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Kim, Angela, and I slept in late that morning.  We were in San Antonio to visit our friend who was graduating from high school.  We had decided to stay longer due to the Memorial Day holiday.  Angela told us she wanted to visit her dad before she left and asked us if we’d like to go with her.  It was almost noon, I had planned to leave and head home, but I felt in my soul the need to stay and go back- back to the military cemetery where Angela’s Dad has laid for four years now.  Kim and I agreed to accompany Angela.    


I thought back to a few months after his death.  Angela and I stood in front of the simple white headstone inscribed… 

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Thomas Pyles

 Husband 

Father 

Grandfather  

December 28, 1950 – 

April 6, 2000

A fitting epitaph, but unstated was the tragedy of his death.  He had survived two tours of duty in Vietnam  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1and returned home unscathed only to be shot in cold-blood.  A victim of urban crime.

Grass had not even begun to grow over the grave.  Just dirt.  I looked around at the thousands of tombstones.  We stood in silence until Angela spoke.  

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“Sorry they haven’t got you any grass Daddy.  It’ll be here soon,” she said.  “I don’t know what to say Daddy.  I love you.  I miss you.” 


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1I bowed my head praying she wouldn’t see the tears coming from behind my sunglasses, smothering my face and staining my shirt.  It was the first time I cried uncontrollably.  I didn’t want her to see me, but until that moment, it never hit me that he was truly gone.  She knelt to kiss his tombstone and we returned to her car.    It was the first time I had been there since the funeral.


I pulled Kim aside and began sharing these memories with her as Angela dressed in the bathroom.  

“It’s so hard not to cry.  That’s all I do when I go there” I confided in her.

 She had never been.  I had only been that once after his burial.  This would be my second trip to his grave in four years.  As we reached the U.S. Military Cemetery at Ft. Sam Houston the car became quiet with a sense of anticipation.  Small flags had been placed in front of each headstone in observance of the holiday.  

The small road that winds through the cemetery was busy with slow moving cars full of loved ones coming to pay respect to deceased veterans.  I hadn’t remembered it this way.  No one was there when Angela and I had gone before.  Finally reaching a place to park I began to notice the many hundreds of new headstones that had been laid after Angela’s Dad’s.  The most recent ones, we all agreed must have been in Iraq.  The piles of flowers and wreaths on these had become yellowed and crisp from the hot Texas sun beating down on them. 

 “I don’t want to cry” Angela said.  I thought to myself, How can SHE not cry, I’m about to lose it and we’re not even to his grave yet.  In a way I hoped she would cry, so that I could.  


We exited the car.  It had to be at least 100°.  

“I hope I can find it” Angela told Kim and me.  

The cemetery was completely unlike it was the last time I had been.  We began walking up the path through the graves.  

“It’s somewhere on the end, look for the Star of David” Angela told Kim and I. 

We all flip-flopped through the nearly fried grass now covering the graves and crunching beneath our feet.  We all began searching.  

“Here it is” she said and Kim and I maneuvered through the tombstones to where Angela was standing  in front of the simple white headstone that once only stood with a few others.  He was now surrounded by hundreds more that had come after him.  Angela knelt to place the bouquet of flowers we bought at Wal-Mart at the base of the tombstone.  

I noticed bird droppings on top of the headstone.  Almost automatically, I found myself walking to the other side of the tombstone.  I found a small piece of faded red paper on the ground, and began to rub the bird droppings off the top of the headstone with the tiny paper shielding my finger from the filth.  

I questioned myself as I saw what I was doing.  How silly it seemed.  Thomas Pyles doesn’t deserve bird droppings on his tombstone I thought as I scrubbed harder to get any remaining residue off.  Somehow I felt this small act was all I could do to honor a man who served this country and fought for my freedom.  

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Angela and I stood at the casket in the dark funeral home chapel with our arms around each other.  Tears were trickling down both of our cheeks.  No words were spoken.  He didn’t even look the same.  So still.  So lifeless.  He was clothed in his military uniform and clutching a small Bible.  

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“Thank God the bullets hadn’t hit him in places that would keep the casket from being open,” I thought.  We stood there silent.  

The flag draped the coffin and the sound of a twenty-one gun salute ripped through the windy, drizzly April afternoon.  As the men in uniform removed the flag and began to fold it with precise timing, choreography, and perfect angles, the coronet played in the distance.  The uniformed men handed the flag to Angela and her mother who received it with humility through their tears.    

I found myself living out the scene portrayed in so many movies.  The ambiance and the precision were breathtaking.  The military burial was unlike any I had witnessed in my seventeen years.  

I finished cleaning off the bird droppings and knelt to help Angela place the flowers in the small green vase the cemetery provided.  The army green colored plastic funnel had a nail in the bottom for sticking in the ground and keeping water in.  Quite an ingenious idea I thought.  We shoved the nail into the already dry ground.  The stems of the flowers were too tall for the small funnel.  The three of us began to break the stems and place the flowers in the vase.  As we finished, without any words spoken we gathered the trash and broken stems and stood.  

