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War without end

THE ARMY GAVE SGTS. MICHAEL BUYAS AND BRENT BRETZ DIRECTION AND SELE-RESPECT. AFTER THEY WERE WOUNDED, THEY FOUGHT A
SECOND WAR T0 REBUILD THEIR BROKEN BODIES AND RECONNECT WITH THEIR FAMILIES. BUT ONE BIG PIECE HAD BEEN MISSING — GETTING
TOGETHER WITH THEIR BATTALION TO SEE WHETHER THEY WOULD STILL FIND THE ESTEEM THEY HAD KNOVWWH ONLY WITH FELLOW SOLDIERS.

Draswe ¥l raveier £ The Chnnicle

Sgt. Brent Bretz reunited with a girlfriend, Ashley Andren, after coming home from lrag. As 2 double amputec, he had to figure out all over again what it meant to
be a man. Heading off to a homecoming ball for his battalion last fall in "Facoma, Wash, he espectally wondered about his identity as a soldier.

| THE SERIES |

SUHBAY Walter Recd Anny Medi-
cal Center is whore many of the
war's most daraged sobdiers start
thair agonizing recoveries.

RANDAY Being a haro in contral
Wazhington ctate is a thrill, but for
Michael, the rhallenges of having
a younyy famvily, no career and no
Iegs canbe ovenvhelming.

TUESDAY Brent finds that.in
plunging back into the bar scene
at home in Arizona, his refationstip
with his maothsr strains to tha
breaking point.

TODAY Perh:ps the bigyest mile-
stone Is joining fellove sokdiers and
1emembering haw, evzn vathout
l2gs, to stand tall.

STORY BY JOAN RYAN
PHOTOGRAPHS BY DEANNE FITZMAURICE AND MICHAEL MACOR

‘Tacona, Wash, — Inside the sec.
ond-floor ballrooni of the Greater Ta-
coma Convention & Trade Center, a
banner stretched above the dance floot:
“Welcome Home 1-5 Bobcats — Opera-
tion Iragi Freedom — We Aze So Proud
of Qur Heroes!” Balloons {loated above
linen-draped tables decorated with ot-
chids and miniature Ainerican flags.

Qutside, in the warm October eve.
ning, soldiers in dress greens and dress
bittes, each jackel studded with ribbons
and pins, spilled from their cars, They
grreted each other by last mames the
vay soldiers do. They hugged, slapped
backs, tradrd barbs Wives and cifl
friends, tieir beauly-salon hair curled
over their shoulders, teetcred on high
lieols and smoothed the wrinkles front
their gowns.

The men of the 151 Battation, Sih In-

fantry Regiment oul of Forl Lewis ~a
few miles from Tacoma — had re-
turned 10 days earlier fron Lheir year-
long tour of duty in Iraq. The ball was
an Arny tradition, celebrating a battal-
ion’s homecoming from war.

Two soldiers had been looking for-
ward to the gathering with heightened
anticipation.

‘Tlurty-year-old Michael Buyas and
23.year-old Brent Bretz were sergeants
in the 1-5's Charlie Company. In De-
cember 2004, within four days of each
uother, bombs blew off their legs. As the
company {ouglt together in Iraq for
another 10 inonths, Michael and Brent
- like so many of the more than 17,000
American soldirs wounded in Iraq —
slipped off alone Lo their own private
wars, inside hospital rooms and phys-

1

’@ SFGate.
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PODEAST: Reporter Jaan Ryan
tatks about the story tehind
the series.

PREVIOUS CHAPTERS: To see
earlier staries and photos,
ga to SFGate.com/
wanvithoutend/.

SLIDESHOWS: Dazens of
additional photes hy Deanne
Fitzmaurice and Michael
Macor are online,

VIDED: An update on how Brent
and Michael are doing from
videographer James lrwin

is afso available.
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ical thetapy clinics, inside the intricate -

circles of their families, inside their
wwn heads,

Michael and Brent had found, at
least early on, hat they grieved nearly
as much for the lost camarlerie and
the lost sense of puspose as {or theit fost
limbs. The shared experience of war
lhad forged a bond among them and
their fellow soldiers that they shared
with no one clse. They missed Uheir
tribe.

