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  Advance Praise for Unbreakable Bonds

  “We have a sacred responsibility to our military families—the Americans who don’t don the uniform, but bear the burden of war and its aftermath alongside those that do. Many of us may never know the extent of their sacrifices, but this portrait welcomes readers into the lives of caregivers—hidden heroes like Paulette Mason—at Walter Reed. Even as we can never fully repay our military families for their service here at home, the ten mothers featured in this moving book give us yet another gift—their stories, courage, and enduring love. Readers of this timely portrait cannot help but feel immensely grateful and inspired.”

  —Nancy Pelosi

  “Movingly relates the untold story of selfless devotion, duty, and strength demonstrated by military family caregivers that is so instrumental to the recovery and rehabilitation of our nation’s wounded warriors. This is a must-read for Americans in every corner of the country to truly understand the challenges of postwar recovery on the home front.”

  —Senator Elizabeth Dole

  “The mothers of the wounded have played an important role in their recovery since man invented war—stories that have gone untold. Guerin and Ferris capture the sadness and joy, compassion, persistence, fierce advocacy, and courage in ten inspiring stories—stories of love.”

  —David S. Ferriero, Archivist of the United States

  “When a service member is wounded, the whole family is wounded and must be a part of the recovery. Unbreakable Bonds will inspire you with the never-ending commitment, strength, and love between these amazing moms and their kids.”

  —Jim Knotts, CEO of Operation Homefront

  “Chronicles an amazing fusion of moral courage and limitless love. It tells the story of motherhood, tested and unbroken, and in doing so, it radiates wisdom, tenacity, compassion, and resolve on every page. Sparta’s Leonidas was right. A mother’s strength is the warrior’s ultimate inspiration.”

  —Colonel Paul McHale (US Marine Corps, Ret.), former congressman and former assistant secretary of defense

  “These mothers are heroes in their own right. They have given so much and we must never forget.”

  —Gary Sinise, award-winning actor and philanthropist, founder of the Gary Sinise Foundation, and a champion of service members, veterans, and their families

  “The Mighty Moms and their wounded warriors featured in this remarkable book have sacrificed so much for our freedoms. Unbreakable Bonds is a touching testament to their strength and resolve, and is a must-read for anyone who values the power and perseverance of the human spirit.”

  —Colonel Bob Clement, former congressman (D-TN), US Army (Ret.)

  “This is a book about courage, about service, and about patriotism. It is a call to arms, because we are in many ways failing a group of heroes that needs our support desperately. And, most importantly, it is an inspiring look at the strength that comes from the unbreakable bond of love and devotion. This is the kind of book that will have you talking, feeling, and thinking for a long time after you turn the last page.”

  —Peter M. Weichlein, CEO of the US Association of Former Members of Congress

  “This book reminds us that we are all in this fight together. It will bring tears of sorrow, but mostly joy. I hope everyone gets to know these truly amazing moms and their real-life heroes.”

  —Dennis Hertel, former congressman (D-MI), founder and vice president of Global Democracy Initiative, cochair of the FMC annual Wounded Warrior Charity Golf Tournament

  “These brave men and women are our heroes, and to their families, you are all heroes as well! Without the love and support of the families, the work of the soldier could not be done.”

  —Betty D’Agostino Trimble, mother of Grammy Award–winning country singer Tim McGraw, who in 2013 teamed up with Operation Homefront and Chase Bank to provide mortgage-free homes to wounded warriors
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  This book is dedicated to Mighty Moms everywhere, especially Ellene Fleishman, my mom. They paved the way for the ten remarkable women in this book, and their equally inspiring wounded warrior sons and daughter. I was inspired, too, by my father—the late Dr. Martin Lewis Fleishman, an Army Air Corps pilot during World War II, and my husband, Terry Bivens, a proud veteran of the US Coast Guard. Stacy Fidler, Mark Fidler, and Kelly Fidler were the genesis for writing this book, and Gary Sinise showed by example that one individual can truly make a difference. Finally, President George H. W. Bush and Barbara Bush are national treasures, and champions of what is most important in life—service, patriotism, family, faith, and friendship.

