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 I want to conjure two men for you. Their faces float before me but their lives are over. 

As I sit to write them back, my fingers resist, my mind wanders, my heart contracts. The task 
feels too large. To write about them is also to write about the history we shared and against 
which we each rebelled, the fate we inherited and tried to alter, and the inevitable end not just of 
individual lives but of all our efforts and dreams. 
 Once, during termination of my own first therapy, I questioned the authenticity of the 
deep sustaining bond my therapist and I had created. “There are clients and there are clients,” he 
answered. I was challenged to affirm my, and our, uniqueness. In the psychotherapy effort, it is 
unquestionable that each patient we guide is unique and bonds uniquely. Sometimes, the 
alchemical roots we awaken and plant penetrate and endure for each of our lifetimes. 
 Similarly, there are issues and there are issues.  
 As therapists we may gravitate toward areas of specialization that most touch, disturb or 
impassion us, have moved or shaped or wounded our own lives most deeply.  Some matters are 
of utmost importance to us as people, so that as therapists we cannot help but be driven to get our 
souls together with particular clients. We must; the history they carry is ours as well. Thus, 
individual stories of client and therapist merge into a shared history bigger than both. We bond 
so that we may struggle together to confront, accept, transform that history. We thus experience 
a shared myth through what Socrates called “the examined life.” Consciousness, sharing and 
willful participation transform impersonal history into personal destiny. 
 For me, the matter of utmost importance, demanding three decades of personal and 
professional questing and questioning, was the Vietnam War. 

Which brings me to my two gone clients, Preston and Jim, the destiny we shared and the 
myth we squeezed from it. They were two Vietnam veterans I worked with in both individual 
and group therapies during the four years I directed a Catskill mountain healing outpost for vets. 
These were men who had fled from hometown America to the rural mountains to preserve what 
remained of their shattered hearts and minds.   
 Two ordinary lives lived with extraordinary passion in brutal surrealistic conditions. How 
can I condense them into a few key phrases, images, ideas? Into a statement of lessons learned? 
Into affirmation of value despite illness, pain, death? Into a prop against loss, against the void? 
Though I try, truly it cannot be done. The iceberg theory holds here as well. Not only is 
consciousness mostly submerged, but so is meaning, feeling, wisdom. Words pull at the 
submerged behemoth and conjure its image. But the gestalt of a life? We carry it, evoke it, 
experience it. It forever eludes complete knowing and saying and showing. 

So I extemporize over Preston and Jim because it hurts too much to simply see them 
again as I try to make them visible for you. 
 See Preston at 47 spending two years, surrounded by third wife, 10 year old son and a 
house full of broken dreams, bloating and fading and decaying from liver disease. 

See Jim, 45, classified pseudo-epileptic, in a mountain cabin, for years exploding in 
flashbacks, grief and guilt so severe that he blacked out.  See Jim alone in his cabin, finally dead 
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of a broken heart manifested as a massive coronary. 
As their therapist, I saw and feared their likely ends years before they actually occurred. I 

