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War without end

FOR DOUBLE AMPUTEE SGT. BRENT BRETZ, THE MEDICAL COMPLICATIONS OF HIS INJURIES ARE ONLY PART OF THE CHALLENGE OF HEALING.
THERE IS ALSO THE DIFFICULTY OF REDISCOVERING HUMOR AND PLAY, SELF-RELIANCE AND MANNOOD, PERHAPS MOST WRENCHING
IS AGURING OUT HOW TO PULL AWAY FROM THE PERSON WHO HAS BEEN AT HIS SIDE FROM THE BEGINNING — IS MOTHER.

Ten months after he lost both legs in Iraq. Sg1. Brent Bretz had traded in his electric wheclchair for a manual one and was veuturing back into the life lie
ted belore shipping ont. He and his 4-year-old danghter, Celeste, dressed as Tinker Bell, attend a Halloween block party in Temipe, Ariz., last fall.
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SUNHDAY Wya'ter Reed Army, led:-
cal Center 5 where maiy of the
war's most damaged soldints start
lheir agonicing recovelies.

MOHDAY Beng 3 heroin central
Waetunon ststz s a thnill, but for
Michael, the ~hallenges of ha.ing
ayoung famy, ro cateer and no
1295 can be overwhelniing

TODAY Beent firds thal, in plung-
ingg back into tha bar zeene at
home in Arizong, bis relationsh.p
with his mather strains to the
treaking point

WEDHESDAY Perhiaps the baggest
ilnlone is joining feliow sokders
hed rernembening howy, even
without Jegs, 1o stane) tall

STORY BY JOAN RYAN s PHOTOGRAPHS BY DEANNE FITZMAURICE

San ANTONIO — Six mouths after
bis Jegs were blawn off in Irag, 23-year-
old Aty sniper Brent Bretz jyzsled the
joystick on his eleciiic wheelehair to
coax it up the back tatnp of the taxi van.
1t was a moeggy June night in San Anto-
nio. Kathy Pearce, Bient's 52.year-ofd
mother, watched with the drver, te-
lieved that for once they could venture
from the Brovke A Medical Center
without having to find somenne to lift
her sou from his chair into the passen-
get seat,

“Fhis is something to think about,
bud,” Kathy said of the van and ramp.

“l am not osening 2 minivan,” Brent
said over his shoulde:r.

Kathy laughed. Brent had accepted
with little complaint, and even some
huor, the indignities that go with be-
ing conflined to a hospifal bed as doc-
toss cut, slitched and  patehed  his

barned and butchered body. And he
was iguting out how, with no legs and
a mangled et arm, 10 dress himself,
use Ihe toilet, take a shawer, open the
dior to the two-room snite he shared
with his mother at the Powless Guest
Flouse next to the huspital. He accepted
that his new relationship with his body,
like all new refationships, required
comptorise. But his 1999 Fotd F-1350
truck with the 13-inch lifts amd tractor
tires wemld not be one «f thei.

He tatked about the truck the way
olher peaple talked about theit homes.
When he was in fraqg, he said he inissed
his truck mors than anything except
Celrsie, his 4-year-old davgliter froma
btief marriage to his high school sweet-
heart, He had sunk $8,000 intw a new
teansimission, new thns, nes tires and a
new slereo systam. Belote e was de-
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loyed with Uhe 151 Battalion, Sth Infan-
uy Regiment in October 2004, he had
driven tie big black truck from Fort
Lewis in Washington to his mother’s
house in Mesa, Ariz, for safekeeping.
“Ihattruck is me,” lie often said.
Rrent was his mother's wild child, the
one who had pulled {urthest avay from
Ter as he grew up. In his teens, he had re-
belied against the siriet rules of her Mor-
mon faith hat prohibited aleohol, smok.
ingandevencoffee. Hefell inwith acrowd
that drank, smoked and staved ott late.
Kathy worried Uit be was ruining his life.
The mote lie pulled away from her, the
tighter she hekl on smtil it scemed every
conversation became a baltle.

Now, with his body devastated, Brent -

and his mother had fallen back into
roles they iad long ago left behind. 1te
depended on Kathy, She rarely 1efl his
side, managing cvery detail of lis life,
gifl Brent appreciated but one that also
made hiny want lo screans somelimes.
He regained his first measure of [ree-
dean in May whien he became an outpa-
lient, nearly six months alter being
wounded. By then, hie had transferred
[rom the National Naval Medicat Cen-
ter in Bethesda, Md, to Brooke Anny
Medical Center in San Antonio lo be
closer to his family in Arizona. e re-
gained his second measure of lreedom

when he got an clectric wheelchair. He -

no longet needed his mother to push
hitn like a baby in a stroller.