There was somcething else, tno. Mi-
chael and Brent [ell they had been their
best in the Army, Michael as a vehicle
commander and Army Ranger, Brent
as a sniper. They had been cxrellent
soldiers. For the lizst tiree in their lives,
tley had been leaders, men who conld
be depended upon. Their injuries ook
all that away and, in many ways, seni
them back 10 the years before they en-

listed, to that cicase of time between”

childliond and adulthood when they
were trying to figure out what it meant
tn be men. Theis injuries were lorcing
them to figwre it ont all over,

Far this one night they wnuld be
back with the tribe, with guys whe
spoke in militacy shorthand and under-
stoad the inside jokes from Irag about
the flics and the warm Pepsi and the
Red Bull and Gatorade cocktails, Brent
and Michael wouold wear their wni-
forms like cveryone else, The ball
meant that despite everything, for at
least these few hiours, they were soldiers
again.
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Brent putled on s suspenders, con-
torting himsel{ in his chair to affix the
clips to the back of his shicks. It was a
few hours befoir the ball. Five of his
Army buddies had cunverged on his
friend Phil Becker’s apariment to put
on their dress blues or dress greens be-
fore climbing into a limo to pick up
thiecir dates.

“They got nie the gayest suspend-
ers,” Brent said, studying the black pair
he had received from the Army a day
earlict. Everyone else scemed to have
white. He rolled himself toa fuil-length
mirror in the living room. He had a
Relling Rock beer tucked between his
legs.

“No problem, dude,” caid Kevin
Kryder, a broad, shaved-head soldier
who doted on his friends like a deu
mather. ITe flipped open his cell phone
and called a friznd who apparently had
access to white suspenders. He'd bring
them to the ball.

‘The last time Brenl wote his dress
bltes, six months carlier, he was in a
tonm at the Mandarin Oriental Hotel
in Washington, D.C,, for an Anned
Forces Foundation dinner. He needed
his mether, his sister, 2 nufsc and the
nurse’s boyfriend to maneuver hisarms
and legs itto the uniform.

‘This time Brent had left his mother,
Kathy Pearce, behind at the Sheraton
next to the Tacmna convention center.
The Army had invited hier to the ball in
appreciation of het devoling herself so
completely to Brenl’s 1ecovery. Bren!
was not happy she had come, muci less

that he had ta share a remn witl her, as
they had for all those months at the
guesthonse ot B:ooke Army Medical
Center in San Antonio,

‘Their relationship was still strained
from Kathy asking Brent to move out of
her home in Mesa, Ariz. She could no
longer watch him go out drinking ev-
ery night vile lic was still on heavy
medications, taking what she believed
were serious risks with a body that was
still so fragile, But Brenl knew she also
couldi’t let go. She called him often on
his ecll phote, checking in, though she
could hear the annoyance in hier son's
clipped answers. :

Being back at Fort Lewis only tein-
forced Brent’s need to break from his
mother. Surrounded by his Army bud-
dies at Phil's apartimens, he felt more
like himself than he had since be lost
his legs. He was going to the ball «ith

' his new gitlfriend, Ashley Andren, a

votng woman he had dated casually
before shipping out to liag.

Brent slipped on the white shirt Kev-
in had ironed for him, but he couldn’t
button the culfs. “Can you do Uhis for
me?” he asked Phil. Phil had been his
closest (riend when they lived at Fort
Lewis. While the battalion was in lraq,
Phil's wife moved into an apartiment ac-
cessible only by stairs, But when Phil
returied, he relocated them to a
ground-floor unit so Brent would have
casy access swhen he visited.

Brent undraped his blue jacket from
the hanger uu the doorknoband leaned
almost off the wheclchair to coax his
tigid left arm into the sleeve. Tlie blue

| THE BATTALION'S LOSSES |

By Whe time the Ist Battalion, Sth infantry Regiment returned from
Tray, five soldiers had been killed and 150 wounded — 35 seriously
enaugh to be evacuated, Brent and Michael lost both legs, three others
lost one leg, and another lost a foat. One lieutenant lost an eye.

