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Body: His life nearly ended last year

He starts a new one this year

By Sarah Doty

sdoty@postbulletin.com
Garrett Ebling will always remember Aug. 1, 2007.

The Rochester native was driving home to Minnetonka, Minn., from a work picnic at Como Park when the Interstate 35W bridge crumbled beneath him, pouring him and his pickup 60 feet into the Mississippi

River.

This year, he is making another day -- Aug. 3 -- memorable.

Ebling will marry his longtime girlfriend, Sonja Birkeland, on Sunday on the North Shore. He had proposed just days before the bridge collapse.

"I won't be in the cities," Ebling says of today's anniversary. "I'll be busy with other things, but I will take time to reflect and pray and remember those who didn't make it and those like myself who have suffered from this bridge collapse."

Physical, emotional wounds

Ebling's injuries were numerous: Both of his feet were broken, his left arm was broken, his jaw was broken in three places, all of the plates in his face were broken, his colon was severed, one of his lungs collapsed, his left eye was injured, and his diaphragm ruptured.

He went through several surgeries and spent more than two months in the hospital -- the second longest stay by any bridge collapse victim, he says. One year later, he still isn't 100 percent.

"Recovery is a long process, longer than I thought it would be," he said. "My feet still hurt, and there are days when walking is hard. I have arthritis in my left foot, which will be a lifelong thing." He also lost his sense of smell because of the trauma to his face, which severed the nerves to his nose.

Ebling has had to face more than just the physical recovery. Emotionally, every day is still a struggle.

"Emotional recovery takes a lot longer than the physical recovery. For a while I focused primarily on physically getting better. I kept thinking 'once I can walk again' or 'once I can chew again' I would feel better. But I wasn't feeling better."

Instead he felt very distant from the world and was sullen and snappy at his fiancee. In January, he finally addressed those feelings and decided to talk to a counselor. He was diagnosed with adjustment disorder, which has several of the symptoms of post traumatic stress disorder. He has been visiting a counselor and talking through his experience. 

It's working.

"Over the months going in and talking to a counselor, I have felt a reconnection with the world. I still have my down days and can still be snappy and surly, but it is a lot less frequent now and hopefully it will continue to dissipate over time."

But the memories will be forever in his mind.

"It's nothing that I would ever want to do again. We talked about compensation, but I would give it all back in a heartbeat if I could have been somewhere else besides on the bridge that day."

He doesn't remember the impact or the sights and sounds of what happened due to amnesia, but he does remember feeling the bridge shake and watching the brake lights of the cars in front of him drop and disappear.

Government watchdog

Since the collapse, Ebling has become active in lobbying and the bridge victim support group.

"We need to be better watchdogs over government agencies, because we really do put our lives in their hands," he said. "There were several factors that contributed to the perfect storm that really brought the

bridge down, and obviously we are going to need to put more money and resources toward new infrastructure."

The experience hasn't been all negative. Ebling said he has found out things about himself, his fiancee, his family and friends that he might never have learned.

"You hold onto things a little more dearly, treasure people and experiences a little more. People always say you don't get a second chance, but I really do feel that I got a second life. It really opens my eyes. I have this opportunity now. What do I want to do with it?"

He will have the chance to find out this weekend when life with his new wife begins. Ebling has been healing for most of their engagement year, but he didn't get out of all the planning.

"When you are stuck in bed, you can't run," Ebling joked.