tried to use therapy as a tool for transforming the life so that the later and final chapters might be 
written differently. 
 Preston went to Vietnam believing the war was wrong but wanting to witness it firsthand. 
He “resigned from the army” after his squad was decimated by friendly fire. Three months on 
front line patrols; five in an in-country prison. He became a life-long peace activist. 
 Preston finally embraced and respected his own moral courage. But he was full of poison 
about the war and so many needless deaths of men he loved and those we called “enemy.” In 
Vietnam he wanted to die; he could never fully recover a fierce desire to live. Liver disease - too 
much accumulated poison the system is no longer able to filter - was his soul’s perfect metaphor 
and visible embodiment. 
   Jim enlisted in the air force in spite of his World War II veteran father’s warnings and 
protests. Too gentle and sensitive for combat, Jim became a mechanic for warplanes. “I fixed the 
planes that killed all those people. It was as if I killed them myself.”  
 Jim learned the spiritual wisdom in his pain - that we are all one, that participating in 
darkness we must witness to it and work to prevent it. He apologized to Oriental people. He 
spoke at schools. But he would not go into the phosphoric heat of his grief and guilt. It festered, 
regularly blowing his cerebral circuits in a seizure triggered by Vietnam memories or 
associations. Finally, the pain he could neither bear nor release did the inevitable - it blew out the 
wall of his heart. 
 Jim and Preston were among the most sensitive and gentle men I have ever known. Both 
had seen and felt such scalding pain that they strove to cause none again. Both cared deeply that 
others heal and live well. Both had hearts the world needs. 
 During his termination with life, Preston entered my private practice more to gain 
support, contain pain, finish life’s business than to fight his demise. I wished, many times, that 
he would rage, scream, cry, resist, but he could not find, or no longer had, the will.  
 It was difficult to accept that perhaps the most I could do was to help him die well. “As I 
stood between the living and those already dying…” Saul Tchernikhovsky wrote in Hebrew from 
an underground operating room on the Russian front in World War I. I had been very proud to 
never have lost a veteran to suicide during all my years of working with them. “…oh, what a 
terrible craft…” Preston had a wound I could clean, whose moral and psychological shrapnel I 
could pick, but whose projectile I could not root out. I could only do what Tchernikhovsky did. 
“Now weeping in joy, now cursing in anger, I absorbed the last light from the pupil of a dying 
stranger.” 
 Preston’s family blessed me, cursed me by asking me to conduct the memorial service. I 
did my best to help the community appreciate the life and draw lessons from his death, and to 
help his soul move on to its next station. As if, before such ultimates, we knew our ways. 
 Mere weeks after Preston’s funeral, I was notified of Jim’s - alone, no fight, no terminal 
therapy, his death and burial as deep and secret as his grief.  
 Preston’s liver disease, Jim’s vascular disorder were emotional, moral and spiritual 
wounds to the soul inflicted during the Vietnam War. They had festered for a quarter of a 
century. I viewed their mid-life somatic manifestations I could tend, clean, succor, give meaning 
to, but not heal. They finally resulted in fatal illnesses. The disease processes had set in too long 
before and were too deep. We could watch it coming but could not clean and staunch and 
redirect and heal fully enough to avert the ending. “Killed me in Vietnam and I didn’t even 
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know,” sang folksinger Kate Wolf about an Agent Orange victim. “He was killed in Vietnam,” 
said Jim’s parents, “It just took him a long time to die.” 
 Preston and Jim have been dead for two years now. Their faces and stories have joined 
the gallery of shades erected in my mind, in which my soul sometimes wanders. When I pause 
before the images that evoke their spirits, something unique happens in me. My elderly 
grandfather sleeps easy. Preston and Jim do not. 
 Though I can only remember a few specific things each of them said, my heart and mind 
overbrim, as if I could recall every word either of them ever said to me, as if telling you those 
words, their stories, would lift the shroud of injustice I feel about their deaths and so many 
others. They were mortally wounded in a war I hated. Its worst bullets missed me. I joined the 
battle lines with them here, at home. I went to that war, its hellfire and terror and waste, with 
them, through our imaginations during hundreds of hours of therapy together. They spent a long 
time dying young. In spite of my best efforts, they are dead of this war I still protest by 
continuing to work with its wounded survivors. Now there are holes in my squad and the line is 
getting thinner. And I understand that we eternally fight, and neither win nor lose, the real war.  
 There is a park in Plaka, the old city of Athens, snuggled between the high rock of the 
Acropolis and the ancient marketplace that spreads below. At least once during every pilgrimage 
I lead to Greece, I descend from temple to agora through its green trails. I pause before an aged 
marble pedestal that once supported a statue. Faded, fading letters bear witness to the long-gone 
form. 
 First come the letters of an ancient Greek name that can barely be distinguished. Below 
them is the word ΜΑΡΑΘΩΝΟΜΑΧIΣ. Marathonomachis - a Marathon fighter - a title of honor 
carried for life by any classical soldier who served in the famous battle that saved Greece from 
Persian conquest. I tell this to any traveler by my side. We can then pay homage to a man whose 
name and face we do not know and whose ancient cause we did not share. Until we realize that, 
like Preston and Jim, this man was a comrade in the real war.  
 The real war is the soul’s. It unfolds forever on a landscape as full of terror and bloodlust 
and horror, as full of respect and honor and friendship, as were the fields before ancient Troy. Its 
theater is everywhere and its agenda is eternal. It is the wrestling of meaning from lives that must 
suffer and pass and disappear. It is the wrenching of a bit of freedom, consciousness and 
celebration, from the devouring maws of time and necessity. It is a Marathon of the soul - the 
human spirit awakening and successfully resisting and freeing itself from invasions by 
unconscious hordes, whether of bacteria, the demands of daily life, or bloodthirsting enemy 
troops. 
 Preston and Jim were fine comrades in that war - its questioning, its agony, its 
brotherhood. The Marathon fighter was our comrade in that war. And anyone who ever took 
wounds in the soul’s insatiable quest for liberation from ignorance, emptiness, blindness, 
conformity. 
 I trust that during our time together Preston and Jim both felt that we were not merely 
revisiting the agonizing bases and jungles of Vietnam, but the fields of this real war as well. 
They helped me learn its parameters and qualities and rules, its cost, how it might be survived. I 
hope I helped them erect their own Marathon pedestals. Though their names will never be on the 
Vietnam Memorial in Washington because they died after the bullets stopped flying, because our 
memorials do not honor mortal wounds to the soul, still I see their faces in that wall of grief.   
 I was invited by Preston’s family to compose a memorial poem. It is modeled on classical 
epitaphs for fallen soldiers. It is now embossed on his gravestone:  
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 EPITAPH FOR A SOLDIER 
 In Memory of Preston Stern 
 
 Pause, friend, by this green bed,  
 where one sleeps well-loved 
 by wife, children, sisters, comrades, 
 who braved the yellow land we made  
 to rain with fire and pain. Alone 
 he snapped the sword and returned singing 
 to plow our purple home with truth. 
 Salute him here and say of him: 
 He chose not to kill but to love. 
  
 I pause before the pedestal of that nameless ancient warrior and know that the squad and 
its mission live forever. Just so, I pray that someday some confused and grief-stricken veteran or 
friend or child or therapist of a veteran may pause before Preston’s grave. I pray they conjure a 
shade and feel a full life and death evoked for a moment. I pray they be stricken not with grief 
but with nobility and respect and resolve. I pray that some distant traveler will feel less alone, 
and know that he or she too may be part of the squad. Perhaps, for a moment we share beyond 
time, our traveler of the future will feel as I do before the graves of Preston, Jim and the 
Marathon warrior - more united to the eternal movement and service of spirit that we can guide 
and enrich but whose deeply set course we cannot avert. 
    
  