  —Dava Guerin

  For all the Blue Star, Silver Star, and Gold Star Moms, and for Frances Mary Strong Ferris.

  —Kevin Ferris
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  FOREWORD

  President George H. W. Bush

  AT ABOUT AGE EIGHTY-FIVE, I DECIDED TO GIVE UP A NUMBER OF THINGS, including writing forewords for books. For the most part, I felt I had run out of interesting things to say.

  It is my privilege to break that pledge for this remarkable book, Unbreakable Bonds: The Mighty Moms and Wounded Warriors of Walter Reed. In ways that are both heartbreaking and yet uplifting, Unbreakable Bonds celebrates two groups of heroes whom I pray for every night: wounded warriors and mothers.

  Every commander in chief before and after me would agree that working with our military is the single biggest privilege of being president of the United States. There is no harder decision we face than to put our men and women in harm’s way; and there’s no worse news to receive than that someone has been killed or injured.

  Unfortunately, too many Americans forget the sacrifices that our troops are making every single day until we see the coffins carried off a military plane at Dover Air Force Base, or see occasional publicity about wounded warriors projects and fund-raisers.

  This is why this book is so timely and so important. It also is unique, telling our wounded warriors’ stories through the eyes of their mothers—the remarkable strong women to whom they come home, and who instill in their sons and daughters the belief that life still holds for them great joy and potential. I have had the privilege of knowing many remarkable mothers—including my daughter and daughters-in-law—but two women of course stand out: my mother, Dorothy Walker Bush, who taught me so much about what is important in life; and my wife of sixty-eight years, Barbara Pierce Bush, who raised five remarkable children. Gratefully, neither of them had the challenges faced by the mothers in Unbreakable Bonds, yet I see their enduring strength and love in these mothers’ stories.

  I am grateful to the authors, Kevin Ferris and our friend Dava Guerin, for allowing all of us to share in these families’ very personal journeys.

  One last thought: tonight, when you go to sleep, remember that at this moment there is a young man and woman halfway around the world, sitting alone in the dark, waiting to go out on patrol. They may be tired, and even a little scared, but every day they put on that uniform and they lay their lives on the line for each of us, and for the United States of America. Say a prayer that they come home safe and sound.

  George H. W. Bush

  41st President of the United States of America

  Houston, Texas, January 2014


  FOREWORD

  Connie Morella (R-MD)

  I HAVE BEEN PRIVILEGED TO SERVE AS A MEMBER OF CONGRESS FROM MARYLAND and as US ambassador to the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). My public service has been meaningful to me, but I consider my most important role that of being a mother.

  That is why I am pleased to recognize this wonderful book: Unbreakable Bonds: The Mighty Moms and Wounded Warriors of Walter Reed. These ten remarkable women, and their wounded warrior sons and daughter, inspire Americans to cherish their own children. Let us celebrate the strength of these selfless women who gave up everything to care for their young heroes who tragically became victims of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Caring for injured children, especially young adults who are independent and are pursuing their own lives, can be daunting. But the Mighty Moms show us that when it comes to loving their children, there are no limits. This is their call to duty.

  I know firsthand how difficult their struggles have been. My sister passed away from a long battle with cancer, leaving behind six young children. With three children of our own, there was not a moment of doubt regarding who would raise them. My husband and I adopted all of my sister’s children, and today our loving family is a unit with unbreakable bonds as well.

  As president of the US Association of Former Members of Congress—dedicated to service, dialogue, and bipartisanship—I’ve had the opportunity to meet brave wounded warriors through events we host that support them. When I see how these Mighty Moms embrace their young heroes, and do whatever it takes to help them get through their ordeal, I am in awe! They inspire me every day, and I feel a special bond with them because of their unwavering tenacity and strength.

  Unbreakable Bonds is a book that I hope will be read by every American. As a nation, we will always honor our brave wounded warriors, and at the same time, celebrate the strength and love of their Mighty Moms.