On this hot June night, he and his
mother were going todinner at Csacker
Barrel. He had getled his hair into tiny
peaks, like upside-down goatees, a style
hiis and his sniper pals had adopted in
Irag. So when he rolled into the restan-

sant, with his spiky bair and his sunken’

eyes and missing legs, he made quite an
entrance. Diners strained not to look.

“If 'da known you pravided chairs,”.

he cracked 1o 1he waitress, “1 wouldn'la
brought my owi.” The young woman
opened her inouth to reply but secmed
flummoxed and hurtied away.

He was in a playlul inood, in patl be-
cause he was (he subject of 4 dishy ru-
morthat he hadmarried Amy, oncofihe
nuinerous young women he had dated
while stationed at Fort Lewis, The cell
phone i his lap beeped, it had not
slopped since carly aflernonn, when the
first text message arrived from a friend
asking if the yumeor were true, Brent
held up the phone toread the Iatesl mis-

sive. He hroke into a crooked smile. It
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was from Amy herself,

“Tthink Pd remember my own wed-
dingf" " hesaid, reading the message out
foud.

Brent tapped out a response: “Where
should we go onour huneymoon?”

He had been hack in the United
Statessince Jamuary, two wecksailer the
supply truck he was driving near Mosul
hit an improvised explosive device, the
signature weapon of lraqi insitrgents.
Brent suffered severe hiead trauma, a
ruptuted spleen,a blown.out left elbow,
collapsed lungs, fractured (ace bones,
nerve damage that teft him deal in one
eat, second-degree buens ou half his
body, aud the loss of both legs. Doctots
were not sure he would live, Butthey sta.
bilized him at hospitals in Gennany
then transposted hitn to Belhesda. Nar-
mally, he would have been sent to Wat-
ter Reed Army Medical Center, but No-
vemberand December had been bloody
manths, with 1,927 wounded in eight
weeks, and every bed in the intensive
care unit at Walter Reed was filled.

Brent survived the blast and the trip
tothe United Statesonly 1o discover that

he had not left the war behind, He sim- -

ply was fighting 1 new one — against his
own body. lis fiercest weapon was called
heterotopic ossification, o 11O,

Instead of forming scar tissue argund
his wounds, Brent’s body was forming
bone. 1t grew like coral in both legs and
in his damaged left atm, preventing
Brent frem using prosthetic legs and

ing him on a steady dose of pain-

Killers. The HO had Icft the ends of his

stumps looking like lwo small sacks
stuffed witl walnuis. ‘I he rogue bone
growth had dislocated his elbow and
torn a tendon int his ari. It had pushed
one of the three metal piates in the anm
upthroughthe slin. Doclors had tohaut
Brent back into surgery lo open up the
ammagainand renove the plate. [0 can
continue growing for inore than a year,
so doctors told Brent and his mother
that they couldn't remove lhe bone until
the growth stopred.

Brent’s body was rebelling in ather
ways, too. He had pressure sores from
his arm brace and pain (rom skin grafts
on his thighs. Hehad infeclions, He had
tinging and pepping sounds in bis
blown-out left car and white spotsdanc-
ing in front of his left eve. “He has so
much healing to do, his body doesn't
know where to start [irsl,”" Kathy told
friends back home. '

Brent also faced 2 second battle that
was only beginning to become clear, As
he felt more like himsell again, he
chafed at hisdependence on hisimother.

It was a jarring contrast to his life asa
snipet and tea Jeader within his pla-
toon: slipping up hillsand behind build-
ings la close in on the ency, adapting
his camouflage (o the terrain, fising his
shots, slipping away again. He saw how
completely his mother had merged her
life with his, leaving her job as 2 book-
keeper in a law office 10 care for him
around the clock. He loved her and
teased her, and he knew she tried to pre-
setve whatever independence he had,
often answering questions about him
with, “T'hat’s sosnething for Brent tode-
cide.”

But he also believed he would be
more independent by now if she were
not around to plug in his wheelchair at
night, change the dressings on his skin
graltsand refill the compartments of his
weekly pill holders: “Sometimes,”™ he
confided to his siblings, “it’'s way too
much.”

