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A milestone for Kinard: Trip to Lejeune to greet returning platoon
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Healing isn't just about mending physical wounds.

This month, Marine 2nd Lt. Andrew Kinard was able to take a break from the tests and the doctors and the poking and the prodding and the physical therapy and the hospital food and the hospital smell. He was able to take a breath of fresh air.

Last Sunday was important for Andrew the man; Monday, for Andrew the Marine.

It was another milestone in Andrew's life - this time an emotional milestone, not a physical one.

"This was something that was really, really on his mind a lot," said Andrew's father, Dr. Harry Kinard.

"Since he woke up in the ICU, it's been on his mind every day. Every day. Thinking about his guys. Wondering what they were up to. Hoping they were OK. So, it was important for him to get down there and see those guys in the flesh."

Andrew was in good spirits, making jokes.

The trip to Camp Lejeune, N.C., took a toll on him physically, but he didn't let it show.

'The same Marine'
Since leaving Camp Lejeune in September, about 140 Marines in the 2nd Light Armor Reconnaissance Battalion have been injured. Four have been killed.

Andrew took the first major hit of the deployment, when a bomb blast in Rawah, Iraq, cost him his legs and injured him internally.

Maj. John Polidoro, second in command of the battalion, has been tracking all the causalities, including Andrew. Sites like caringbridge.com, where Andrew's family posts a daily update on his condition, are crucial to tracking the wounded, Polidoro says, because the military is bound by federal privacy laws.

"His progress is amazing to me, because I know what he looked like and what had happened after the incident, after the attack," Polidoro said.

"We didn't believe he was going to make it. … He had lost a lot of blood. Extensive damage. And to see him and talk to him today is no different than when we were out at Twentynine Palms (Calif.) getting ready. … He's the same person, the same attitude, the same Marine."

During the triumphant exit of a beige "Wounded Warrior" minivan on April 1, Andrew was greeted by cheers and applause. He shook hands, kissed babies and thanked the Marines and soldiers who were still overseas for their service.

He had an instant connection with everyone around him.

Most people who showed up Sunday were strangers wishing to show their support, wives and girlfriends of his then-deployed fellow Marines (the 2nd LAR is an infantry unit, so it is all male), or old friends - some of whom were injured and returned to the States early and others whom he just hadn't seen in awhile. Several had new additions to their family they were happy to introduce.

Sunday was a preview of things to come: the tears, the hugs, the show of mutual respect.

The Warrior House, where Andrew stayed, was situated in a cluster of recently manicured lawns and similar but distinct homes. Andrew called it "Lieutenantsville," as the area was full of low-level officers. It has a paved driveway and a few trees in the front and back. Thanks to Hope for the Warriors, it also has a wheelchair ramp, a handicapped-accessible bathroom and other amenities.

Given the warm weather, the only thing missing was the smell of freshly cut grass or a charcoal grill.

As friends came in to greet Andrew, the American flag waving ferociously outside was reflected in the glass frame of a piece of artwork hanging in the living room.

One of those friends was Lance Cpl. James "Scott" MacKenzie.

MacKenzie was about 5 feet from Andrew when the homemade bomb went off Oct. 29.

'Something was going to come'
MacKenzie, 21, looks healthy, though he can only open his jaw about 30 millimeters.

He has shrapnel in his left arm, the left side of his face, and some loss of feeling. He has surgery in May and hopes for a full recovery.

Because MacKenzie was injured, he came home early and got to reunite with Andrew a day before most of the others in his company.

"They told me when I was in the hospital … I kept asking about him," MacKenzie said. "When I actually gained consciousness, they said, 'OK, look. We've got good news. The lieutenant is on his way home.' I was like, 'He is?' And they finally told me. They had to rewind everything for me."

Like Andrew, MacKenzie doesn't remember much about the explosion.

One of Andrew's goals in traveling to Camp Lejeune was to fill in some of the blanks.

That started Sunday, when Andrew saw his foot locker from Iraq in the Warrior House.

In it, he found the pistol belt he was wearing the day of the explosion. It still had blood on it from his injuries. It still had dirt on it, from where his men dragged him to safety.

