knew when my soldiers came to my room and
lnocked o my door that night that I would have to
face the inevitable. Would I be able to handle it was
the question. Don'tworry, Ma. I did above and.
beyond. The memorial was the toughest, but we pulled.
through and gave our fallen comrade a good send off.

Don'tyou worry about me, Ma, I have a great
company. We wil keep the memory of our friend with

us as we continue on with our missions.
,





OEBPS/images/Cane_9780307449719_epub_072_r1.jpg
I know you have heard the bad news. It was something
I hoped I would not have to experience. It has been

a rough two months. This week has been the most
painful thus far. I can't begin to tell you. Today is a
tough day for my company. We had a memorial

Jor one of my soldiers killed in action. I'm dealing with
; you would be proud of me. It's hard talking on the
phone. You can't say everything you want to say
because of allof the restrictions.
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The first of May we lost our firstsoldier. It was very.
sad. Everyone cared about Cpl. Robbie Light. We had
aget-together the night before the memorial so that
everyone could have a chance to speak about how he
lived. The soldiers had some of the wildest stories to
tell about Robbie. We laughed and smiled, thinking
about the crazy things he would do to make us laugh.
That was a healing night, a chance to say farewell 10 a
Jallen soldier. Laughter is great medicine for the soul.
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I'was wondering how I was doing at my first sergeant
position. God answered my prayer in a big way. The
commander and I decided to have a get together with
all the soldiers. We set aside a time where we could all
get together and drink before we went to Iraq. Just
about every soldier in the company came up to me and
told me how much they appreciated me being their first
sergeant. Thanks, God, I needed o hear that.
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Seventeen
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Suxteen
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I'msorry I could'tbe there for you during Jordan's
birth. I missed aspecial occasion. He'llbe a good 6
months old by the time I see him. I carry the pictures of
him around in my cargo pocket and show them off It's
not a healthy practice because you have to stay focused
atall times.
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Eufteen
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this has been a long year. Our battalion lost ten
soldiers. I take everything one day at a time and.
continue to pray.
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Fourteen
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You get fed up with the craziness and hatred. You
really get tired of people trying to blow you up. Ma,
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Thurteen
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My Litle Biscuit,

Today your mother sent me more photos of you.
They were right. You are a handsome baby with a
great litle personality already. I'm going to have to
get home soon so I can get some of those kisses
everyone has been getting. I'll see you soon, Litlle
Biscuit.
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I could not be at your birth because of the war, but you
were surrounded by strong womien when you were
born. All of these women embody the reasons you
should nevr, ever disrespect or lay your hand against a
woman. Remember who taught you to speak, to walk,
and to be a gentleman. These are your first teachers,
my litle prince. Protect them, embrace them, and
abvays treat them like a queen. Women with outward
beauty are a dime a dozen, but [being with] a woman
with these qualities of loyally, trust, and caring for who
you really are will have a lot more meaning. Never
listen to your friends—follow your heart and look for
the strength of a woman.
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Part Two
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that he had passed away. That was hard, continuing
towork with a allen soldier in the platoon. God.
bless him.
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I'was a young sergeant during Desert Storm. I was the
platoon sergeant’s gunner. We had a crazy tank
commander in our platoon. His name was SSG.
Summerall. He abways had good advice about setting
goals for yourself: He always told me not to worry.
about what other people have to say. Do what you
thinkis right. Somehow he knew my frustration
because I was a quiet soldier.

One day our platoon had guard duty. SSG.
Summerall stepped on an explosive bomblet. The
medics did all they could for him. We had to continue
guard mission when the commander told us that night
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The Thanksgiving I spent with your mother before I
lefi for Iraq will always be the most memorable. Your
mother was pregnant with you. I tried to talk her out
of cooking but she insisted. It was a great week. We
spent three full days shopping for you, spending time
together, and getting much needed rest.

Dinner was great. Your mom cooked Cornish hen,
dressing, cranberry salad, mashed potatoes with green
beans. It was one of the best times we spent together.
I'm thankful for that.
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I think the best Christmas gift is knowing that I will
have ason soon. Trust me, I love your sister, but
having a son will be an added surprise to my lfe.
While I sit here in Irag, I feel lessed to know that
you are coming to a great family.
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