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Preface


Preface

I look back, and it seems surreal. On some days, it feels like it happened yesterday. On other days, it plays back like someone else’s story.

I was a fifty-two-year-old wife, mother, grandmother, nurse practitioner, and Army Reserve lieutenant colonel living the American dream in Minnesota. I went from comfortable middle-class suburbia to sleeping in Saddam Hussein’s old prison at Abu Ghraib, caring for Iraqi prisoners and praying every day to stay alive. Yet I would do it all again.

I am frequently asked what it was like to be at Abu Ghraib. How can I answer that, chatting in the aisle of the grocery store?

“I was shot at a lot”

“I slept in a cement cell with no electricity where the temperature was usually over a hundred degrees”?

“The supply lines were so bad that we had to make colostomy bags out of plastic bags”?

I trained a lifetime for the possibility of using skills that I was called upon to use in Iraq. But I never expected to be changed by—and to change—the lives of so many people I met along this journey. Truly, it is God’s plan that not one of us is insignificant in this life.

The soldiers and civilians I cared for at Abu Ghraib, the Sunni, Kurdish, Shia, and Christian Iraqi translators who became friends, the civilian contractors from many countries, and my fellow soldiers working in the hospital—all taught me about myself and about a world I had not imagined. My life, which was threatened every day I served at Abu Ghraib, is richer now because of the people I met there.

This is not a chronicle about war or the military. You can look to the daily newspapers and other media for that. I write about my daily life and that of the soldiers and Marines I served with at the military hospital at Abu Ghraib Prison; how health care is administered during wartime; the civilians who work alongside the soldiers; the lives of many innocent and not-so-innocent Iraqis with whom I came into contact every day. This book is about the place, the people, and me.

It is my hope that this book will change the way you see the place and the people and, perhaps, even your own heart.
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Six Days to Ready

I answered the door and saw the certified letter from the United States Army Reserve. Activation orders—DAMN! The waiting and wondering were over.

As I signed a receipt for the letter held out to me that frigid February afternoon in 2003, I knew I was signing for a life-changing event. I also knew that others in my Army Reserve unit were going through the same thing—probably at the same time.

This wasn’t really a surprise. With things heating up in Iraq, and with my unit being a combat support hospital unit that could be sent overseas, I had been expecting we might be deployed. Worsening news reports had added to my apprehension, as did frequent questions from friends and family: “Have you heard anything yet? Are you going to be deployed?” I had started to feel like I was in limbo. “Finally we know,” I thought, walking slowly back to the kitchen with the letter.

I sat in a chair and Dave, my husband, came in, asking, “Who was that?” Then, seeing the certified letter in my hand, just like the one that mobilized me to active duty during Desert Storm in 1991, his eyes took on the “I know what that is” look. I slit open the envelope and began silently reading:


Lieutenant Colonel Deanna Germain:

You are ordered to Active Duty as a member of your Reserve Component unit for the period indicated unless sooner released or unless extended. Proceed from your current location in sufficient time to report by the date specified. You enter active duty upon reporting to unit home station.

Report to: 801st Combat Support Hospital, Ft. Sheridan, Illinois on 1 March 2003.

Report to Fort Stewart Georgia on 1 March 2003.

Period of active duty: 365 days

Purpose of mobilization: For Enduring Freedom



The notice included more addresses and abbreviations, but I looked at the calendar on the wall. “I leave in six days!” I said. “Six days!” I handed Dave the letter.

My stoic military brain kicked in immediately, and I grabbed a pad of paper to make a list of things I needed to do. Dave read the letter and then looked at me, reality setting in.

“I’ll miss six months of Yasmine’s life,” I said as I looked for a pen. History assured me that Reserve units are not kept active for more than six months at a time. My beautiful little granddaughter was only nine months old. Our daughter Laura and her husband live close by, and I saw YaYa often. I began, already, to mourn the “firsts” that I would miss in YaYa’s life—her first steps, her first words, her first birthday.