In the restaurant, Kathy leaned over
tocut Breni's chicken-fried steak.

“This is driving e crazy,” he said,
looking down at his wheelchair, He had
been reminiscing about boyhoad sume-
mers when he jumped from cliffs
around Saguaro Lake in Arizona. Now
he couldn't even get into a car by him-
self. “Isit there and think, this just sucks,
that [ can't just jump up and get in my
truck and go. This sucks. This definitely
sucks. If | had my legs, I'd be gone,”

He sel down his fork, having made
barely a dent in his dinner.

What he gricved for most, he said,
wasthe jobhe left behind in lraq, Maybe
that sounded dumb 1o people who
haven't served in the military, he said.
They caw't understand the bond among
men who come to feel like brothers, or
the exhilaration of executing your part
of an opcration, especially one that de-
mands the skills of a sniper. He had
spent hours at the shooting range in
Fort Lewis, always striving o hit 40 ol 40
targets, He never wanled to be what he
called “an everyday infantryman.” Dur-
ing his training, as his group of snipers
played intense games of “capture lhe
flag.” the flag was taken just onee, and
Brenthad doneit. Iiehad crawled all the
way, slipping past three guards.

“It was the one thing thai I loved to
de,” he said.

When Kathy artived with Breat in
the physical therapy room at Brooke the
nest momning, she noticed a middle-
aged woman near |he exescise tables it

- ting ramrod straight, a smile so frozen

onher facethat shic jooked 1o be weating
a mask. Kathy figured she was a mother
who was new to this, still getting accus-
tomed to the puckered skin and ovzing
wounds, the smellof dying fleshand an-
tibictic cream, Lthe Jurching gait of men
balanced on spindly anificial legs.
Kathy liad been like her once, harrified
and griel-stricken but putting up a good
front.

Now, she moved through the bospi-

_tal and T toom as if she worked there,

which i a way she did. She was consid-
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ered by somee to be averprotective and
hy others to be a saint. She always
seemed chipper,and had becomesuch a
respected advocate for Brent that the
Department of Delense contacled her
abuut working for anew program called
Military Severely Injused. She would
help wounvded soldiers and their fami-
lies in Asizona transilion into civilian
life, advocating for them with the mil-
ilary, hospitals and the Department of
Veterans Affairs. She was scheduled to
fly to Washington, D.C, later in the
winnth for a job interview.

Kathy found a chair by the weight
machines and was chaiting with a phys-
ieal therapist as Brent did leg lifts stop a
padded table. When b finished lis
waorkoutan hour later, Kathy was telling
one of his doctots that no one had
rhanged the dressing on Brent's thigh
gralt so she had done it herself. She was
told to find 3 nurse next time, Brent paid
noattention. He sat in his chair, clicking
the joystick Jeft and then right, <pinning
wn cireles Kathy smiled when she no-
ticed the spinning. It was so Brent.

But she wotried, too, about the rest-
lessness. They wete going home inafew
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days. She conldn’t wait to sleep in her
e bed againamd tobe with her family.
Rt shie knew shie conldn 't protect Bren:
i Arizona the way she had during their
sivinonths al the hospitals e was still
frail and vulnerable to infections. Hi-
friends might not be careful enough
with him. They might not know that he
came within a whisper of dving She
worried that Brent might do something
stupid just to prove he was still the same
guy. She woriied that he would care
mote about being accepted by his
friends than about keeping himseli
healthy, She wanted hisnto be indepen-
dent, but she wanted evenmore for him
tobe =afe.

For Kathy, leaving Brooke meant
leaving the waderly, controlled world
where her son's broken body had been
healing. She felt, in going home with
Brent, as if she wese pushing open an
unfamiliar doos, and she wasbracing for
what waited on the other side.

The plane from San Antonio lznded
at the Sky Harbor International Airport
in Phoenix on a bright morning in July.

Kathy, emerging trom the gate at
Brent's side, wiped away tears when she
saw herchildren, grandehildien and the
twn dozen comsing, annts, uncles and
friends holding handmade “Welcome
Home™ signs and red white-and-blue
balloons. Brent's 4.ycar-old daughter
C=leste broke frontiie cxowd and threw
her arms around Brent's neck.

“What toox vou so long?” shie asked.

“T'm slow,” he <id.

“Daddy,” Celeste said, surveying the
cherting crond, “evarybody loves you.”

