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On Saturday morning, Kenny Lemos carefully wrapped his son Diego's prosthetic limb in thick padding and then taped it in place. Lacking any cushion made specifically for such a purpose, Kenny used what was available at home. He'd grabbed some medical pads left over from a supply that, only months ago, had covered horrifying abrasions from the accident that cost Diego his lower left leg. But now Diego, the hard surface of his prosthesis padded in accordance with the rules, would put those reminders of trauma to better use: He was ready for some football.

On a sun-washed morning less than a year after the April 30 incident in which he was dragged under the wheels of a Jefferson County school bus, Diego once again stood on the sidelines with his Alameda Pirates youth team.

But not for long.

"You guys need to warm up on defense," barked head coach Danion Baca late in the second quarter. "If you haven't been in, you're going in."

Diego fidgeted and placed a hand over his stomach.

"I'm nervous," he said.

"Take deep breaths," urged Tina Montoya-Lemos, who has been mother to him since he was 3, from nearby.

And then, as the ball changed possession, Diego ran onto the field at Westminster's Silver Hills Middle School to assume the position of nose tackle on the defensive line. He leaned into his three-point stance and, an instant later, sprang forward as the ball was snapped.

Pads popped. Diego engaged his opponent.

He leaned into his task, locked in a momentary battle of wills that stretched far beyond the violent churn along the line of scrimmage.

Of course, he desperately wanted to perform well, to inspire comparison to the defensive dynamo his coach had once dubbed "Nightmare Diego." But for the family and friends who watched him, all that seemed secondary at best.

For all he had lost heading out the door for school that morning last spring, Diego had begun to reclaim his passion.
Late for the bus on April 30, 2010, Diego Lemos tried to catch the driver's attention.

With Diego in emergency surgery, his parents are faced with news of his injuries.

After weeks of hospitalization and physical therapy, Diego returns home to a new normal.

A painful wake-up call
Through the long, painful lens of hindsight, Diego figures that the accident, just a few weeks after he turned 12, gave him a sort of wake-up call.

"Before," he said, "I wasn't doing too good in school; my mind wasn't set on what it was supposed to be. I think after the accident, it really changed. I have my priorities set. It gave me a sense to take things more seriously."

It hinted at his own mortality, at life's utter unpredictability. And so he stopped taking things for granted. Now, he ranks his religious faith, academics and family before football — although the loss of his left leg has by no means diminished his passion for the sport. In fact, he credits football for driving him to succeed in all aspects of his life.

"He's become a lot more mature than I had imagined, actually," said Tina. "He's still got the great attitude, and that's what helps him."

But nobody saw this coming.

Several weeks ago, Baca, who coached Diego previously in youth football and spoke glowingly of his skill and passion for the game, mentioned to Kenny that he was putting together a spring team of sixth- and seventh-graders. Perhaps Diego would want to play.

The idea caught Kenny by surprise. As strongly as he hoped his son would return to the game, he tempered his own desire with a sense of caution.

That evening, he asked Diego.

"I had my mind set on fall football," Diego recalled. 

"But my dad told me this would be like spring training, that once you're done, you'll be much more prepared and a lot better when it comes to fall. I guess you could say those were the words I was waiting for." 

Kenny, Diego and his younger brother, Julian, immediately went to work, running through drills to get him ready for workouts. It had been some time since Diego had even crouched in a three-point stance. Now, he practiced firing off the line, eluding his dad's block and tackling JuJu.

Physically, Diego has progressed normally and possibly "a little ahead of the curve," said Dr. John Schwappach, the orthopedic surgeon who first met Diego in the emergency room at Swedish Medical Center and later performed his amputation.

He described a dual process for Diego — acceptance of the prosthesis as a part of his body, followed by an ability to learn and adapt to its physics so he could effectively incorporate it into his daily life.

Diego's football opportunity had surfaced after his last appointment with Schwappach, who was surprised to hear of his young patient's early reintroduction to his favorite sport — and then again, not so surprised.

"When he first set that out as his goal, you obviously want to encourage him with that, but your initial thought is you wonder if it's realistic," he said. "But soon after I saw his drive, I became more confident that it was a realistic goal."

Tina initially struggled with the idea of her son's return to the football field — too much, too soon.

"But what changed my mind was seeing Diego and how pumped up and excited he was to get out there," she said. "I can't keep him in a little bubble. He's 13 now, and I've got to start letting him be who he's going to be."

At one of Diego's first spring practices in March, on the wind-swept field at Alameda High School, he went through footwork drills with only a trace of a hitch in his step.

Yet, as expected, his conditioning lagged.

"The first couple weeks, he was definitely out of shape," Baca said. "I was the one who was a little hesitant on pushing him hard. But he pushed himself. He's still got that will to play."

Nevertheless, Baca entered the early practices figuring that spring football would provide Diego little more than a fleeting exposure to the game. He could take part in some drills, enjoy the camaraderie of his teammates and gain the confidence he would need when he mounted his comeback in earnest next fall.

The coach anticipated using Diego for a few plays at the end of already- decided games, just to get the feel. Primarily, the spring season would be a baby step toward something bigger.

The initial conditioning exercises did little to change his mind. And when contact drills began a couple of weeks ago, Diego showed an uncharacteristic hesitance on what Baca calls "Oklahomas," the one-on-one exercises that pit a ballcarrier against a lone tackler.

Then, Diego turned a corner.
"The first couple hitting drills, it seemed like he was a little intimidated," Baca recalled. "I told him, 'You're still Diego, and I need you to come out and play the way you always have.' The next time he hit a little harder, then a little harder. By the end of practice, he was hitting people just like before. I'm so excited, I can't put it into words."

Kenny figured that Diego wasn't so much intimidated as unsure whether he would be the same physical force he'd been two seasons ago, when he could send opponents flying. The kids are bigger now — Diego essentially is playing "up" a year with older boys — and the change demands that he pay closer attention to his technique.

Speed has been his only glaring deficiency, and so Baca worked on teaching Diego to take better, more efficient angles to the ball. 

Diego's performance in practice surpassed Baca's expectations "a million times," so he resolved to include the boy in his rotation of defensive linemen.

"I know his mentality and his love for the game — it's off the charts," Baca said.

Diego's very appearance on a football field left his father choked with emotion. As Kenny watched his son run simple drills during the first practice, his mind replayed the moment in the hospital, just before surgery, when Diego had asked not if he'd be OK but if he'd ever play football again.

And Kenny had stood there, caught between his own doubt and what seemed impossible hope — speechless. Less than a year later, intense pride left him grasping for the words to describe it.
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337 days later after tragic school bus accident, Diego Lemos hasn't slowed down 
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