My thoughts next moved to the possibility of imminent war in Iraq. The official U.S. position was that Iraq illegally possessed weapons of mass destruction in violation of United Nations Security Council Resolution 1441, and we were working to disarm them through diplomatic means. UN inspection teams had already been searching Iraq for the alleged weapons for nearly three months.

Everyone in our unit knew the possibility of being activated at any time, yet the reality of it—and the immediacy of it—sent me into a momentary panic. Would this escalate into a full-scale war? We were in a high-tempo period with much troop movement. Would I be sent into a war zone? Would I be killed or injured? I tried to focus on my to-do list, but I was having trouble regulating my breath.

I felt numb, sad, and dizzy, all at the same time. What to do first? What next?

I had told my soldiers, “Be prepared; get your things packed, and put your important papers where you can get your hands on them quickly.” This would be their first activation. I had been through it before, but I knew this deployment was going to be different.

I began making a list—backward planning, as I had always done. What did I have to do on each of the next six days, from the last to the first, to be prepared to leave home, family, work, church, and community for six months?

I had to button down things at the pain clinic where I work as a nurse practitioner. Turn my patient files over to others. Say good-bye to my family, friends, neighbors. Don’t forget the Casablanca coffee shop workers, who sold me a latte nearly every day. Give proxies to others for my responsibilities as college alumni treasurer and assorted committee positions. Under different circumstances, I would have felt like I was dumping on others, but now I had no choice—no time for guilt.

I did this before; I can do it again, I told myself over and over as I moved down my list of tasks, fighting against time. Packing. Phone calls. Paperwork. Hurry. Hurry. Sometimes I had to stop myself, reorganize my thoughts, stay on track.

The phone calls started coming and didn’t stop. “No, I don’t know where we’re going.” “No, I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.” Anxiety from friends and family members increased my tension. “Don’t worry. I’ll be okay.” My parents, who had raised me on a dairy farm near Fairfax, Minnesota, had been through this twelve years earlier, when my brother-in-law and I were both called up for the Gulf War—but that didn’t make it easier on them. I had served stateside then, and now my mother couldn’t understand why the military would send someone of my age into a war zone at the end of my military career. My quiet, reserved father, who had served in the military, was concerned for my safety, but he knew I was doing what I had to do.

The Army Reserve just works that way: we go when we’re called. Most Reservists enlist into, serve in, and retire from the USAR. (Officers, who agree to serve for a number of years, can be called back.) Soldiers in the active army have an option to finish out their contracts in the Reserves; if they’re then called up for duty, they remain Reservists. Like people in the National Guard, we have civilian jobs and perform training or service once a month—but Guard units report to the Department of Defense through their state’s governor and are typically mobilized as entire units. We report through regional readiness commands, and we can be mobilized either individually or in our units.

I packed my military gear—uniforms, boots, vest pouches that carry ammunition, poncho, mat for my cot—in the standard way. A strange mix of dread and excitement stirred around me. I always remembered one more thing I had to do before I sat down, and I never sat down. During rare quiet moments, I asked myself, Am I really ready to do the job I’ll be expected to do? The old army motto, “Be All That You Can Be,” reverberated in my head. How good can I be, and will it be good enough?

I went to the drugstore to pick up some toothpaste, and everyone else in the store acted as if it was life as usual. Well, it wasn’t life as usual for me. I felt frenzied. I felt hollow. I was afraid. The lines were long. Everyone seemed to be moving in slow motion. I wanted to say, “Can’t you hurry? I’m leaving. I don’t know when I’m coming back.I can’t be sure I am coming back. Don’t you understand?”

I found myself looking at Dave more—studying his face. I wanted to remember every feature. We updated our wills. I felt the weight of the world on my shoulders.

Baby Yasmine looked at me as I told her things she couldn’t understand but that I needed to say. I wanted to remember the silk in her cheeks and the sunshine in her giggle, and I needed to hold my family close and make sure they knew how much they meant to me. At times, no words would come at all, and I could only say a silent prayer of thanks for these, my precious blessings.