Breot looped his arn around his
danghter but conldn’t pull her up,
Breat’s sister Melony Merkley walked
over and lifted the little girl onto hislap,

Later, guests stresuned in L out of
Kathy's liouse, cating Mexican food,
platters of vegetables and othier treats
Brent's brother and sisters had prepared
for the homecoming party. Brent slept
tirough much of it, exhausted from the
trip. Late inthe afternoon, he rolled into
the Kitchentofind his other and sisters
leaning against the counters, talking
and laughing

“Um, Idon’t meanto bring thisupin
mixed company,” Brent sid, “but |

need to take a shower tonight ”

“lIhere’s a hose outside,” Mclany
cracked

“Somebody’s gonna have to arry
my, uh, butt in there,” he said.

He couldn't wheel himseli close
enough to the <hower to transfer onto
the chair in the stall. The thiee sisters
looked at each other and, as one, shout-
ed, “Russel]”

Russell Birtz, Brent’s only brother,
had lifled Brent inlo and out of the car
{rom the airport, and now carried him
into the shower. Afteiward, as Brent
dressed in his room, the cloth draped
over the miglitstand became tangled in
ene of hiswheels. He conldin't move. He
yelled and swhistied for five minutes,

Finally, he called his mother’s honie
number from his cell phone. His sister
Shilo Sessions answered in the kitchen,
just yards from Bremt's room. Brent,
makinz a joke of his helplessness, dis-
guised his voice, saying he wassomeone
named Pedro who needed a hand with
somcething. Shilo untangled him.

That night, his first at home, Brent
was determnined to let loose e wanted

Ment sullers from a particulacly virulent case of hieterelopic ossification, the regue bone growth thal plagues many amputees. EHis HO has caused setbacks in
his physical therapy, preventing him from being litled for permanent prostheses for more than a year. But he bas kept his cye on his goal — walking,
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to knock back sorme Rolling Racks and -

Jiger Bombs, a mixture of Jigeoeister
liqueur and Red Bull energy drink that
had been his [avorite cocktail in the bats
around Fout Lewis. He had put on jeans,
a black T-shirt and sunglasses. “Any-
body know where I put my shoes?” he
joked.

Kathy, standing in the doorway,
smiled aud shook her head. “OK, make
surethishousciscleaned up by the time
[ get back,” he teased. She bopped him
on the head with one of her grandcehild-
ten’s stubfed animals.

At the end of tre driveway wailed
Brent's enormtous, shiny, jacked-up
black Ford F-150, a “Bush-Cheney '04”
sticker on the back window. He rolled
himselfto U truck.

“Let’s go!” Brent catled to Russell,
who was trying 1o figure out how to lift
Brent into the eye-igh passenger seat.
Russelt bent his knees, gatliered his
brother in hisarmsand hoisted him asif
placing a heavy parcel en a high shelf,
Melany, another sister, Marie Flien,
and Russell’s wiie, Rohndia, climbed in-
tathe backseal.

“} miss this thing, I'm telling ya,"

Brent said, cranking the steceo. [ did’t .

seem to matler he was relegated to the
passenger seat of his own teuck. 1le
seemed happy just to be inside it again,
as if it were a portal back to his old life.

At the Stray Cat lounge in Tempe,
Rrent could bately see aver the bar from
his chair. He ordered a Rolling Rock,
drained it aml ordeted anather. He
tucked the bottle between his legs and
shot pool with Russell, propelling him-
self by patling on the edges of the table
with his righl hand. His damaged Icfl
armi and hand served as a passable prop
for his cue stick.

“Man, thisis hardl” Rrent said, langh-
ing when he missed a ball complelely.
His face had opened. The person
trapped inside the mangled muscles
and bonessecrued to be wriggling to the
surface. It wasasif e wete hreathing for
tie first time in months. He propelled
liimself toward the bar and banged into
the barston! hriween Marie and Rohn-
dia. He was showing them photos from
Fort Lewis that he had saved on his cell
phone — hatf-dressed gitls sprawled on
his bed, a pyramid of Rolling Rock bot-
llesinhisapariment. He ordered a Jager
Boinb and drank it in one gulp. The
smeil of the bar and taste of the hooze
made him feel like himself again. He or-
dered another Jger Bomb, -

Melany, as devout 2 Mormon as her
mother, watched silently and wide-
eyed, sipping her Sprite.