At the hattalion’s homecoming ball in Ociober, an etnpty table by the

- front stage was st for five ini remembrance of the soldiers who were kiiled.

One, Staff Sgt. jutian Melo, had been in Charlie Company with Brent and
Michacl before transferting te Headquarters Company. He was killed by a

. suicide bomber minutes afier Michael had chatted with him in the mess hall
- at the battalion's headquarters in Mosul. The altack on Dec. 21, 2004 — two
- days after Brenl's injury and two days before Michael's — killed 22 people

and wounded 69, Melo vwas< 47 and the father of two.

{ A BRIGADE'S IMPACT |

‘Ihe Ist Brigade, 25th Infantey Division, in which Michael and Brent’s
unit was one of three infantry battalions, recently was awarded the Vatoraus
Unit Award, the equivalent to a Sitver Star. ‘The commander of the Ist
Ralialion, 5th Infantry Regiment, Lt. Col. Todd McCallrey, said he is proud
of the brigade’s work during its yearlong tour in Iraq.

In the Tigrs River Valley near Mosul, McCallrey said, the brigade re-
huilt the local police foree from 300 to more than 9,000, It helped trait fraqi
recruils, expanding the Iragi anny in the area froin 700 to 12,800. It medi-
eally screened more than 2,000 Iragi childien and worked on 415 projects to
improve schools, hospitals, clinics, bridges, roads, water and sewers,

‘The brigade rescued nine kidnap viclims, found 233 enemy caches, de-
tained 3,050 suspected insnrgents and killed 550, 1i faced 3,056 enemy at-
tacks, including 1,335 by improvised explosive devices and 84 by suicide
bombers. It uncovered and disabled 439 1EDs.

Mosul “certainiy has 2 long way lo go,” McCaffrey said. “Hov-ever, Mike and

At tire haltalion bat, Spt. Michael Buyas got his fisst chance to talk at Jength with the soldiers who Brent, along with their fellow soldiers, made a huge difference for the good in
were with lim when a bomb was detonated under their Stryker. “You vere propped up on your northem Iraq. My hope is that, despite their sacrifice, they and others wounded
elbows 1alking to me,” one told him. “Until I noticed your legs, T didn’t think you were hurt at all.” leside them lake avay some sense of accomplistunent for their setvice.”
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plastic brace on his arm finally was
gone, teplaced by an elastic bandage.
But the togue bone growth that
plgued most amputecs seturning from
lray had new engulled Brent's eibow
jotim, cementing it in place. The joint
was tiseless. Doctors lalked to Brent
about breaking the etbow and resetting
it at an angle that at least would allow
Breat to teach his hand to his pants
pocket. His shoulder jrint and his hand
still worked, so even willout a bending
elbowy, he could push the whecls of his
chair, "[hat was another change in re-
cent weeks: He had traded in his elee-
tric chair for a smanual one <o he
wouldn’t look, in his words, like an old
wan.

e expected to have his last leg sur-
gevies in the beginning of Novenber.
11 figured he'd be at Brooke for three
weeks in tecovery then be up on pros-
thelic Jegs by Christinas.

As he diessed in Phil's living room,
Brent noticed a light bruise just above
the elbow. He thought it might be the
beginnings of an infection bwt figured
I wanld deal with it when he went to
Brooke in a couple weeks, He seeined
to be pretending lie wasnt wounded, as
il the damage to his body existed anly if
he allowed himself lo think about it. He
put the bruise out of his mind. He but-
toned his facket and pulled at the wings
ol his bow tie. He looked at himself in
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the mirror and cocked his tamiliar half-
sinile. )

From across the room, Phil waiclied
his friend watch himself. “Lookin'
good, Fags,” he cracked, coining a new
nickname. . -

At 6:15, a quarter-hour after the pre-
dinner reception had begun, Michael
and his wile, Carrie, pulled their van
into a Jundicapped parking space by
the side entrance Lo the Sheraton. They
had dropped off their thiee sons at 2
friend’s apartiient for the night and
had been caught in Lraffic on Interstate
5 on the way back. They still had to
shower and dress.