The simplest of things took on a special meaning— a time of “lasts.” Won’t be doing this again before I leave, I chuckled to myself as I did laundry, took out the garbage, and vacuumed the living room.

As the departure date approached, I began distancing myself from my family. I spent more time with my military friends, talking on the phone with them a great deal and making hurried trips to Fort Snelling to say good-bye to those who were leaving before me. We were all speculating as to where we would be going and how it would be. The same drama, with variation, was happening to everyone in our unit. Packing our gear, deciding who’s going to pay the bills while we’re gone, who’s going to do the lawn work, who’s going to take the baby. Like everyone else, I acted as if I was okay—ready to do this.

Those of us from Minnesota had been told to report to our home station, Fort Snelling, on March 1. The evening before my departure our family went to dinner at Macaroni Grill. The event was a rite of passage—finalizing the family good-bye. It felt like a formal moment as we went through the motions, trying to be upbeat and happy. I had trouble swallowing my food. Laura was quiet, wiping away tears when she thought I wasn’t looking, her smile forced. I had loved my daughter’s face from the day she was born, yet now I was trying to memorize every feature, just as I had done with the snowy landscape of our Minnesota community on the drive to the restaurant. I filed away into my memory bank the sharp sting of inhaled frigid air. The white linen napkin felt smooth in my lap, and I wondered when I would again eat in a nice restaurant.

Sounds of other diners’ laughter surrounded us, but the only one not trying to force gaiety at our table was YaYa, who was her usual bubbly self, eating bits of food with her fingers. By the time we left the restaurant, I was glad to stop trying to act as if nothing was changing.

The next morning Dave drove me the forty-minute trip to Fort Snelling. We stopped at Laura’s for another hug, and we took a couple of pictures together with me in my uniform. Of course we felt very sad, and we all had tears, but we tried to be stoic.

As soon as we left Laura’s, the getting ready was over.I was in military mode. My mind was mostly on whether I had forgotten anything. When I left Dave, I didn’t know if I would be staying at Fort Snelling and able to see him again soon or if we would be going directly to Chicago.

Dave was supportive of my doing my duty as a Reserve soldier, and I became increasingly grateful for that. He was extremely sad to see me leave, and sent me off with bravado that neither of us felt but both needed to pretend. I took what comfort I could in the knowledge that his friends and his colleagues at the public works department would be supportive while I was away. I also knew that as an avid outdoorsman he would find plenty to occupy his time on the weekends with his friends.

Those of us reassigned from the 114th Combat Support Hospital (CSH) Unit to the 801st CSH Unit in Chicago were flown from Fort Snelling to Chicago that day. The other half of the 114th was reassigned elsewhere and, with few exceptions, never did leave the States. Several days later, our newly reconstituted group, about five hundred soldiers, was sent to Fort Stewart, Georgia, home of the Third Infantry Division.

There we received physical training, weapons training, combat training, convoy training, and gas mask training. We set up a DepMeds (Deployable Medical System) hospital, which is a standard army tent mobile field hospital with operating rooms, X-ray suites, and wards, all out-fitted with climate controls and current medical equipment. We had mock hospital care training and updated our CPR and medical expertise.

We also faced an underlying challenge in this newly reconstituted unit: we were bringing people together from multiple units who had never worked with each other. The commander and his staff had to decide how to position people to make a good, strong unit. Then the personnel had to adjust to new leadership and new styles in order to work effectively together.

We were told to select battle buddies, an informal pairing through which you were accountable for each other at all times. Lieutenant Colonel Cheryl Proper and I became battle buddies and close friends. She was also new to the 801st, reassigned from the 337th CSH from Indiana, and we teased each other about everything from our accents to our football teams. I insisted I didn’t have an accent. Of course, everyone had seen the movie Fargo, and they said I sounded just like the movie. The more I denied it, the more they laughed at my “accented” words of denial.

