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Meet Private First Class Jace Badia, U.S. Army, Infantry.
This is the face of war.

Our theory:  Shane, of Shane’s Rib Shack fame, is an evil
alien who plans to get us all strung out on good times
and great grub, then take over the planet.  And we won’t
care. Find out why in DiningLink.

The real estate market is slumping, the Band-Aid bandit
gets stuck behind bars, pigs take to the skies, and Pepsi
beats Febreze in a secret taste test.  It’s all in
NewsLink...

The transmogrification of our man Brendan McLaughlin
is complete, as he says bye-bye to suburbia and settlesin
his new downtown digs in POV. No, we’re not entirely cer-
tain what ‘transmogrification’ means. Just sounds cool.

ABOUT THE COVER
Photographer Holly Provance shot this portrait of Jace and Susan Badia at their
wedding, shortly before Jace shipped out for Iraq.
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Jace Badia was a prototypical American boy.  He liked sports, and cars,
and, when he got older, hanging out with his buddies and raising a little
hell.  He knew early he wanted to be a soldier – he never thought about
doing anything else.  Words like “duty” and “honor” meant something to
him; he’d have enlisted at 15 if they’d have let him.   

He graduated from Hillsborough High School in 2001 and before long
signed on with the U.S. Army’s 1st Battalion, 77th Armor Regiment, B
Company 1-18 Infantry -- a grunt, the man in the sand with a rifle in his
hand.  That move guaranteed him a ticket to the frontlines in Iraq – right
where he wanted to be.  Like countless soldiers before him, Jace packed his
bags, married his sweetheart, Susan, and went off to war.

Desert duty was tough and perilous, but Jace never questioned his call-
ing.  He was a man with a mission, fighting in a faraway land to keep his
friends and family – now including new baby daughter Kylee  – safe.

Like most folks his age – 22 -- Jace has a personal webpage on Myspace.
It’s not easy to keep in touch when you’re fighting a
war in a godforsaken, Stone Age land, especially when
you’re often bivouacked in the desert.  But the
Internet helps, and friends left messages on Jace’s
webpage, howdy-dos from home, just in case he
somehow got the chance to see them.

Last October, Susan posted a note that read, “I
hope that everything is going good for you, and remem-
ber to duck and roll.  Kylee and I love you and can’t wait
to see you soon.  Stay out of trouble. P.S. XOXOXOXOX-
OXOXO!”

A month later, Private First Class Jace Badia was
on patrol, in the turret of a Bradley fighting vehicle.
The Bradley hit an IED – an Improvised Explosive
Device, a homemade bomb.  Amazingly, no one was
hurt.

Soon thereafter, another post appeared on Jace’s
Myspace, from a friend who’d heard about the close
call: “Glad ur still tickin u crazy bastard.  I’m just chill-
in.  U hit any targets yet, or (are) you just target practice
for RPGs and landmines that wanna meet Humvees?
Swell, keep duckin the shrapnel and bring ur ass back
alive.  We got some bottles to kill when u get back.  Peace
homie.”

Susan had been confident and calm until Jace’s
Bradley hit that IED on Wednesday.  It didn’t help that on the same day,
Kylee had broken a favorite toy, a G.I. Joe, her “daddy doll” -- snapped one
leg clean off.  Three days later, Saturday, Susan was stressed, worried, and
a little spooked.  A birthday dinner out with family did little to ease her
mind, and when she got home that evening, she was perturbed when her
mother phoned with news that the Army was trying to reach her.

“I said, ‘Well they’re probably just calling to tell me about the accident
on Wednesday – Jace already called and told me he was fine, I’ll call him
tomorrow.’  Mom said ‘Go ahead and call.’  I was tired, Kylee had finally
gone to sleep, it was 11:30 at night.  Luckily, my mom talked me into call-
ing them.”

This was a different patrol, a different incident.  Earlier that day, Jace’s

unit had been in combat again.  This time, he was driving the Bradley.  He
saw the little boy who triggered the IED that shattered the vehicle – and
changed his life forever.