At 7:30 the next morning, the phone
woke Kathy. It was Brent calling froin
the next room. Could she bring hin sva-
ter and an aspirin? Bren! insisted his
headache was't a hangover, but Kalhy
knew better. She vortied about him
drinking while on heavy meds 1hat
weren’t supposed to be mixed with alco-
hol. She kiaped the previous night wasa
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one-time thing, a release from all those

months cooped up at the hespital.
Wheo Brent rolled into the kitchen,

pale and squinty-eyed, Kathy opened a

prescription bottle anid handed him his '

maorning dose of Dilaudid, a painkilling
derivative of marphine.

“Hit me again,” Brent said, his hand
opened for a second pill.

“ltsaysone.”

“Hitnie agtin.”

“Do you want juice ot Gatorade:”
Kathy said, ignoring his request. She
hated these bhatiles. She wanted more
than anything to keep him free of pain,
but she also knew some of his meds,
such as Dilaudid, coukl be addictive.
Haw was she supposed to find the line
between too ew meds and too many?

Brent picked up the walkie-talkie
Kathy had given him alter the incident
with the nightstand 1abesloth.

“Gatorade,” he sai into the walkie-
talkie, his voice hooming through the
monitos on the kitchen counter. “And.
Onc. More.”

Kathy poured hint a glass of Gator-
ade.

“Have soncthing to eat,” she said,
She put the medicine in a cabinet, out of
his reach.

A few days alter Brent’s homecon-
ing, his cousin Jason Joues picked him
upforaday of cruising, Jasonwas 24 and
an electrician who worked for himself.
He was Brewt's favorite cousin, but
Kathy would have preferred Brent hang
ot with someone more seltled. Jason
was as wild as Brent. She worried that
neither of them had the sense to know
when they were patting Brent in dan-
ger.

“You going in the truck? Kathy
asked. The tnick seemed to embody
what Kathy feared aboul the man Brent
had been before bis injury, and the one

he might become again. it representeda’

kind of freedom that made her stomach
tighten. She watched Jason drive away
with her son, offering up a prayer to
keep them safe.

Brent and Jason picked up a friend

and drove to the Kona Grill at the Fash--

ion Square mallin Scottsdate. Butsome-
thing was wrongwith the truck. As they
pulled up to the restaura, they saw a

thintrail of dark fluid bleeding from the
chassis. When Jason shut off the engine,
the finid gushed out, a wet black puddle
spreading over the pavement.

“Transmission,” Jason said after
peering under the truck, He had lifled
Brent dovim into his chair on the side-
walk BreitJooked asif he might be sick.
They watched fos the tow truck from an
outside table at the Kona Grill. Brent
was working on his second Long Island
iced tea when it arrived. The F-150 was
too big for the driver’s truck. Forty min-
utes later, the second tow truck driver
shiook his lead, too. Brent would need a
fatbed, which wouid take hours.

“S— happens, [ guess,” Brent said.

One«ay home and hissirong, beauti.
ful truck was as broken as he was.

Brent spent tiie next manth going out
with Jason aliost every night, drinking
the way he always had. He didn’t get
home until 2 in the moming, some-~
limes 3. Kathy stayed awake until she
heard him roll through e door. She
didn’t trust Jason to watch out for Brent.
She felt sick every time she thought
abouwt him mixing medication like Di-
laudid with alcohol. She feared he
might diink himself into a coma or
worse. Their conversalions became

- more confronlational.

“I've neverabused my drugs,” he told
her, “and your name’s not on the (pre-
scription) bottle.”

The clashes reprised Brent’s teenage
years, asit heweremaking the transilion
intomanhiood alt over again. Kathy even
triedgiving him a curfew. 1le langhed. A
curlew? He was 23. He had been towar.

Kathy recently had {lown back 1o
D.C. and accepted the job with the Mil-
itary Severely Injured program. She was
scheduled to start in Seplember. She
would be helping other wounded sol-
diersand their familics, yet here she was
inanguish hersell. She had called on ev-
erything she knew as a mother to save
hins from his wounds. But she didn't
know how 1o save hitn from himself.

On a Monday morning in August,
Kathy reached the breaking point. Bremt
had been oul late again drinking with fa-

. son. She stood in the doorway of his

room,
“You'sc going 1o have to find another
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place tolive,” she said. I not going to
stand around and waich yvou do tu your-
self what the Iraqis conldn't,”

Brent left o few weeks later, in carly
September.

He and )Jasen moved into 4 ground-
level, two-bedroom condo in Tempe.
On Brent's first night, an abscess on his
leg began 1o bleed. The bony prowths
on his stumps had pushed bnesnal
stitches up against his skin, creating a
hole in his leg the size and depU of his
thumb. Biood soaked through the pads
of gauze almost as quickly as Brent
could pack them into the hole.