Officers and enlisted personnel all trained together with the same requirements. The only separate instruction I had was in weapons training, as officers carry 9-millimeter handguns as opposed to the M16 rifles enlisted soldiers carry. Life became hell for us if we failed to run far enough, hit the target the required number of times, or put our gas masks on in nine seconds. We needed to be able to take care of ourselves, and others around us, in a combat situation. Our training reminded us that war is a life-or-death proposition, and we were looking at going to war. We were training for the real deal.

All of us struggled to get used to being away from our loved ones. I kept in touch with most of my family and friends by e-mail and called Dave often, as that is how we preferred to communicate. He and Laura were coping, but Laura was having a difficult time. I was grateful they were close to each other.

During that uncertain time, the UN searched for weapons of mass destruction in Iraq with the imminent invasion of the country at hand. A lot of rumors circulated as to what, if anything, our role was going to be in this war. We were even told at one time that we were going home. I sent my boots back to Minnesota.

On March 19, 2003, President George W. Bush, in a coalition with forces of the United Kingdom, Australia, and Poland, ordered U.S. military forces to launch an invasion of Iraq, beginning the war. The Iraqi military was quickly defeated, and Baghdad fell on April 9. This ended the regime of Saddam Hussein and toppled the Ba’ath Party.

Looting and riots were unleashed in Baghdad. As the violence increased, so did our anxiety. The big question for us at Fort Stewart was what were we training for: Where would we end up? When? Would we be sent somewhere dangerous? We were living with, and training hard for, the big “If.”

We didn’t have to wait too long. At the end of April, two months after deployment, 120 of us got orders for Kuwait. Camp Wolf, a huge tent city near the Kuwait City Airport, would be our first home. We would take over an ongoing mission at the Kuwait Armed Forces Hospital from the 865th CSH from New York. The commander appointed me chief nurse for this mission.

This was it. Dave sent back my boots. We were headed to the combat zone.
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120 Degrees and Rising

A combination of excitement and fear, multiplied by one hundred and twenty of us, saturated the atmosphere as we boarded a Delta airplane for the trip from Fort Stewart to Kuwait. It was the most emotionally charged moment in my career thus far. There we were, all in our desert uniforms, weapons by our side, ready to do our duty for our country. We all knew we were embarking on a life-changing experience.

The airline staff treated us like heroes. They served us wonderful food and did everything they could to make us comfortable. When we landed in Rome to refuel, although we were not allowed to set foot on Italian soil, we stood on the steps and waved to people who were waving at us. We breathed in the air of Italy. Then we were back on our way.

Several hours later, the pilot welcomed us to Kuwait. “The temperature in Kuwait City is 120 degrees Fahrenheit,” he announced.

I stepped out the door of the plane and felt like I had been hit in the face with the force of a giant hair dryer. The heat was overwhelming, and I sincerely wondered whether I would be able to survive six months of it. This was not just hot—this was damn hot! I was already sweating as I struggled to follow shouted orders: “Get your gear, get your water bottles, keep your water bottles with you at all times.” Welcome to Kuwait, I thought wryly.

The Kuwait Armed Forces Hospital (KAFH) is in Kuwait City, about thirty minutes from Camp Wolf. As chief nurse I led the hospital nursing and support staff; I served on the team that managed the day-to-day operation of the hospital and the outpatient clinic at Camp Doha; and I coordinated the care for soldiers at outlying camps when needed. We provided services and medical care for all soldiers, Marines, coalition forces, and Department of Defense and contract civilians in Kuwait. With forty-five beds, we had sixty to seventy medical personnel working at the hospital in twelve-hour shifts. The other personnel in our unit were assigned to the various camps or other related areas.

We did not usually provide medical care for patients injured in direct combat, although, at least initially, we did get trauma patients from Baghdad and surrounding areas. Soldiers injured badly in Iraq came through Kuwait on their way to hospitalization in Landstuhl, Germany. As is the case in any hospital, we were either quiet or swamped with patients. We worked hard and saved a lot of lives during those many months.

