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Play highlights
the tragedy of
veteran suicide
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By Sean Flynn
Stalf wriler

NEWPORT — Xavier Zav-
ala hasg served as a Marine
Corps infantryman for the
past 14 years, including tours
of duly in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. One of his friends, alsp
a combat veteran, cominitted
suicide.

“If you've been shot al,
or had an IED (improvised
explosive device) explode
next to you, and you were
Tucky enough to walli away to
live anaother day, you should
entbrace your life more tightly
than ever,” Zavala said. “IPs a
damn shame {o waste it'with
suieide.”

Zavala wag one of more
than 80 people who filled the
small Megley Theatre at Salve
Regina University on Tuesday
nightfor a performance of the
Greek Ivagedy “Ajax,” written

by Sophocles more fhan 2,500

years ago about a theme that
remains univerzal.

Ajax was a veleran of
the Trojan War, and charac-
terized by his fellow Greek
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‘Don't treat veterans
as victims. Ajax was
a suffering man, but
he is a noble man
and not a victim,'
SISTER JANE GERETY

president of Salve Regina University,
where a production of ‘Ajax’ was
performed Tuesday

combatants as a “maddened

warrior.” He kills sheep,

-goats and othier animals of the

Greeks as part of his dés’cent
into madness before he kills
himself,

The play was a production
of the Pell Center for Inter-
national Relations.and Pub-
He Policy, staged by Reader's
Theater and directed by Toin
Gleadow. The first perfoi-
mance took place on Veterans
Day, but therearemove perfor
mances scheduled.

As partof the Pell Center’s
“Story in the Public Square”
initiative, the play servés as
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the opening for community
conversations about the chal-
fenges facing veterans refurn-
ing from war’

Every day, 22 veferans take
their owm lives, according to
government statistics. Thal’s
asulelde évery 65 minutes. As
sheeking as the nmumber s, it
may actually be higher

The figure, released by
the Department of Veterans
Affairs In Februaty, is based
on the agency’s owni data and
nambers reported by 21 states
from 1999 througls 2011, Those
siates represent about 40 pert
centof the U8, population. The
other states, mehuding the fwo
largest (California ahd Texas)
and the fifth-largest (Mlinois),
did not make data available.

Some deaihs remain
uncounted. For example; if a
veteran intenticnally crashes
acarordies of adrug ovevdose
and leaves no note, that death
nay not be cotmted as A 'suicide,

Those statfstics, and others
like them, were broughtupin
the form after the play.

Zavala was one of severil
vetérans in the audience, and
his comments kept the audi-
ence rapt because he spoke
from experience in the battle
field and with colleagues suf
fering from theimpact of wan

“My sentiment is-that sul-
c¢ide is the wrong thing tede,”
he satd. “We have an obliga-
tion tollve and welcome those
who return, People shonld
{nke the gift of life wifh gratl-
tude.”

During the discussion,
people wanted {o know how
to thank & veteran, and what
can be donhe to assist them.

“The hest way to thank a
vetelmi is to be a good oith
zen,” Zavala said. "Use your
freedom respensibly and con-
tribute to your commumity in
any way you can.”

‘Don’theatveleransasvie
tims,” sald Sister Jane Gevety,
Salve’s prestdent. “Afax was
a suffering man, but heisa
noble man and not a vietim,”

Shesafdnwsesaretrained
toask menand women if they
have served, and to make
them aware of the people and
resolrees that are availabie i
they are needed.
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Robert Hackey, a visiting
fellow at the Pell Center and
a professor of healih policy
and management at Provi-
dence College, said anelent
Greek drama is an fmportant
o0l for raising awrreness of
contemporayy policy issues,

“This iz sofar beyond what
we Iinitially énvisioned,” he
{old the aclors, divector and
producers after the perfor-
mace, “Pijust in awe.”

Hackey said suicide isnow
the leading cause of death
amang people in the nation’s
armed services.

“In the past coupleof years,
more have taken their own
liveg than have died on the
battiefield,” he said.

He asked more people fo be
aware of what they ean do to
welcome back the troops.

“Gneof the things wewant
io do is aveid endings like In
this play,” heraid.

Citing apractice pushed by
the CEOQ of Starbucks, hesaid,
“Ome of thehest ways te honor
veterans is to hive veterans.”

“I try lo eonnnunicate at
least once 8 week with com-
bat veterans whoarefriends,”
said Cory Crew, whe plaved
Ajax, “Ii's aneasy thing todo.”

The performancesof “Ajak”
and the following communily
conversations tomight and
Thursday night at the Meg-
ley Theatre are booked, but
ihere ave still seals avallable
at the Contemporary Theater
in South Kingstown on Sun-
dayat2pm.

Cther performances
include:

4+ Bowab Studio Theater at
Pravidence College, Monday,
7pam.

# Sandywoods Center for
the Arts, Tiverton, Tuesday,
7 pm.

+ Blackstone River The-
atre, Cumberland, Thursday,
Naov, 20,7 pu

“Ajax” was made possi-
ble in part by a granl from
the Rhode Istand Council for
the Humandties, an indepen-
dent afMliate of the Natiohal
Endowment for the Humani-
ties, The grant is part of the
“Standing Together: The
Humanities and the Experi-
ence of War” initiative, which
siipports veterans-related pro-
grammifug within each state,
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