I walked around the tombstone again, facing the words.  Kim and I stood silently at the end of the plot while Angela stayed near the tombstone.  The moment felt strange.  I wanted to be there, stay, and talk about it all with my best friends, but at the same time I felt like running away.  I wanted to cry, I had a lump in my throat, yet I felt silly crying when Angela wasn’t.  I reluctantly held back the tears.    

When he died,  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1few people could find the right words to say, and gave material objects to show their sympathy and support instead.   A few days after it happened, donations of food and meals flooded the kitchen table where a few weeks before I had sat with Thomas and his family for a Sunday afternoon lunch.  Cards and letters were piled on the coffee table, where I had once sat to color a map of Vietnam for school, and Thomas helped me and told me about some of his experiences in the war there.  Flowers filled the rooms where Thomas had tried to hide from Angela and I when she would ask for money to go see a movie or eat out.  

This had all faded.  Angela and her mom got hugs every once in awhile when people were reminded of their loss.  Veteran’s Day, Father’s Day, his Birthday.  The food and company had disappeared.  Now he had a small bouquet of crimson roses and carnations garnished with baby’s breath and greenery and they had only the memories

The hardest day is always the anniversary.  I do my best to remember and to comfort them on that day.  On the second anniversary the flowers sat on Angela’s desk at her work.  I left them. None of her co-workers knew why.  The card simply said “I’m thinking about you and I love you.”  A few hours later the phone rang.  “Angela’s cell,” the caller ID read.  I knew she was calling to thank me for the flowers I left at her work.  “Bethany,” she said, “You are the best friend anyone could ever ask for.  I didn’t think anyone would remember.  You made this day so much better.  All day I’ve been sad and crying, but you made me happy.  Thank you so much.”  Of course I would not forget April 6.  

The heat was becoming overwhelming.  I could feel the beads of sweat running down my forehead and back.  Angela patted her father’s tombstone as though she were patting him on the back, and leaned down to kiss the marble.  

“I love you Daddy,” she said.  

The three of us turned to leave and began walking back through the crunchy grass to the car.  As we made our way back through the cemetery to exit, I watched as many families gathered around their loved one’s graves.  

Many people had come this day to honor those they had lost.  I wondered how many had died in battle and how many had simply died of natural causes.  It had always seemed to me that Memorial Day was about those who had lost their lives in battle.  What about the others?  What about Thomas?  

I became angry and the questions I had asked so many times after his passing began to haunt me once again.  You see, Thomas didn’t die heroically on the battlefields of Vietnam, Korea, Iraq, or Afghanistan.  He was shot, but not by an enemy, and not on a battlefield.  He was brutally murdered, shot in the back, five times, in the middle of the night at the dairy where he worked to support his family.  

He was a night watchman, not a security guard.  He didn’t carry a weapon.  He unknowingly happened upon would-be thieves while making his nightly rounds.  They were hoping to steal money from a safe within the Oak Farms Dairy.  Thomas surprised them, and they retaliated with shots.  All of this I remembered from attending the trial of one of the robbers.  How much money did they get away with?  None.  How much was in the safe they were trying to steal?  $200.  The memories flooded back faster than I could soak them up and I became enraged.

   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1When I arrived home that day from school to prepare for a band concert to occur that evening, I had received a cryptic message on the answering machine from a woman in my church.  The news report confirmed it.  Angela’s father had been brutally murdered.  It was not real.  

There were his picture and name, “Thomas Pyles” splashed across the screen of every local news station.  Just another face and name.  A victim of cold-blooded crime.  So many of these I had seen before and simply changed the channel.  This one, however, was drastically different and special.  This was not happening to someone I not only knew, but was also very close to.  Murder only happens in the movies and on television.....so I thought.

Somehow in the past four years my rage had begun to fade and in the business of life I hadn’t thought about the tragedy that had affected my life so immeasurably.  Angela and I had become extremely close, the connection between us so strong.  I had become part of the family. Her mom considers me her second daughter.  She buys presents for me for no reason and insists on paying for my food every time we go out.  Going back to the cemetery that day my emotions were renewed and I could look back at the memories and see where they had brought Angela, our friendship, and myself.  Memorial Day has always been about sleeping in and getting a day off of school and work.  This Memorial Day, however, was about so much more.

Author’s Afterwords

I believe writing has been one of the best ways in which I have coped with the tragedy and experience of my best friend’s father being murdered.  Perhaps the experience would not have been as profound if he died from a heart attack or even a car accident, but this was murder.  

I have written several pieces about the experience and as I began to write this one the familiar feelings of anxiety and sadness became overwhelming.  I found myself looking for other things to do in order to avoid facing the deep emotions I still feel about all that took place.  

Writing about this experience is a very personal task and I feel it reveals a lot about who I am, and why I’m the way I am.  I think the piece is not only a personal exploration of grief but one that is applicable to anyone who has lost someone tragically.  