It was typical Michael, moving at his
own pace, nuiing late. But he also was
different lromn the man who, during the

, seemed incapable of func-
tioning without his wife at his side. Car-
rie had been with him at Walter Reed
Army Medical Center in Washington,
D.C, for the first six months of his re-
covery, but she returned to their Wash-
ington stale home in the summer, Mi.
chael was on his own just one day when
he called lier in a panic. He couldn’t do
this by himsel, he said. Carrie flew
hack and stayed for a week. But their
three young sons needed her. She had
to leave. He'd have to go it alone.

in the quict of Carrie’s absence, Mi-

chael had to face the nightmares and
sell-loathing that tore at him and his
martiage, He had been able to bury the
maost difficult questions = What did he
want of his life? What kind man was he
going t be? — beneatls the bravado of
the relurning hero. Naw Carrie wasn't
arnund to prop him up, to allow him to
play the hero’s role Uiough hie was the
fitst to admit he hadn™ carned the title:
What had he done except have the bad
luck to be blown up? Michael knew he
liad reached a crossroads. He had to
choose between the loser and the hero,
the drifler he was befote he enlisted
and the leader he had become after. He
had to decide which man would tetum
to Carric,

Michael found himself working
harder in physical therapy, He finally
made an appointment to be fitted for a
socket on his prosthesis that would
more cvenly distribute his weight on
the end of his qump and cause less
pain. One day he walked haif a mile
{rom his room at the Mologne House, 2

" guesthouse on the grounds of Waltes

Reed, 1o the hospital. A few days later,
lie walked both ways. Soon, hie was
walking around the shops and restan-
rants in the nearby Marytand city of Sil-
ver Spring. If he had to, he couid toler-
ate his prostheses for up to eight hours,
four times Jonger than he could during
the suinmer.

Michael also had weaned himself
som methadone, the synthetic opiate-
conunonly prescribed for heroin ad-
dicts Irying to kick their habii, which he
had leen taking for pain. It took three
weeks of intermittent chills and hot
flashes, of slecping for long siretches ot
not sleeping at all Without the drug,
he felt mote energetic. He took lower
doses, too, of Percocet for pain, Gabitril
for anxiety, Zocor for cholesterol and
Zololt for depression. But he still need-
ed slecping pills to guell the night.
mares, ‘The Mologne House had given
Michael a roommate when Carrie left,
but after twe nights of Michael's
screams, the roommate left and Mi-
chacl didn'l gret another one.

Back home without Michael, Carrie
was undergoing changes of her own.
She was cublivating an independence
she had never known. She was making
decisions about the construction of 3
new houre {inanced by donations solic-
ited by a local radio station. Before Afi-
chael’s injury, she would have deferred
to him, afraid of making a mistake. She
was becoring more Michacl’s partner
than his undrrling, a role she had will-
ingly filled since falling in love with
him at the age of 15.

Still, when she was faced with driv-
ing lour hours with the children to

- mmeet Michael igx Tacoma for the ball,
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she batked. She wanted Michacl to fly
home and drive with her. But in the
=nd, she made the teip on her own. Mi-
chael flew directly from D.C. o Tace-
na. .

As the couple waited now in the ho-
tel lobby for the clevator, Michael
checked his watch as the elevator doors
opened. They would have to hurry. The
ball’s opening ceremony, in which he
and other wounded soldiers would be
honnred, was sclicduled 1o begin in just
A5 minutes.

Drent stid himse!l from the backseat
ol the fimo into his wheelchair on the
sidewatk outside the convention center.
He watched his date, Ashley. emerge in
a red satin halter dress. They had 1e-
kindled their pre-lraq romance when
Ashlcy visited him in Arizcna over the
summet. She bad scemed relieved that
Jir was the same Beent, partying and
joking the way he always had. He coust-
ed her with the sune charm that lad
won her aver at Fort [ewis. He banded
biet a rose in the limousine on the ride
over,

Brent was happy to have a striking
young woman at hig side a: he wherled
himmself through the thranps of soldicrs
and tieie dates drinking cocklnits from
1he cash har inside the conventinn cen-
lor, Every few feel s:ancone rushed wp
10 shake his hand and lean in for a huy,
stying how great ft vas 1o see hin.
Rrent knew the soldiers meant what
they said. They were effusive. But there
was no mistaking the look in their cyes.
They couldn’t imagine themszives in
his place.