Andrew and a group of Marines were on patrol in Rawah, going from house to house and talking to people. Taking a census. Gathering intelligence. Keeping up to date.

The morning had been quiet so far.

Andrew had made a few jokes with his men and was showing them around town. That spot is where a group gathers to study religious texts. Over there, a young woman was shot just two weeks ago.

At one point, they were in a large, rocky open area that not many people frequented. Goat tracks were more common than footprints, and even those were scarce.

Two 120mm artillery shells were on each side of the road they were patrolling.

Andrew stepped almost directly on one of them.

The blast tore through him from below, at an angle not much body armor protects. The force shattered his pistol, which he carried on his left leg, and pushed a piece of the gun through him on a near-fatal track.

"When we got to him, and started treating his injuries, he was still doing his job," said Cpl. Joseph Cedenopereira, who was part of a patrol on the other side of the city that ran over to help when its members heard the bomb go off.

"He was like, 'Is everything set up? Is security set up?' We're like, 'We're fine. Everything's good. We got everything. Just keep talking to us.' He was going in and out of consciousness. 'Keep talking to us.' "

Training kicked in. For the Marines on the scene, they had to react first, and think about it later, Cpl. Doug Wickizer said.

Violence had lulled for a few weeks in Rawah, but an ambush was almost a sure thing, he said.

"There were things that led up to it," Wickizer said. "You knew something was going to come."

'Accomplishment'
Homemade signs lined both sides of Lejeune Boulevard on the way to the base.

"Welcome home, big daddy."

"We missed you, brat."

"I love you all the way to the moon."

"It's about time!"

Kathie Nelson and her husband flew in from Portland, Ore., to see their 19-year-old son, Cameron, come home. They stopped to hang a few signs of their own - one for Cameron, and one for his buddy who didn't have any family to welcome him.

"There have been some stretches where we didn't hear from him that were a little unsettling," Nelson said. "To hear your child's voice on a regular basis is a good thing. If it wasn't for our faith, we'd probably have been in pretty rough shape."

Nearby Jacksonville, N.C., has an unflattering downtown with only a couple of new buildings and its fair share of storefront churches. Most of the guys have the same haircut. Pregnant women are everywhere. Try to find diapers in Wal-Mart, laughed one waitress, who's due in May.

Andrew first reported to Camp Lejeune on April 20, 2006. Except for six weeks of desert training in Twentynine Palms, he was there until the 2nd LAR deployed on Sept. 9.

Coming back, he enjoyed seeing the familiar sites. Even the warm spring weather was about the same.

Andrew was able to find the closure he was looking for.

"It's just a feeling of excitement, of accomplishment to me, because, hey, I worked hard in the hospital to get strong enough to come here," he said.

Andrew estimates he's had 42 surgeries between the time he spent first at the National Naval Medical Center in Bethesda, Md., and now at Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington, D.C. A couple of weeks before his trip, he had emergency surgery in the middle of the night for an intestinal blockage.

His family wasn't sure he would recover enough to make the homecoming at Camp Lejeune.

But he did.

'Thankful for their sacrifice'
An anxious crowd gathered against the curb Monday, an avalanche of emotion unleashed when the buses bringing home various arms of the 2nd LAR rolled onto base.

For his returning brothers-in-arms, it was painful and wonderful at the same time to see the lieutenant, wearing his combat fatigues, greeting them at the gate.

It was like the only people who saw a wheelchair were the people who didn't know him.

Andrew didn't want Monday to be about him. Monday was about his Marines. And he was proud of them.

"Even though I was part of that unit, and even though I was an officer in the battalion, my admiration and thanks for the sacrifices that these guys were willing to make didn't stop," he said.

"Even though I was a part of it, I still felt the same as all these people here today. I'm thankful for their sacrifice."

Not surprisingly, they spoke highly of Andrew: A steadfast leader. A determined individual. An example for other Marines.

"I see him now, and I'm like, 'Wow.' He's doing fine, he has high hopes," Cedenopereira said.

"It was… It was a good feeling," MacKenzie said. "That's all I've got to say. Just to be able to see someone so uplifting, it just raises your spirit a lot, just to see the smile on his face."
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