Kinard ready for next challenges in recovery
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The early morning explosion that hit a Marine platoon in Rawah, Iraq, five months ago left 2nd Lt. Andrew Kinard damaged but not destroyed.

The 24-year-old says he's ready to be fitted for his first prosthetic leg, that he's ready for more painful surgery and that he's ready for more adventures outside the hospital.

Andrew's ultimate goal is to be home in Spartanburg in time for Christmas - and it's a lofty goal, considering his earliest possible return so far has been forecast as early 2008.

But one thing Andrew has proven is that he's up to a challenge.

"For the most part, Marines and soldiers are motivated people. We like to work hard and push the limits of what we can do," he said.

"When doctors say, 'Hey, take it easy, you just got this leg, only walk on it for one hour today,' we'll walk eight hours and mess ourselves up." He's grinning by the time he gets to that last part. "So, it's going to be a tough trip."

Big steps, small steps
The October explosion took all of Andrew's left leg, but only part of his right one.

Because he has a nub on that side of his body, doctors can better fit it with a prosthetic leg. And it gives Andrew more muscles to use to control that leg.

He hopes to have a socket and prosthetic leg attached to his right side within two weeks.

Though he'll be continuing upper-body physical therapy throughout, he'll begin learning to use that leg, and walking with it on crutches. He'll have to master that before doctors tackle the left side.

Andrew says he's ready.

Because his entire left femur was removed from his pelvis, Andrew will use mostly abdominal muscles to walk on that side. It will take "kind of a dance move" to walk using both legs, he says.

But the small steps are important, too.

Andrew seems to have more use of his hands than he did three months ago, as evidenced by his handshake. His fire-red hair was a perfect Marine cut for the recent homecoming held for the returning members of the 2nd Light Armored Reconnaissance Battalion. His scars have begun to heal. The blue specks left by shrapnel in the bomb blast have begun to fade.

The uniform is a nice touch, too.

"This is the first time I've worn these camis since I got hurt, and boy, does it feel great," Andrew said just after the homecoming. "It's a great feeling. I can't wait to put some legs down on them, too, so I can walk around in my boots. That will feel really good, too."

The most important game
But Andrew's road to recovery entails more than just relearning to walk.

Because the bomb blast hit him from below, he still has unresolved urological and abdominal issues. More surgeries are ahead - and that's on top of the 42 procedures he's undergone since late October.

The blast took all of Andrew's hearing in his right ear, though he still has partial hearing in his left. He recently underwent surgery to get a new eardrum in his right ear, and that will have to heal before doctors can work on his left ear.

It's all a mix of long- and short-term goals.

"It's a game for me," Andrew said. "I sort of make them in my own head, and hope to push to meet them: 'Today in physical therapy, I want to do 15 push-ups' or, 'I want to do 30 push-ups,' or it's, 'Hey, there's a trip coming up that I want to go on. I'm going to work really hard to be healthy, and to be strong and independent for this trip.' "

And the Marines who served with him in Iraq have no doubt that he'll reach those goals.

"He's a real good man," Staff Sgt. Chris Webb said. "And if they'd let him stay back, with his prosthetics, and be my platoon commander, I'd work with him any day of the week."

Andrew's eyes light up when he talks about trips patients take from Walter Reed to go snow skiing in Aspen, Colo., or water skiing in Florida. So what if he's sitting on the skis, rather than standing? He sees that as just doing things a little differently.

"For an amputee, it's important not to look at what you lost, but what you still have," Andrew said. "I still have so much. I have a family that loves me. I'm still a Marine. And I've still got my mind. What else do I need?"

