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			Dedication

			Oh my friends, my friends forgive me.

			That I live and you are gone

			There’s a grief that can’t be spoken

			There’s a pain goes on and on.

			“Empty Chairs at Empty Table”

		


		
			 

			Introduction

			Let’s begin with what this book is not:

			It’s not about stereotypical “crazy” veterans, a generality especially associated with those who fought in Vietnam.

			It’s not about the inevitability of suicide among our active duty military and veterans.

			It’s not about condemning those who served in recent wars as less able to withstand the rigors of combat than those who fought in previous conflicts.

			It’s not an indictment of the training or suitability of troops – in the US or in other countries.

			It’s not even an opinion on the morality or politics of war.

			Instead, it’s an attempt to put the unique bond between battle buddies in perspective: to show that the friendships forged in the heat of war are unique and life-changing.

			It’s an attempt to show that the strength of those friendships cannot be over-estimated, because they are friendships constantly threatened with death.

			It’s an attempt to show that the grief experienced when those friends die – in battle or from suicide – is unlike the grief experienced by civilians.

			It’s a grief that deserves as much respect as a chest full of medals.

			And finally, it’s an attempt to show the resilience of these brave men and women – those on the battlefield and those who support them in the field – including their fierce determination to ensure that their fallen comrades are not forgotten.

			What exactly, then, is this kind of grief?

			Everyone experiences grief at some time, and that grief is often for a friend. What makes the grief experienced by men and women in the military unique are two factors:

			First, their grief fits the definition of “complicated” grief, which refers to the factors that separate it from the “normal’ experience of grieving a loved one.

			Consider this list from the 2012 US Marine Corps Leaders Guide for Managing Marines in Distress:

			Types of losses that can lead to complicated grief:

			•	The death of a close friend, such as a ‘battle buddy’

			•	The death of a valued leader or mentor

			•	The death of someone with whom the Marine closely identified

			•	The death of someone for whom the Marine felt personally responsible

			•	A death that is believed to have been preventable

			•	A particularly violent or gruesome death

			By this definition, then, complicated grief is the norm in the military. It would not be surprising for someone to face all of these losses at the same time. This is not the grief for a friend who died peacefully in their sleep at the age of 90. This is the grief for a 20 year old who was blown to bits before your eyes. So when I refer to grief in this book, this definition is what I’m referencing.

			Second, having experienced this, there is often little chance of grieving normally. The Guide goes on to discourage immediate psychological debriefing for a unit that has experienced the loss of a member or members. Instead, the leaders are encouraged to:

			•	Get the unit to safety as soon as possible

			•	Rest the unit for 24-72 hours, if at all possible

			•	Encourage discussions in squad-sized After-Action Reviews of what happened, why it happened, what will be done to prevent it from happening again (if possible), and what purpose was served by the sacrifice

			•	Reinforce the rules of engagement and Law of War, and remind your Marines that revenge not only dishonors the Corps and those who have sacrificed, but it also is self-defeating in a counterinsurgency conflict

			•	Honor the fallen through memorial services, physical memorials, and other celebrations

			Perhaps you noticed, as I did, how often the word “possible” is used: “as soon as possible”, “if possible”, “if at all possible”. Grief is typically put on hold, because to acknowledge it – let alone express it – requires calling a time-out.

			That’s not always possible in the midst of battle. But grieving is necessary, as John McCary insisted in a letter from Iraq to his mother in 2004:

			When you’ve held a conversation with a man, briefed him on his mission, his objective, and reminded him of the potential consequences during the actioning of it, only to hear he never returned, and did not die gracefully, though blessedly quickly, prayerfully painlessly…you do not breathe the same ever after. Breath is sweet. Sleep is sweeter. Friends are priceless. And you cry. There’s no point, no gain, no benefit but you are human and you must mourn. It is your nature.

			Think about the times you’ve grieved the death of a friend. Go back to the list of factors leading to complicated grief. Now you’ll begin to understand that what we’re going to consider here is something very, very different.

		


		
			 

			Friend or Brother?

			The popular mini-series Band of Brothers took its title from what has become known as the St. Crispan’s Day speech in Shakespeare’s Henry V:

			This story shall the good man teach his son;

			And Crispin Crispian shall ne’er go by,

			From this day to the ending of the world,

			But we in it shall be remembered –

			We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;

			For he to-day that sheds his blood with me

			Shall be my brother…

			Since Shakespeare’s time we’ve often heard soldiers, sailors and Marines refer to their battle buddies as “brothers”. Even though it’s somewhat problematic, given the increasing role of women on the front lines, the designation has stuck.

			In writings as far back as the ancient Greeks, the relationship between soldiers has been described as comparable to family. A family is a group of people related by blood that functions together with common goals and dependency. “Blood is thicker than water,” right?

			In the military, nothing can be accomplished without the trust and dependability of those in the unit. That cohesiveness is the difference between success and failure, life and death, every hour of every day. The bond is stronger than a normal friendship because your lives depend on it. So, when asked why they refer to their friends as brothers, you are likely to get an answer along the lines of “because they mean as much to me as family.” Referring to other soldiers as family members
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