Because Camp Wolf was located off the runways of Kuwait City Airport, we had jets flying overhead 24/7. The large, wood-floored tents had air conditioning and heaters, powered by generators, that worked some of the time; each held about twenty cots. We had shower trailers and the best large chow hall in Kuwait. On one of my days off, I even took a field trip across the border into Iraq, accompanying a friend who had to check bills of lading for a ship arriving at Umm Qasr.

Almost every soldier and Marine who transferred in and out of this theater of war passed through Camp Wolf, waiting for flights out of Kuwait or Iraq, buying souvenirs to bring or send home. We had a recreation hall with televisions, a game room, an outdoor basketball court, a small PX, and a few shops that sold trinkets. It was hot, dusty, and dirty, and we walked around the camp wearing our Physical Training (PT) uniforms—black shorts and gray t-shirts, both emblazoned with “Army”—trying to survive the heat.

We could always tell which soldiers and Marines came from Iraq without looking at their patches, just seeing them standing in line for food. Their uniforms had spots worn almost completely through. They looked disheveled and acted impatient. Their language was crude. They seemed hard-hearted—their attitude about everything was hard and rough. We could see in their faces and their actions that they were far away from what they were used to.

In August 2003, after I had been deployed for almost six months and in Kuwait for more than four months, Commander Henry Gilles and I attended a conference in Kuwait and met with planners at the brigade level. One of the logistics soldiers got up and said, “There are not enough medical personnel to rotate another group to the theater.” She did not say, directly and specifically, that we would be in Kuwait longer than the expected six months, but I read between the lines and I sure thought that was what she was saying.

On the way back to camp the commander seemed unusually quiet. I said, “Sir, did I hear what I thought I heard?”

“Yes,” Commander Gilles said with a sigh. “It’s just a matter of time until we get the orders. We won’t tell the troops until then.”

My first reaction was sharp disappointment that we wouldn’t be home for Christmas. Yet my biggest concern was for the soldiers in our unit. We all had built plans in our minds about going back home, back to work. The mental, emotional, financial, and personal toll of being away so long could shake a person’s very foundation, perhaps damaging our whole unit. Some soldiers were like little time bombs. How would they react to an extension?

The other great difficulty for me was in not being able to share the news with anyone, not even Cheryl, who was my head nurse at KAFH. But we in the Army knew that the truth can—and does—change. No plan was final until it was enacted. Perhaps they would find replacements for us after all. Yet I was quite confident that we would be extended.

At the end of September 2003, when our soldiers were wondering exactly when we would be sent home, Commander Gilles asked us all to be present at the hospital at 1830 hours. While we stood in the hallway, the commander announced that there were no replacements for us as planned. He said, “We have been given notice that we will be staying at the KAFH at least until January 2004.” He looked at us. “Any questions?” The whole unit was silent. Reservists had never been mobilized for more than six months. We had already been away from home for nearly seven months. The rules were obviously changing.

There went my tiny glimmer of hope that we wouldn’t be extended. My disappointment was overshadowed by my concern for the other soldiers. I looked around to see how they were all taking the news.

A young female doctor let her tears flow down her face without trying to wipe them away. She had been eager to go home to her baby, who had been only a few months old when she left. My heart ached for her. A couple of soldiers just turned and walked away from the group without a word. No one tried to stop them. Others stood as if in shock.

After several stunned moments, someone said in a lighthearted voice, “Well, since we’re going to be here for Thanksgiving and Christmas, let’s get a committee together to make plans.” That broke the spell. It then became a long night of phone calls home for all of us.

About a month later, our unit was moved to Camp Doha, thirty minutes away. Camp Doha was like a little city that housed thousands of soldiers. We lived in big hangars, like huge pole barns, with thousands of bunk beds. Our unit was placed together. Women were partitioned off, but anyone could look over the partition from a top bunk. Later, some of the command staff were moved to trailers nearby. Cheryl and I shared a trailer.