  Connie Morella (R-MD)

  Bethesda, Maryland, January 2014


  INTRODUCTION

  UNBREAKABLE BONDS: THE MIGHTY MOMS AND WOUNDED WARRIORS of Walter Reed is based upon the remarkable stories of ten young wounded warriors who have been treated at the Walter Reed National Military Medical Center, and their devoted mothers who have become their caregivers. (The medical center was established on November 10, 2011, when the Department of Defense consolidated the Bethesda Naval Hospital and National Naval Medical Center and Walter Reed Army Medical Center.) These young service members suffered extreme injuries from improvised explosive devices (IEDs), small-arms fire, and other perils of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Once independent, these young men and women have had to rely primarily on their mothers to dress their wounds, administer medications and shots, help them in and out of their wheelchairs, take them to endless medical appointments and surgeries, and become their constant companions. At a time when they should have been starting lives of their own, they spent weeks and months in hospital beds, always within sight of loved ones who vigilantly watched over them.

  The lives of their moms—Silver Star Mothers, as they are known—have changed dramatically as well. Now they are caregivers to their adult children, experiencing the same difficulties as any caregiver would, giving up the comfort of their homes, losing their jobs, suffering from physical and mental fatigue, and not knowing what the future holds. But to the Mighty Moms of wounded warriors, just like all mothers and their children, their bonds are unbreakable and timeless. Together, they face the future with determination and hope, despite the constant struggles to adjust to life without arms and legs, and with scars both physical and psychological. Their strength is an inspiration to anyone who has the good fortune to become part of their lives.

  It is estimated that more than 50,000 US service members have suffered visible injuries and more than 250,000 have suffered invisible wounds, including traumatic brain injuries and post-traumatic stress disorder, as a result of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. But the price paid by their caregivers has been substantial, too. A RAND study entitled “Hidden Heroes: America’s Military Caregivers,” commissioned by the Elizabeth Dole Foundation and released in April 2014, reports that there are 5.5 million wives, husbands, siblings, parents, children, and friends caring for wounded veterans—with 1.1 million of those caregivers who are looking after war fighters injured after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. Because of the seriousness of the wounds involved, those caring for their warriors often experience more stress, as well as physical and mental health problems, than their civilian counterparts.

  As the wars wind down, the news coverage will no doubt abate. And as the war fighters return home, public awareness of their sacrifices may also fade. Many of our brave wounded warriors, however, are left with permanent injuries and will be dependent on the military medical system and their loved ones for the rest of their lives. That is why their very personal stories need to be told and why their sacrifices must never be forgotten by the American public.

  The stories in the book also showcase the selfless love and support of the mothers who, like their wounded warriors, have been changed forever, and who have, without hesitation, sacrificed greatly for their precious sons and daughters. They bear these burdens heroically, knowing that their children’s care is their number one priority. These sacrifices cannot be underestimated.

  Many of the Mighty Moms have lost their jobs and their homes and have faced severe financial hardships. Their personal relationships have suffered, too. Marriages have been strained or dissolved, and friends often have a difficult time relating to what they go through. Even when their marriages are strong, long separations and the challenges of taking care of their wounded warriors often negatively affect even the best of personal situations. Worse, some caregivers bear the additional burden of watching their wounded warriors deal with issues beyond their wounds: wives, husbands, stepparents, or girlfriends who walk away when they can’t handle the new reality; intimacy issues; substance abuse; spouses betraying their warriors; financial problems; divorce and custody battles; and even questioning whether life is still worth living.

  The Mighty Moms find great strength and compassion through their exclusive network of caregivers, who support not only their sons and daughters, but each other as well. They make sure no mom who arrives at Walter Reed is alone. They know firsthand the value of institutional knowledge and experience, and pass theirs along to new caregivers. They work together as a team to ensure that no mom is left behind. Their contribution is immeasurable. According to the Family Caregiver Alliance and the National Center on Caregiving, “Caregiving is the backbone of the American long-term care system: the value of the services provided by informal caregivers (family or friends of seriously ill loved ones) is estimated at $306 billion annually.”