When Bient and Ashley made their
way o Iable 44, Breot's mother was al.
ready there. Two soldiers from the bat-
talion had met her al 6 sharp in the lob-
by of the Sheraton with a single vellow
rose wrapped tn cellophane and h.d es-
cotted her to the convention center a
block away. Brent barely acknosledged
her when he rolled up to the table.
When she leaned ever to straighlen his
tie, hie gently pushed her hand away.

Capt. Mickey "Itanmutt was wp on
slage lalking about the wounded from
their battalion.

“These leroes’ sacrifices helped
each one of us teturn home slely,” he
said.

Fle began to introduce the wounded
soldicrs, starting with those from Alpha
Cowpany, then Bravo and finally to
Michael and Brent's company, Charlie.
“The two chairs next to Kathy, teserved
for Michael and Catrie, were still enp-

ly.

“Sgt. Brent Bretz "Traugutt booined
from the stage.

Brent’« buddies around the room, es-
pecially Phil and Kevin and his {riends
from the limo, hooted and screame.
Brent tried 1o stay cool, but he broke
o a lull-faced, wide-eyed smilie. At
that meoment, he looked almost radion!,
the way young ma and women do in
photos from graduations or weddings.

Sam iz
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He had thist look of utter happiness, not
only for having arsived at this point but
alsn for having atrived with people whe
were sbsolutely, wnwaveringly crazy
about him. Any doubts Brent harbored
about his place in the 11ibe disappearcd
into the cheers and applause.

‘Traugutt moved em tn the next nane
in the alphabetical list. "Sgt. Michzel
Buyast™

Cheers went up. Trauguit’s eyves
scanned the tables. Several soldiers
craned their necks, trying to spot Mi-
chael.

Atthat monent, at the {ar end of the
ballreom, a side door burst open. A sol-
dicr appeared in the 1ectanale of light
from the lobby. He was tall and bread-
shouldered. He leaned o1 2 cane. Some
in the crowd stood up to see. Sgt. Buvas?
But Buyas had no legs. This soldier was
walking.

Michael moved into the room, slow-
Iy but confidently, walking on his pros.
thetic legs wilth only a slight limp, as if
he bad a sore {oot. With the applause
rising in his ears, Michael waved ard
smiled, stopping every few yasds to a=-
crpt the hugs and handshakes of sci-
diers e had not seen since Irag

Carriz vatked at his side in a slinky,
single-strap diess. She lield her hus-
band'sarm lightly. She saw the looks on
the faces of 1he soldiers who rashed up
to greet him. They seemed truly to love
him. In their eves she saw the reflection
of the strong, solid man she had kissed

goodbye at Fort Lewis a year earlier,
vhen the battalion left for iraq. She
never doubted, even whea Michael
himselt did, that the man she had fallen
in love with as a teenager was still in-
side that broken body.

Michae! seemed to see it, tno. There
was something different abowt him
from the last time he had received a
hero’s welcome, at the Wenatchee air-
post the previous May. He wasn't play-
ing a role this time. In his mind then,
lic had done nothing heroic, Now lLe
knew that bis heroisim had been earned
in the Iast few imenths at Walter Reed,
wihien he pushed his aching, burning
inmscles to clitnb another flight of stairs
and finish anather round of sit-ups.

When Michael reached Table 44, he
was so engulfed in well.wishers he
didn't see Brent two chairs away. But
Rrent was watching him. He saw Mi-
chael it his pant leg to show off the
chiome-colored  prostheses that al.
lewed him 1o shed his wheelchair. The
alhee soldiers marveled at the machin-
cry. Some snapped  photos. They
couldn't believe how well he walked.
No ane would ever know he was miss-
ing both legs, they said.

Brent sard nothing.

Col. Robert Brown, the brigade
I der and highest-ranking offi-
corat the ball, Teft his own table Lo join
the knot of admirers. “You're a great
mspiration,” he said, pumping Mi-
chaet's hand.