This military camp had a large PX, a big chow hall, a movie theater, a recreation center, a gym, souvenir shops, and many places to eat. Among them were KFC, Subway, Hardee’s, Baskin-Robbins, and a pizza place.

When we moved to Camp Doha, a Starbucks came to camp. I was ecstatic, and I quickly became a regular. My two favorite baristas, Atik and Eduardo, cared about doing a good job for the soldiers and became special friends.

The holidays passed, and we eagerly awaited the coming of January 2004, but when January arrived, no one came to replace us. We were extended once again.

I had to make yet another difficult phone call to Dave. “I’m so sorry. We’re still not going to be able to come home.”

“What? You’re not coming home?”

“Not now.”

“Why? What happened?”

“They don’t have replacements to take over the hospital.”

“Oh, DeeDee, we were all expecting you home soon.”

“I know. Me too.”

“Are you doing okay?”

“You know me. I’ll be okay. What choice do I have? It’s just hard because I never expected to be here this long. How are you doing?”

“I’m fine. It’s quiet. It’s lonely here. But don’t worry about me. Just get home as soon as you can.”

“How’s everyone else?”

“Everyone’s fine. People keep calling. What should I tell them now?”

“Just say I’ll be home as soon as I can. Anything else going on?”

“I had to replace the refrigerator. It just quit working. I bought pretty much the same thing we had before. That’s about all.”

“Okay. Well, I’ll call you later. Hold off telling Laura until I have more information. I love you.”

“I love you, too, DeeDee. Be safe.”

I closed my cell phone but continued to sit in the quiet corner of the recreation center to savor the voice and the information a little longer. It had been a comfort to hear the mundane day-to-day things that were so unimportant to those at home but so very important to hear from so far away. When would we be able to go home?

In February, we finally learned that an active-duty Naval hospital unit would come in as replacements in mid-March. We did a hospital turnover at the end of March and began preparing to go home in early April 2004. We had done many things that touched the lives of soldiers in Kuwait. We were leaving with pride in a job well done.

We sent our books, boots, and extra gear home, knowing we would no longer need them. We completed our Army Physical Fitness Test, our evaluations, and all the other things that units do at the end of their mission. Everything was handed over. All the paperwork was done. We did our Post-Deployment Health Assessment Physical, the last thing on our “get out of Kuwait” list.

We called our families and told them we were coming home on April 10. April would be a great time to be back in Minnesota, with spring flowers and fresh green landscapes. I planned to take some time off before going back to work. Dave and I had talked about buying a lake home. It would be wonderful to be home for summer, relaxing with Dave at the shore of sparkling blue water, a cool breeze caressing my face. Long, lazy days to get reacquainted with YaYa. Time to catch up on Laura’s life. The sweetness of anticipated pleasure put a perpetual smile on my hot, sweaty face.

Finally, we were going to leave from Camp Doha. On April 10, 2004, we had vacated our housing, our bags were on their way to the airport, and we had tickets for our freedom flight out of Kuwait. Only a certain number of soldiers could leave at a time because airplane space was so limited. We needed, and got, our tail numbers, the stamps that confirmed we were really leaving the theater of war.

We had final formation at 0700 hours. “Bring your bags to the truck at 0900 hours,” said Commander Gilles. “That truck will bring your bags to customs, where you will collect your bags before final boarding. Your plane will depart at approximately 1600 hours.” That gave us about two hours to get our bags on the truck and say our last good-byes. After loading my bags, I went to Starbucks at Camp Doha to keep my caffeine level up and bid farewell to my friends.

I was taking pictures with Atik and others when Cheryl came rushing around the corner. Her face was ashen, and the words tumbled out of her mouth: “We’re not going anywhere.”

“What do you mean?” I said.

“I don’t know,” Cheryl said, talking quickly, as she always did. “I just heard that we have to go back into formation as soon as possible and we’re not leaving today.”