  We hope readers will not only learn about the real impact of war on wounded warriors, but also be inspired by the courage and determination of mothers as they confront their children’s horrific injuries. Readers will come to appreciate the sacrifices the warriors and their loved ones make in support of our country and, as a result, support them in their transition from battlefield to home front, and be inspired to dedicate their own lives to service and helping others.

  In addition, these stories will illustrate some of the signature wounds of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars and the ways military medicine has kept these heroes alive. Readers will experience the struggles and triumphs of the wounded warriors’ rehabilitation, and get to know “Building 62,” where they live at Walter Reed. They will also learn how the Mighty Moms use their considerable skills to advocate for their children and support one another, and how humor plays a role in their warriors’ recovery. Finally, there is a list of nonprofit organizations that, according to the Mighty Moms, provide the best services for wounded warriors and their families.

  These stories are not intended to be the last word on the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, nor a comprehensive history of the times in which they were waged. They are memoirs told from the point of view of families, in particular the moms, who are heroically coping with the consequences of those wars.

  Ultimately, we hope these stories will serve as a reminder that people with disabilities are just like everyone else. They should not be defined by their injuries, but by how they live their lives.

  Award-winning actor and philanthropist Gary Sinise, founder of the Gary Sinise Foundation and a champion of service members, veterans, caregivers, and their families, perhaps said it best:

  “I have visited our military hospitals many, many times since our country began deploying troops in reaction to the September 11, 2001, attacks. Thousands have been wounded in Iraq and Afghanistan. On every one of my visits I have met mothers whose sons or daughters lay in hospital beds trying to recover, and I have always been humbled by the strength and resiliency of these incredible women. In some cases they will be the only caregiver who will never leave the bedside. All of them are determined to do whatever it takes to ensure the best for their children as they go through months, and in many cases years, of rehabilitation. As I continue the mission to give back to these families, all I have to do is think about our wounded warriors and the mothers who care for them and I am inspired and reenergized to do whatever I can to support them. These mothers are heroes in their own right. They have given so much, and we must never forget.”


  ONE

  MARK FIDLER AND STACY FIDLER

  MOTHER’S DAY IS TRADITIONALLY A TIME WHEN CHILDREN OF ALL AGES contemplate the gifts they will give their moms to celebrate the annual ritual. From flowers and jewelry, to perfume and spa days, Mother’s Day gifts are cherished symbols of their children’s love. But for one Pennsylvania mom—Stacy Fidler—a pair of legs, a motorized track wheelchair, or wounds that heal are even better. For the proud moms of our nation’s wounded warriors, Mother’s Day is a time to celebrate their children’s sacrifices, and their solidarity as a group of unexpected heroines themselves.

  October 3, 2011, was without question the worst day of Stacy Fidler’s life. Far away from his Pennsylvania hometown, her son, US Marine Corps Lance Corporal Mark Fidler, twenty-two, took one fateful step that triggered an IED and changed his life forever.

  As the proud mother of two sons who serve in the Marine Corps, Stacy has lived with the danger of military service for years, but she also knows that service is a calling, and the commitment that her sons hold is sacred. She couldn’t think of another line of work nobler or more suited to her boys. Her oldest son, Dan, is a warrant officer. Stacy always knew he would take care of himself and be “fine.” For Mark, that was a different story.

  “I never worried about Dan,” she said. “But Mark was always rambunctious, and lived his life on the edge. We always feared that he would be the one who would step on an IED. He would be the one who would be blown up.”

  And you can see that devil-may-care quality in his engaging smile and piercing gaze. Full, brown, and sparkly, his eyes tell a story of a young man filled with exuberance, and a lust for living—someone not at all afraid of taking risks. Mark embraces life with irreverence too. Don’t tell him he can’t do something. He will always prove you wrong.

