Brothers

1
Each week on Monday and Thursday evening, a motley group gathers around one of the tables at the small, neighborhood tavern just down the street to play dominoes. This group is the epitome of diversity: retired folks and first-career holders; young-to-middle-aged men and young-to-middle-aged women; professional counselors and auto parts clerks; musicians and newspaper-types, like me. Our usual fare is discussion of problems with our jobs, politics and politicians, and, very occasionally, religion. Over the domino table not too many of those problems are solved, and their importance seems to dwindle then fade away completely when the game gets in full swing. 

2
When I walked through the door last night, I expected to see the game under way and an empty seat waiting for me so I could join in on the next round. Instead of being absorbed in a game, however, my friends, mostly the men, were gathered around the table laughing, talking, and passing around old photos. Some had their heads bent low together, talking, and others were laughing in groups of twos or threes, their obvious camaraderie pervading the discussions and causing me to linger a moment at the entrance. There was a portable TV setting on the table and a video tape nearby. Where was the domino game? There was none, I was told. It was Veterans Day, and these people I had known for almost a year as every-Thursday-night-Keystone-buddies had another common thread running through their lives of which I had been unaware. They were veterans, a bond that excited memories and prompted fond recollections from this group that I had come to know across the domino table.
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I spent the evening listening to my friends recite their outfit names and numbers and recall all the neat “toys” in the military (it was generally agreed that the military was far better equipped than any identifiable section of the private sector). I saw the photos of these men as young soldiers or officers standing by their planes or with others in their outfits who had served with them in World War II, Korea, Vietnam, Desert Storm.  I held the flight jacket that belonged to a World War II pilot, Bob. The patches were still intact and lively, blazing with names of places I had only read about in history books. The short, fur collar was like new, the jacket an obvious source of pride for its owner and a recipient of loving care over the years to have remained so new-looking.

4
Mike had brought a photograph of his Navy squadron of fighter planes flying in formation. He hadn't been a pilot but a ground man, an integral part of all the missions, because for each hour of flight time, the F-4 Phantoms he was charged with underwent five hours of maintenance and checks on the ground. His expertise was invaluable on every mission, one of the most interesting (or at least so I thought) being the one that produced the patch on his jacket that said, “Eat Pasta And Die.” It symbolized a covert military operation during the ’80s that took his squadron of planes and pilots to a base in Italy on a bombing mission to destroy Khadafi. That particular mission was canceled at the last minute, and it never made the headlines back home; but nevertheless, the squadron’s jackets sport the patch: proof they were there. Mike is a webmaster, a techie, a deer hunter and a really nice guy in the real world. He never saw combat, thankfully, but his veteran status wasn’t judged by those others in the room who had.

5
I watched the Vietnam vets closely. They were the guys I thought I knew best — my generation, my schoolmates, my friends. Skip, a 20-year Army veteran of not only Vietnam but also other less newsworthy military operations, talked about being there. As a sergeant, Skip was in charge of the day-to-day operations of his outfit and the lives of the men who were assigned to him. He spent his days, when he was not in combat, trying to make the best of a squad who was high or drunk most of the time but still had to keep the jeeps running and one step ahead of the enemy. He talked about being back in South Carolina on New Year's Eve after the war and how the celebration and cracking of fireworks sent him diving to the barracks floor yelling for his wife and friend to get down, too. He was so calm when he talked about it, but it still gives me chills. The next moment, he shared a 1969 yearbook about Vietnam with another Nam vet, and they smiled as they remembered, now safely a thousand years and a million miles away from those days and that war. The book's pages that showed headlines from back home included a picture of Neil Armstrong planting our flag on the moon, an event Skip hadn't known about until two weeks after it happened. He had been in Da Nang then, and his eyes lit up when another of my domino buddies said he had been just a few miles south of there. They shared stories of river battles that took place in a country once war-torn, a site of terrors and horror and hopelessness, but now a lucrative tourist destination. 
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The video tape was a collection of snapshots taken by one of the men. As the silent tape rolled on, they regaled stories about similar situations in wars or police actions or covert military operations somewhere in the world. They were all brothers under the skin.
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Buck walks with a limp now. His injury wasn't from the war; it was from a car accident just a couple of years ago, but it could have been. He was there, too, in Nam. He hadn't been drafted like so many of my brothers and friends, but had joined the Army in a swirl of hopeless escape with the thought that this way he just may have some modicum of say over his life. As it turned out, he really had very little. Buck didn't participate when the others in the small room gathered around the table singing songs from sheets of typed lyrics that one of the men, the WWII vet, had brought. As Buck sat back and watched them, I watched him and had to wonder what he was thinking, but I wouldn't ask. There is no way I could understand what was going through his mind. Was he still angry? Of course. Sad? Hurt? Of course. Was he thinking about the friends he had seen die? Was he glad he came home in one piece, but that was sometimes the hardest of all?
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Even though Buck didn't join in the singing, and neither did Mike, they all shared a very special place, one I am quite sure I will never visit or ever fully understand. I can only liken it to women who get together and share tales of childbirth, the two things too vastly different to be similar, but that's as close as I can come. A person has to put the hurt away and remember the good. That's how it works. That's why we still have babies and, I guess, wars.
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 Hearing their stories and touching the tokens that have a special very personal place in their lives, I felt privileged.  I love all these guys. Not because they fought for our country, but because they came home and are still good, decent, even wonderful people after what they have seen and done. I admire their mutual respect, but only they know what it means to be in their special, secret club. 

