LIF i)

BT Bk TE maleion,: a5 TR SOCRPT§Y Glldeinkd Vs,

Al A

Their loss gave the
couple “enormous
purpose,” says
Graham (in Colorade
with his wifa).

jri thiair mother s
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‘THEY WERE
GREAT BOYS’

One son died in battle. Another, by his own hand.
Now Maj. Gen. Mark Graham is confronting the rising

problem of suicide in the military BY vickie BANE

he walls in Mark and Carol

I Graham’s Fort Carson, Colo.,
home are dotted with photos

of their children. There are the old-
est two, sons Jefl and Kevin, smiling
as toddlers in matching red, white
and blue shirts; golfing as teens; and
Melanie, posing with her big brothers

PHOTOGRAPHS by JESSE CHEHAK

on the Great Wall of China. Jeff's pic-
torial time line stops at age 24, Kevin's
with a still-babw-faced portrait at 21.
In February 2004 Army 2nd Lt. Jeff
Graham died saving his platoon from
a bomb on a bridge in Khaldiyah,
Iraq, Near his photos are the plaques
and flags that were showered on the

Grahams to commemorate this fallen
hero. Eight months earlier, ROTC
cadet Kevin Graham, suffering from
depression, hanged himself in his
apartment at the University of Ken-
tucky. Kevin had expected to follow
his father and brother into the service
as an Army doctor. He never had the
opportunity to earn any stars, though
a friend fashioned one from wood,
which the Grahams display. “You get
all this honor and respect when your
son dies tryving Lo warn his platoon,
and I'm thinking, ‘Kevin would have
done that too,'” says Carol, 53. Her
hushand, Maj. Gen. Mark Graham, a
32-year military man who served in
Desert Storm, adds quietly, “My sons
died fighting different battles.”

Mow this decorated veteran, 54,
faces awar on two fronts: He prepares
troops for battle, until recently as
commander of Fort Carson and Divi-
sion West-First Army. He also helps
lead the Army's response to the rise in
suicides among its troops (see box). In
2008, 140 soldiers killed themselves,
pushing the Army's suicide rate past
that of the US. population for the first
time. Since June, there have been B8
suspected cases. “We're devastated,”
says Maj. Gen. Graham. “To lose one
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“ldon'twant anyoneto .
characterize Kavin's lifa
by that one act; he was so
much more than that.”
says Graham (with Kevin,
left, and Jaff).

é

soldier to suicide is too many.”

He helped make FL. Carson, where
nine soldiers took their lives with-
in 15 months, the epicenter of the
Army's new approach to prevention.
Along with many other measures,
including a hotline, FL. Carson now
uses a training video that features
Graham pleading, “I've lost a son to
suicide. ... Let us help you,”

This open display of emotion marks
a profound change for Graham. After
Kevin's death, he savs, “it was over a
year before I could speak about it.”
Besides being a grieving father, he was
the product of a military that stigma-
tized mental health problems. Now, he
says, “we tell soldiers we expect them
to come forward, just as if you broke
your leg, you would get help.” It is a
slow but crucial attitude shift. “People
used to say, ‘Don't mention the word
suicide because it might cause some-
one to take his own life. What we know
now is you need to ask. They normally
wan't hide it when vou directly ask.”
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Welcome ceremonies are hard. You
think, ‘Maybe there was a mistake
and he’ll come marching in’”-was.cen. cranam

[t's just part of what the Grahams
understand aboul depression that they
wish they had learned earlier. A deco-
rated ROTC cadet, Kevin was a junior
at U of K when he was screened at the
university clinic in the fall of 2002
and started to take an antidepressant,
“He was always smiling. I didn't know
inside he was so sad.” says Carol, who
believes he went off his medication in
the spring of 2003 while preparing for
ROTC summer camp,

In one of their last phone conversa-
tions that June, Kevin told Carel about
playing alife-simulating video game fior
nearly three days without sleep. “He
sounded horrible, He said that [in the
game] ‘T did everything the world says
is success. [ went to the right schools,
married the right girl, got my kids in
boarding schools, worked my way up
the corporate ladder. At my retirement
ceremony ... even the President came.
Then he said, T hate the way the world
measures us.” You know what I said?
‘Hon, vou need to gel some sleep.” 1
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“They wire my best,

Afriends,” says Melanig
_(with Jeff, left, and
| Kevinin China).

didn't know.” His father even offered
Lo pay Kevin's tuition il he wanted out
of the ROTC scholarship. “He said,
‘But Dad, you know the soldier’s creed.
I'd be a gquitter””

His sister, then also his roommate,
recalls seeing him close his door after
midnight on June 21 “T really didn’t
think anything of it. Kevin was the per-
fect son,” says Melanie, now 25 and a
nurse in Boston. The next morning
she discovered his body hanging by a
power cord from his ceiling fan. “We
will never know the struggle he had
that night,” says Carol, then stationed
with her husband in South Korea.

On hearing the news, Carol crawled
from their bedroom to the dining
room to get her Bible. I didn't know
you could die from depression,” she
says, Adds her husband: “We blamed
ourselves: Why didn't we see it?"

After his brother’s death, Jeff was
told by the Army that he would not
have to deploy. “But he was deter-
mined,” says Caral. Jeff left for Irag
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