★★★★★★★

Like most Myspace pages, Jace’s contains some personal info, likes and
dislikes, basic bio stuff.  In the section labeled “About Me”, Jace crows,
"Infrantry! [sic] We don’t die, we just go to hell to regroup!" Under “Music”,
he says his favorites are country, urban, rock, “pretty much anything I can
shake my drunken ass or karaoke to.”  As “Heroes”, he names his father and
a handful of men he fought with in Iraq.  Under the heading “General
Interests”, the first item on a long list is “My new wheelchair.”  Another is
“killin m_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _s that shoot at my guys or me, my wife and
daughter -- long range popshots that scare not kill, then the one that kills… this

job is gettin to me but i love it”.  
Among the photos posted on Jace’s Myspace

is one labeled, “My new leg”.  That new leg is a
left one, a modern miracle of metal and com-
posites and electronics.  Jace left the original in
Iraq.  The explosion also fractured his back and
right arm, and mangled his right leg so badly it
was pieced back together with steel spikes
ringed by a row of metal halos stretching from
knee to toe.

Jace hopes the new prosthesis – and the
doctors and therapists at Washington’s Walter
Reed Army Medical Center, where he’s been
since November -- will allow him first to walk,
then run, then hopefully rejoin his brothers-in-
arms in a non-combat position.  

“In about two months, I’m gonna start
walking, all right?  And then about five months
down the road I get this off, and then I have a
bunch of rehab, for both legs.  I’m already learn-
ing to walk with my prosthetic.  I’ve got 12 or
18 months left rehabilitating… after that I’ll
medically retire or go back to my unit.  I’ll never
go to Iraq again.  But I want to.”  
Jace has hauled himself from his wheelchair into

an overstuffed easychair at a relative’s home in Wesley Chapel.  He’s home
on leave for the first time since he got back to the States, and the family’s
gathered for a Friday evening barbecue.  It’s Lent, so fish is on the menu.
Jace requested salmon and it’s sizzling on the grill.  The NCAA quarterfi-
nals are on TV.  It’s a typical night in suburbia.   

They eat around the TV, so Jace doesn’t have to move.  After dinner,
Susan and baby Kylee join him in the overstuffed chair and they snuggle
together, playful, yet always mindful of the metal contraption that holds
daddy’s leg together.

Susan leaves the chair to fetch a bottle for Kylee, calls back over her
shoulder to Jace, then turns around to see him flipping her the bird.  She
beams, like only a young woman in love can, and shoots him one right
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back.
“That’s how they say ‘I love you’,”  Susan’s

mother explains to a bewildered bystander.  
Susan confirms it. “When he first got to the

hospital in Germany, I told the nurse [on the tele-
phone], ‘Tell him I love him and I’ll see him as
soon as I can.’  And she told him, and she goes,
‘Ma’am, I don’t know how to tell you this, but
your husband is flicking you off.’  And I was like,
‘Oooh! Tell him I love him too!’”

★★★★★★★

On December 7, 1941, Japanese forces
attacked Pearl Harbor and the U.S. went to war.
On May 7 and 8, 1945, the world celebrated
Victory In Europe Day.  We beat back Tojo,
Mussolini and Hitler in three years, five months.

The fifth year of the Iraqi War began March
20.  What promised to be a quick victory has
devolved into quandary and quagmire, at an ever-
rising cost of 3,250 American lives (a tally that
does not include the hundreds of contractors, aid
workers, journalists and technicians who have also
perished).  

Another 25,000 soldiers have been wounded in
battle, and as many as 30,000 more have been hurt in non-combat inci-
dents.  Advances in field medicine mean more grievously injured soldiers are
surviving than in previous wars; the ratio of soldiers wounded-to-killed in
Iraq is seven-to-one.  In Vietnam, it was three-to-one.  Within hours of the
explosion, Jace was at an Army hospital in Germany.  Three days later he
was at Walter Reed.