  “When Mark was thirteen, he broke both of his legs in a car accident and spent ten weeks in a wheelchair and then on crutches,” Stacy said.

  Before he joined the Marine Corps, he used to joke that he wanted to lose both of his legs so he could get the running prosthetic legs and be able to run like a Paralympian. “And,” Stacy said, “when I would be milking the cows at the farm where I work, he would tell me, playfully, that he would rather have his feet cut off than to have to step in dog poop like me! So oddly enough, it didn’t surprise us that, just two weeks into his first deployment, that’s exactly what happened.”

  Mark dreamed of being a United States Marine all of his life. “That’s all I ever wanted to do,” he said, “and since I was a little kid I would imagine myself helping to defend our country. Getting the bad guys and keeping America safe were all I ever wanted to do.”

  He was destined for the job. Shooting guns, hunting, and fishing were as commonplace to Mark as eating and sleeping. His father, Kermit, a US Marine himself, and a Vietnam veteran, loves the outdoors. He currently owns a Pennsylvania buck farm called “Fidler’s Whitetails,” where he raises those majestic animals and hosts groups of avid hunters who get to see them in their glorious natural habitat.

  Mark was up to the task, too. Armed with excellent marksmanship skills, a family history of service to the United States, and a burning desire to fight the bad guys, he couldn’t wait until his first deployment. After he enlisted, he went through basic training and was assigned to a security detail in Washington, DC, not that far away from his family home in Strausstown, near Reading, Pennsylvania. In this small town, without a single traffic light, everyone knew the Fidlers, and Mark always made an impression.

  “Mark was the kind of kid you just never forget,” Stacy said. “He always wanted to be in the middle of the action, and didn’t like not being in the fight.”

  After his assignment at the Marine base at Eighth and I Streets in Washington, he completed his training for combat duty at Twentynine Palms, in California, and was scheduled to deploy to Afghanistan. On September 11, 2011, as Stacy dropped Mark off at the airport, she had a feeling of dread. She remembered those seemingly playful encounters, where mother and son joked about being a Paralympian runner. As she watched Mark sitting quietly on the airport bench, she wanted to take a picture of him, thinking that this might be the last time she saw her son with both legs. “I was very nervous, and remember thinking to myself that I should get out of the car and take a picture,” she said. “But I just drove away.”

  Mark Fidler arrived in Afghanistan on September 23. Just eleven days later, on October 3, while on foot patrol in Sangin, with a belt of 40 mm grenades strapped to his waist, Mark stepped on an IED. For Stacy, his devoted mother; his father, Kermit; his brother, Dan, and his wife, Brittney; his two sisters, Kelly and Amanda; and Amanda’s husband, Bill, their lives would be inexorably changed in ways they would have never imagined.

  “When we first got the phone call that Mark was injured, we really didn’t know how serious it was,” said Stacy. When a service member is wounded, communications are shut down to make sure the family is notified first, and doesn’t find out about their children’s injuries on social media sites or by any other external means. “We tried to get as much information as possible from his buddies and the doctors because Mark was unconscious. To this day he has no memory of the blast at all.”

  Eventually, the family would learn the details of what they now refer to as his “alive day.” Mark was on a 6:00 a.m. foot patrol on the way back to his base, with the Marines who would be relieving his squad that morning. About 200 yards from the base, Mark, who was the fourth Marine in line, stepped directly on the IED; the metal detector had missed the device.

  Mark, with twelve live grenades strapped to his waist, literally was blown up. The violent blast blew off both of Mark’s legs, the right at the knee and the left just above the knee. Three of the grenades detonated, adding to the severity of his injuries. Most of the soft tissue around his lower back and buttocks was blown off. One of Mark’s buddies frantically ran over to him, trying desperately to control his bleeding. As he was applying a tourniquet, he wasn’t sure if Mark would live or die. In fact, Mark’s heart did stop beating. His condition was so grave that the medical helicopter barely took the time to land. Mark was hoisted aboard. He was flown to Bastion, where he received 120 units of blood, then to nearby Bagram Air Base. Not long after, he was sent to Landstuhl Regional Medical Center in Germany. The center, near the US air base at Ramstein, is America’s largest overseas medical facility. Once his condition was stabilized, Mark was transferred to Walter Reed.