He panicked.

“We need to po to my mom’s house
so she can do it for me,” Brenil snid. He
knew a wound like this could becone
infected. I1is inother would know how
1o make suse it hicaled properly.

Jasen tokd him 1o wail. The bleeding
woulld stop. Go rest, Jason said. He
didn’t wantto see Brent unning back to
his mother at the first setback. Bremt
took his Dilaudid and slept. When he
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awoke, the biceding had stoy ped.

Jason was trying {o be both Brent's
caretaker and playmate. In their condo,
he had re-hung Brent's bathsoom door
o it swung ouhward, into the hall, free-
ing up enough space inside for Brent's
chair. He had installed a handheld noz-
zle in the shower. He had tied shoelaces
tothe on-off chains of the bedroom ceil-
ing fan so Brent could reach them. He
shouldered the household  chores,
though Brent iried vacuuming by ma-
neuvering his cliair around the living
room, accomplishing litlle inore than
making Jason laugh. Jason slill had 1o
§ift Brent in and out of cats. Brent never
failed to thank him.,

“Shiut the hall up,” Jiason lold Brent
one day. “You'd do Lhe same for me. |
don't want to hear ‘thank you’ every two
seconds.”

Sontctimes Brent would have toshoo
him away, as he did with his mother,
“Dude, 1 got it,” Brent wonld say when
Jason feapt to push him over a crease in
the rug or ta fetch water for lis pills,
Brent had learned to make do when Ja-
son was at work, even figuring out how

topull himsel{ ontothe kitchen counter
to get food anid utensils from the uppes
cabinels,

Onenight, alier they had coime home
from a bar, Jasom heard a thump then
Brent yelling lor him. te raced down
the hallto find Brent sitting an the floor
it the hailway. When Brent had goneto
steep, e had leit his chair at the end of
the bed instead of the side, where it usu-
afly was. Inthe middie of the night when
he had to go (0 the hathtoom, he had
Taunched himsel( from the bed into his

_chair — excepl the chair wasn’t there.

He hrad crashed to the lloor and rolled
into the hallway,

Jason burst out laughing when he
saw Brent lofling on the floor, imable to
right himself. He hurried toward Brent,
wha was relieved to get lielp, but Jason
went past him and into the living room.

“I'm getting the camera,” Jason said

“You are nof laking a picturel”

“Yeah, 1 am, dude,” he said, stil}
Jaughing. “What are you going to do
about jt?”

At night, when he and Jason cruised
the bars, Brent seemed as confident as

cver in his ability to attract women. He
chalted them up as he always had, tuck-
ing their plione numbers into his back
pocket and seiting up dates.

“Chicks dig scars,” he joked to his
{riends. “Nothing'schanged except now
girls upen doms for me.”,

He langhed ivhen told that some
double amputees worried that their
sives and girlfriends woaldnt love
them anymuore. “How could you not
love me?" lie said.

His only concern was sex. He knsw
all his patls worked. lle just wasn't sure
about the physics — the anglesand such.
The firsl time lie brought a date backtn
the codo, e managed to work it all
ont. “Ladapled,” he said. “No problen.”

I wmid-Ortober, Bient flew up to
Washington state. The soldiers in his
battalion, the 1-5, had returned from
their year in Irag, and there would b2 a
ball in their honor at the Tacoma con-
vention center, Brent had not seen any
of his closest Ay buddies since the
December day his legs were blown off.

He knew that Sgt. Michael Buyas, Lhe
other double amputee from Charlie
Company, was flying in for the ball, ton.

Brent and Michael had spent the Jast
14 months trying lo heal their broken
bodies and figure out whom they might
become. Now, as they headed for the
[-5"s homecoming ball, they wondered
what pieces they still carried of tie sol-
diers they had been, Would their bud-
dies see past the lost limbs and recog-
nize what was still strong and resiliem
in them? For Breat and Michael, the
ball would be their finat time with the
1-5. Later, when they thought about
whether the night marked the end of
something or the beginning, they knew
that it was both.

Westnesday: Brent and Michael re-
unite with their battalion.

Vanail joan Ryan at

joanryan@sichronicle.com, Deanne
Fitzmaurice at
dfitzmaurice@sichronicle.com and
Michaet Macor at
mmacor@sfchronicle.com.