When Michael sat down, Carrie rest-
ed her chin on his shoulder. e looked

as handsome as she had ever seen him.
His face had filled out. His armas had
bulked up from all those months push-
ing the wheels of his chair. She noticed
Brent watching him. Brent was so dif-
feret from the list time she and Mi-
chael had seen him, in the physical
therapy room and cafeteria sitx months
earlier at Walter Reed. Brent had been
slow-talking and foggy from heavy
medication and as helpless as a child,
wholly dependent on his inother.

Michael reached behind Kathy's
chiair to shake Brent's hand.

“So you walked all the way over
here?” Brent asked. He wasnt even
cluse to getting mechanical prostheses,
mauch less walking a city block from the
Sheraton to the convention center and
back again. Brent was still facing major
surgery in two weeks al Brooke to re-
move the bony growths from his
stwnps. Doctors told him his legs
would have to be sewn 1ogether for
thsee weeks taallow 1he skin graft from
one leg to regenetate on the other. He
wotld need scveril months before his
legs were strong enough again to toler-
ate prostheses.

Carrie stood to snap a photo of Mi-
chael with Brent. 'Ihey both looked
dashing in their uniforms. Carric told
them to smile. Kathy leaned to onc side
to get out of the frame.

‘The brigade contmander had spo-
ken front the stage about the courage,
nobility and strength of the war woand-

Jason lones, Bront's cousin, became his constant companion in Arizona when they moved in logether. Jason also has
tried to step inlo the role that Brent's mother hil played: caretaker aud protecior, After Brent letl ill at dinner one
night two weeks ago, Jason helps him into the hospital in ‘Fempe, Ariz.
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cle:vo cover the HO or leave the stump as
it is and see whether 3t can toletate the
prosshiesis,

“l don't worty about #t toe much,”
thent said carlier in the month, before
1his latest setback. “Tiake it day to day. It's
casier o handle that way.”

Michael is still at Walter Reed, wait- -

ing for final word on the date of his
dixcharge from the military. He experts
10 be notified this week, which means
e should be home for good early next
wonth,

During the fall, Michael traveled be-
iween Walter Reed and lis home near
Lake Chelan, Wash. He saw the roof go
up on his new house and the floors and
windows jnstalled.  The donalions
through KOZI radio reached abom
$100,000 by the year's end,

Michael has been back at Walter
Reed since Dec. 28, He has been show-
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ed, as if 1hose words had the same
meaning in each injured soldier’s
ripped-up life. Michael and Brent, side
by side in Carrie's photo, seemed like
an etmblem for the thousands of men
and women who returned from Iraq
scatred and bumed, without hands or
feet, without eyes of legs, or with such
damage to theit brains they would nev-
et live independently again

“they rebuilt their lives in their own
ways, depending on their character
traits, the nature of their families, the
complexily of their injuries. But war
wounded shared something with each
other that the rest of the soldiers did
not. They carvied 1he war howe in their
bodies. For Michael and Brent, the war
was in their hones and skin, at the ends
of their suumps.

Michael hobbled out at 9:30, before
the dancing had begun. His legs were
sore [rom wearing his dress shoes,
which didn’t give his legs as much sup.
port as sueakers. He had 10 get back 1o
the hotel 1o lake the prostheses off ard
rest, Brent feft with his ftiends about an
lour fater, They were going to cruise
up to Seattle and hit some bars. But get-
ting in and ot of the limo proved to be
tising for Bient, and everyone agreed
just 1o go back 10 Phil's.

When Brent returned to Arizona,
the bruise on his arm tumed ont to be
irouble afier alk, He was diagnosed willy
an infection, landing him in the hospi-
talin Phocenix and delaying his feg sur-
gery at Rrooke Army Medical Center,
e teansferred to Brooke in mid-No-
vembee. 1t turnied out he didn't have an
infection after all. He underwent sw-
gery to remaove heterotopic ossification,
or HO, (rom his left leg on December 2.
He flew home for Christmas then re-
turned to Brooke in mid-January, hop-
ing to complete one final surgery to re-
move the HO in his right leg and re-
place the skin graft on the stump.

ing up semi-regularly to physical thera-
py. Mostly, he has been working on his
“med boards,” the claborate process of
paperwork and interviews that pre-
cedes a medical discharge and deter-
smines a soldicr’s monthly benefits. He
no longer pleads with Carrie to visit,
though he tattooed her name in script
an his ding finger.