  “I first got that dreaded call from Kermit, and then I called my son Dan who also found out some of the details of Mark’s injury at that time,” said Stacy. “I remembered thinking that if just his legs were blown off that wouldn’t be so bad, because then Mark could finally get those running legs. We were so hopeful that was the case.”

  At twenty-two years old, this strapping, rambunctious young man became another casualty of the War on Terror, and his fifty-two-year-old mom a caregiver for life.

  For Stacy, family means everything.

  Stacy used to love to see her boys come home; it was better than the alternative. Yet every mother of a US service member knows that risk comes with the job. After all, they volunteered to fight for their country. On holidays, when Mark, Dan, and the rest of the Fidler family gathered in their rural home, Stacy spoiled them in traditional Pennsylvania Dutch style. There was a feast, of course, complete with a special dish of mashed potatoes made with sugar and stuffing, which she playfully named “Fidler’s Filling,” and more food than anyone, even hungry Marines, could hope to devour. But after Mark was injured, the warmth of family, and the smell of a roast in the oven, was, sadly, replaced by tubes, drains, and monitors, and an ICU that took their breath away.

  “We waited for Mark to arrive, and Dan was the first person to see him,” Stacy said. “When we finally were able come into the room, it was absolutely terrifying! There was my precious boy, lying there, tubes everywhere, and completely unconscious. The ICU is a very frightening place to be, especially when it is your son, and you have no idea of what is going on.”

  As the family waited, bit by bit they learned how severe Mark’s injuries really were. Though relieved he was receiving the critical care he needed, they understood that Mark had undergone severe trauma, and they were not sure if he was going to live or die.

  Stacy’s inner “mama grizzly” kicked in, and from that day on she became tougher than the toughest drill instructor, and a fierce protector of her now wounded warrior son.

  “After the initial shock, I did what any other mom would do, spending days in the ICU, sleeping wherever I could, and checking Mark’s vital signs on the monitors incessantly,” Stacy said. “I remember watching that monitor endlessly just to see him breathe, yet never fully understanding how grave his injuries really were.”

  As Mark’s doctors performed surgeries each day to try to save what was left of his legs, Stacy knew things weren’t going well. His trauma surgeon finally had to break the news to the family. Mark would have both of his legs disarticulated at the hip, and the tissue from his legs would be used to rebuild the lower part of his back that was blown off during the blast. With no stumps to attach prosthetic legs to, Mark was an unlikely candidate for artificial legs.

  “Because of Mark’s particular case,” said Stacy, “at this point having prosthetic legs would be awkward and would take a lot out of him. It’s not like he can just pop them on in the morning and walk down the street.”

  All this proud Marine mom could do was cry.

  But over the next few months, Stacy drew strength from Mark, and also had the support of her family, the Marine Corps, a host of other organizations, and of course, the other Mighty Moms of Walter Reed.

  “Mark would always say, ‘It is what it is, Mom,’ but Mark and all these guys are not like most people,” Stacy said. “We always talk about the fact that it seems like the service members who have the hardest time after a catastrophic injury like Mark’s are the ones who think nothing will ever happen to them. Mark always thought he would lose his legs, and while it doesn’t mitigate the pain, it helps him and all of us because we know his life will be just as full and productive as it was before the blast.”

  Over the next year, Mark would face a host of unexpected complications, and Stacy, and at times her other family members, would call Walter Reed home, a far cry from the bucolic life they led before the blast.

  “Mark spent six months in the hospital, and there were so many ups and downs,” said Stacy. “Just when I thought things were getting better, Mark had a seizure and was sent back to the ICU. He spent one month there, and then was finally brought back to the fourth floor of the hospital, and we were so happy that on November 10 he was awarded a Purple Heart.”