“What?” I was stunned. I didn’t think I heard her correctly. I didn’t want to hear what she said. I pretended I hadn’t. Dave and Laura are expecting me to come home. This was too unfair. It just wouldn’t register as being true.

Cheryl was telling us that someone in headquarters had said something and it had spread like wildfire. “What does that mean, Madam?” Atik asked, his eyes huge and puzzled. “Will you be okay, Madam?”

I looked at my friends and said, “I don’t know what’s happening.”

Back at formation, Commander Gilles seemed as surprised as the rest of us. “The Department of Defense has just announced that twenty thousand soldiers are being extended for a minimum of 120 days. We are among the twenty thousand. We are not going home.”

Some of those twenty thousand soldiers were already in the planes on the tarmac at the time of the announcement. They had to disembark. Other planes already had wheels up on the way to Germany. Those soldiers were recalled back to the theater. Fifty-five Reserve units were affected that day, in addition to the many active-duty soldiers who were extended.

That day was the lowest point in this military deployment for me. Another extension! We had already served twice as long as we expected. It was so unfair!

Everyone seemed to be numb—not capable of true emotion at that time. What would we tell our families who were expecting us? We didn’t know whether we should call our families or not. It had to be a joint decision, because if one person called home, all the families would know. Many family members of the 801st were at Fort Stewart, Georgia, ready to throw a big homecoming party on Easter Sunday.

We finally decided we had to call. All we could say was that we simply did not know what was happening.

I called Dave. “I’m so sorry,” I said with a teary voice. “I have to tell you, again, that I’m not coming home yet.”

“What do you mean? Not today?”

“No. Rumsfeld just extended twenty thousand soldiers for a minimum of 120 days. We’re part of that extension. I don’t know any more than that. I’m so sad right now.”I stopped talking, stifled a good cry, thinking I’ll save it for later when I’m alone, and then continued. “I can’t talk to Mom and Dad yet. Tell them I’ll call later. Don’t say anything to Laura. I need to know more before I tell her. I’ll call you as soon as I have more information.”

“Call any time. Don’t worry about the cost. Just call. Day or night,” Dave said.

“We’ve all been told that the general will be calling families to officially inform you of this change, as a courtesy. You can expect a call. Oh, yeah—send my boots back. I’ll call when I know more. I love you.”

“I love you, too, DeeDee. Keep safe.”

We were able to use the computers at Camp Doha, and I e-mailed a couple of my army friends who were planning to greet us at the airport. I had my cell phone, and I talked to others. From then on, I could hardly keep up with the communication with friends and family.

I attempted to analyze the situation. There had already been a high number of casualties early in April 2004, and I thought the military leaders were just trying to figure out whether they had enough medical soldiers in the theater. If I had been one of the decision makers, I might have done the same thing—holding us in theater. But I thought that maybe a few soldiers, out of the one hundred of us in our unit, would volunteer to stay longer. Then the rest of us could go home.

I knew the military had expectations that the casualty rate would stay at, or exceed, what had already been registered as the U.S. government was heading toward the handover of the government of Iraq to the Iraqis. Our medical unit was already in the Middle East and had provided medical care for the ever-changing Kuwait/Iraq theater of war since May 2003. We knew how medical care was done in that theater; now the military was going to use us to “plus up” their number.

Disbelief could be seen on everyone’s faces. Yet no one was crying. No one seemed angry. Everyone was just numb. I had expected to be gone for six months. I had already been deployed for fourteen months and had been overseas for twelve months. Our original orders had said we could be deployed 365 days, but no other Reserve unit that we knew of had been deployed for more than six months at this point. We made the Stars and Stripes newspaper later that week for our many extensions.

The next couple of days were a blur. We knew we weren’t needed in Kuwait. We were looking at Iraq as our next likely destination. Or would we go to Afghanistan?