He plans to take a year off to spend
with Cantie and the boys and to finish
the house, Then maybe, he said, he'll
gotoschool or help his brother Charliz
with shocing horses. He scemmed in no
hurry to make a concrete plan. Maybe
he'll becomne, as some small-town he-
roes dn, a professional celebrity, cut-
ting ribbons, talking to Rotary groups,
jndging the apple pie bake.off.

For all his indrpendenoce now, the vul-
nerability ol having no legs is never likely
to disappear, as he was reminded one al-
ternoon in mid-T-chruary. tle was wear-
ing a new Jeg that wosks by hydraulics

Doctors had already decided not to
sew his legs together. They had anather
plan to provide a cushioned coves for the
HO on the right stun:p. They wanted to
use Brent’s feft biceps Brent resisted.
Losing his biceps meant losing the use of
the arm fosevet, even if an acceptable el
bow seplacement wete developed in the
future. He couldn't operate an artificial
elbow withoul his biceps muscle.

But the decision about surgery was
it off when doctors found an infection
inAhe elbow. Tiie bone was so infected
that some of it looked like cottage cheese.
Doctoss scraped il out and removed all
the pins and brackets that seemed to ag.
gravate the frequent infections.

Rrent went bone to Arizona in early
February with an IV bag pumping antibi-
otics into his body 24 hours a day for six
woeks, Ry then, Brent was beginning to
consider wing his biceps to cover his
right stump. Using the biceps meant doc-
tors could leave the HO as it was, avoid-
ing the rick of shortening his leg as they
cut anay the rogue bone growth. He still
hasn't made a decision becase two

weeks ago the infection in his arm wors-
cned.
Brent became ill at a restaviant one
night, and his consin Jason Jones rushed
him to the emergency room. He had a
102V2degree  tempetature.  tHe eould
Tarely hold his head up. He was admilted
1o the hospital in Tempe, then transfesred
10 Brooke in Sar Antonia. Dottors there
performed surgery on the clbow to re-
move antibiotic “beads,” which had been
implanted months ago and had nm their
course. Brent is still being tesled to pin-
point the source of the new infection and
lo determine how Lo treat it.

Brent’s mother, Kathy, said Tuesday
that they hoped to have answers in the
next day or s They expedt, in any case,
that Brent will be on intravenous antibi-
otics for six more weeks [n the mean-
time, he will be fitted for a prosthesis on
his left deg in the next few weeks. And
Brent will decide what he wants to do
about the right leg — e his bireps mus-

rather than a microprocesso; he can
wear it hanting and lishing withous wor-
rying about water and dit damaging

* high-tech mechanisms. But it doesnt ad-

just as autovuatically to unexpected mave-
ments as the computerized C-Leg does.

When Michael stepped off a cuth
outside the Mologne House at tunch-
time, he came down harder on his foot
than he had intended. The new leg
snapped off from its socket at the knee.
Michael leli backwaid, landing on his
taitbone.

“First time anylhing like that ever
happened,” he said, trying to Jaugh it
off, insisting he wasn't hurt

A Chronicle photographer helped
him to his feet and back into his room,
whare he strapped on his C.Leg and
wilked back out 1o the curb,

I the 15 manths since Michacl and
Brent lost 1heir legs, about 6,500 more

American men and women have been
wounded and abaut 990 killed, accord-
ing o statistics compiled through De-
partment of Defense and other re-
ports.

Since the beginning of the war, 434
have returned home without hands or
feet or arms or begs At least 62 have lost
more than one limb.

Somewhere at this moment, a sol-
dier or Marine is driving down a road
in Itaq, and an IED is waiting, and an-
other name will appear on the list of
the war wounded. Tlien a ncw war will
begin, fought in private, beyond the
headlines, destroying some things and,
in unexpecied ways, delivering others.

F.mail foan Ryan at
joanryan@sichronicle.com,
Deanne Fitzmaurice ot
dfitzmaurice@s{chronicle.com
and Michael Macor at
mmacor@sfchronicle.com.