  One of the horrible ironies of war is the medical breakthroughs in trauma care that have their roots in military medicine. From robotic prosthetics to wound care and rehabilitation advancements, long-term survival rates and quality of life have dramatically improved. For wounded active duty service members—and there are nearly two thousand who have lost limbs in Iraq and Afghanistan—being treated at Walter Reed has made all the difference.

  “There is no question that Mark would have died if not for his buddy helping him at the scene, and Dr. Patrick Basile, who put his body back together like a jigsaw puzzle,” Stacy said. “Dr. Basile literally used my son’s legs to cover the soft tissue that was lost, and he was also part of the team, along with Dr. Potter, who just completed the first double-arm transplant on another patient. Thanks to him, Mark was also successfully treated for a condition called heterotopic ossification, where after a blast injury like Mark’s, bone grows where it shouldn’t, and that creates unbearable pain.”

  Stacy and her family were there at every stage of his treatment and recovery. When he first arrived, he was immediately assigned an active duty liaison who did everything for Mark, including carrying him to and from the ambulance, visiting him every day, helping with paperwork, and taking care of any need the family had. The military also provides a recovery care coordinator and a nurse case manager. A military liaison makes sure everyone is working together. In addition, the Armed Services Foundation pays for food and lodging, and a host of other support groups, including the Semper Fi Fund, Luke’s Wings, Freedom Alliance, and the Yellow Ribbon Fund, helps with everything from buying a Sleep Number bed and track wheelchairs, to paying for flights for family members and providing families with a much-needed free trip or a dinner out of the hospital environment.

  “I am blessed to have a very supportive family, and all of my children and their spouses were there for us from the very beginning of this ordeal,” Stacy said. “Dan’s wife and Amanda’s husband were so giving of their time, and without them, and all my children, I don’t know how I would have made it through.”

  Despite the assistance of so many people, the hospital is a far cry from the comforts of home. During Mark’s in-patient stay, Stacy spent most of her time in his room, which was covered from floor to ceiling with photos, American flags, Marine memorabilia, and cards from many well-wishers. There was lots of food, too. In fact, Stacy complains that she gained at least fifteen pounds from her lack of exercise, and from eating all of the candy and cookies that filled his hospital room. After all, her mission was to help Mark recover, both physically and mentally. So, day after day, night after night, she claimed the corner of that room, taking turns with Mark’s dad, as her temporary home, sleeping on a small, uncomfortable cot, squeezing in showers when she felt she could leave Mark alone for a couple of minutes. Even for this experienced farmhand, it was a tough way to live. Through it all, she continued to be thankful that Mark was still alive, and that she was not a Gold Star Mother.

  He was also in a great deal of pain, though he rarely complained. For a Marine, this was part of the job. While he was beginning to improve, the skin flaps and wounds from his many surgeries still were not healing properly.

  “Sometimes it feels like I am walking on hot coals, but I don’t have any legs or ankles,” said Mark. “I have learned that is called phantom pain, and I just have to deal with it.” He also is constantly hot, sweating profusely at times, and rarely ever feeling cool. He explains it this way: “Since I don’t have any legs, there is less of my body that can dissipate heat, so I feel hot most of the time. One of the best days I have had since the blast was when I went on a trip with my family and got to float in a lake. I felt so free, and for a moment, forgot about the fact that I have no legs.”

  Mark also said that he still doesn’t remember the details of the blast. “I just remember going to bed the night before and then waking up three weeks later in the hospital,” he said.

  As the months passed, Mark had his ups and downs—excruciating pain, high fever, infection, and more surgeries. Stacy and all of the Fidler family were there for him, though Stacy was his primary caregiver. Fortunately, her boss was willing to give her the time she needed to care for Mark, and she did try to go home to Strausstown to work on the farm when she could.

  “Most people don’t know what this is like unless you are living it every day,” she said. “Mark wanted me here all of the time, because he was on so much medication that his memory was affected. It is very important to be an advocate for your son, and little things like making sure his medication is in order, or that his specialized bed is made properly, are extremely important.”
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