I remember thinking that soldiers from Iraq always told us we had it made being stationed in Kuwait. We didn’t think so. We were away from our families; we couldn’t go home; we were taking care of sick patients. We did have some reminders of home, however: restaurants, an occasional movie, a PX for shopping. And we weren’t under fire.

I remembered those soldiers and Marines standing in line for food. Would that be me? In my civilian life I had always thought a mystery trip would be fun, but the options here were not great.

During the next few days, the higher command at the brigade level wanted to know each soldier’s Military Occupation Specialty. We quickly collected the requested information and sent it up the chain of command. Within days, the 801st CSH was split into three groups and attached to other units in Iraq. We were to support missions in Balad, Baghdad, and Abu Ghraib.

With this third extension, someone with a sense of humor decided that our unit motto would be “Our mission is to complete your mission.”

At times like this, the military becomes one big rumor mill as every soldier tries to get information about the new assignment, the area, and anything else of interest. Rumor led us to believe that Balad, the huge Air Force base north of Baghdad, would be the best assignment, but Baghdad wasn’t considered so bad either, because the hospital was in the Green Zone. The Green Zone is a “safe area,” in relative terms, where the American Embassy is located, along with several restaurants, shops, and the U.S. Command Control Center. In Baghdad one can get a good meal, shop at the Wal-Mart–sized PX, and swim in Saddam’s pool.

We realized that an Abu Ghraib assignment would be lousy, and we joked about the poor suckers who would be sent there. The prison had initially housed Saddam Hussein’s prisoners, but after the regime was toppled, the U.S. Army took charge. We were told the United States added tents that housed as many as 4,500 enemy Iraqis detained by the U.S. military. Several months earlier, the Army had added a DepMeds hospital to care for the Iraqi prisoners and some of our own soldiers and Marines. The hospital was located in the most dangerous combat area of Iraq, ten miles from the outskirts of Baghdad and five miles from Fallujah. There was nothing to do there but work, under difficult conditions. I shuddered to think I might be sent there.

Orders came for a few of us at a time to be attached to other units in Baghdad, Balad, or Abu Ghraib. When soldiers are attached to another unit, that unit has to feed and house them and meet their basic needs. The parent unit, however, is still responsible for leaves, emergencies, pay issues, and personnel issues. Soldiers refer to themselves as—and feel as if they are—“bastard children” of the unit to which they are attached.

It felt strange to say good-bye to that first group of soldiers who left, especially to Cheryl Proper, who went to Abu Ghraib. We had all been together for so long we felt like part of a family. How many of them would I never see again? A few were excited about finally getting into the thick of the action: they wanted to take care of trauma patients. Others couldn’t keep the fear out of their eyes.

It would all have been so different had we not had this extension. I tried to find encouraging words, and I told them all that I would pray for their safety. All the while, deep inside, questions kept nagging at me: Why didn’t I get chosen? Will I be next? Why were soldiers chosen the way they were? I thought I had figured out how things were done, but I soon began to understand how little I really knew. I felt lost without Cheryl.

About three days after that, another group of soldiers received orders—including Commander Gilles, who went to Abu Ghraib. When he left, I became the highest-ranking officer of my unit left at Camp Doha. I worried about the others. How were they doing? Since I had been their chief nurse, I felt responsible for them.

While we waited for more orders to come down, we received word of a mortar attack on Abu Ghraib. One hundred and twenty people had been killed or injured. We were frantic. I prayed that Cheryl and the others from our unit were safe.

We couldn’t get through to the prison hospital, and no one knew if Commander Gilles had arrived there yet. When I finally got through by e-mail, Sergeant Sharon Fuller wrote back: It is terrible here. If there is hell on earth, I’ve just seen it. No one from our unit was injured.

I was unofficially told that I might be working in Kuwait as a direct liaison between the brigade and our unit command staff in Iraq. A couple days later, two specialists were ordered to fill that role on the general’s staff. The rest of us got our orders.

I would be going to Abu Ghraib.

“Lord, keep me safe,” I breathed silently as I called home.
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