Kevlar body armor has also changed the nature of injuries.  Attacks that
would once have resulted in mortal wounds have been reduced to nuisance.
That means many of the wounded are coming home with injuries like Jace’s.
About six percent of injured Iraqi War vets are amputees, compared to three
percent in Vietnam.  More than
half have suffered traumatic brain
injuries.

Jace says his care at the nation’s
top VA facility has been top-notch;
he says the magnitude of the prob-
lems reported by the media has
been blown out of proportion, at
least as far as he can see.

★★★★★★★

It’s a Wednesday night in late March.  Susan’s family are regulars at the
Wesley Chapel Beef O’ Brady’s; owner Gary Bailey has been anxious to meet
Jace, so they all gather there for a last evening out -- Jace and Susan have to
return to Washington Friday.  This time, they get to take Kylee with them.  

Space has been made for Jace’s wheelchair at the head of a long table
along one wall.  He sits with his injured leg extended and covered by a U.S.
Army blanket, eating chicken and drinking a cold one, Susan at his side and
baby Kylee in his lap.

Gary Bailey is a gruff and grumble type, gray-bearded and burly, a guy’s
guy.  But he’s obviously moved when he comes over and shakes Jace’s hand.
He pulls up a chair and the two begin to talk.  Their tone is somber and
muted; their visages grim.  Jace recounts what happened that day in Iraq.
Bailey listens.  After a few minutes, baby Kylee decides she wants to go see
Gary.  Bailey holds her on his shoulder.  The effect is immediate.  The tone
gets lighter.  Smiles appear.  Chuckles.  Laughter.  

In an instant, it’s crystal clear that this is what
it’s all about: Jace, looking at his cherubic little
daughter, eyes afire with the same fierce pride and
love that moved him to go fight for her, and near-
ly die, and for Susan, and his folks, and his friends
– and you.

The hour’s still early, but Jace needs to leave.
His right leg is a source of constant agony, but he
avoids painkillers because they dull his senses and
cloud his mind.  Sometimes it’s just too much to
bear.  This is one of those times, and his pills are
at home.

★★★★★★★

There is a journalistic imperative against
using the first-person voice in an article such as
this one.  The writer is not part of the story; thus,
he or she cannot interject personal experience or
opinion into the piece and have it remain unbi-
ased.  Sometimes, however, it can’t be helped.

After Jace left Beef ’s that night, Gary Bailey
told me he’d had to fight hard to hold back tears
as he heard the story.  I told him I’d had the same
problem at various points over the past few days.
The tears we’d stifled  were not bitter, or baleful –

they were sad, yes, but they were also the byproduct of immense gratitude
for a young man’s sacrifice, and intense pride in the presence of his courage
and spirit -- and I suspect Gary shed a few in private later, just like I did.

During our time together, I made a point of not keeping my digital
recorder on when I was talking to Jace.  For the most part, I wanted us to
not play “Geraldo” and just talk, guy-to-guy stuff.  I wanted to get to know
him, not have him worrying and wondering if everything he said would be
subject to later scrutiny.

But there were some things that had to be committed to record.  At the
end of one of our evenings together, Jace and I were alone in the driveway

of his aunt’s home for a few
moments.  This is the conversation
we had, word-for-word:
I said, “I know everybody talks
about sacrifice, and everybody
talks about doing what you gotta
do, and being a man, but very few
are called on to actually make that
sacrifice.  What we all want to
believe in our hearts that we’re
made of, that we could all go do
the same thing you did, what we

all wonder when we consider that sacrifice -- one question I want to ask
you…” 

I paused, glanced down where Jace’s left leg used to be, then back up to
meet his steely gaze. 

“Was it worth it?”
There’s not a second’s hesitation before his reply.
“Yeah.”

[EDITOR’S NOTE: Since this article was written, Jace has been trans-
ferred to an Army facility in Texas to further his rehabilitation.  If you’d
like to contact him, send an e-mail to Jace@TheLinkMagazine.com and
we’ll forward them along.  You can also send cards and letters to Jace
Badia, C/o The Link Magazine, 13011 N. Morris Bridge Road, Tampa,
FL 33592, and we’ll make sure he gets those as well.]
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