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For the men and women of the U.S. military

and the families who support them.
And for my own family—Tom, Greta, and Jake.
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Some guys have seen things that no one ever wants to see…. I understand now what it means when you go to a veterans’ ceremony and you see the old veterans get together and hug and cry, and you never really understood it. I understand it now.
—Lieutenant Colonel Gary Volesky
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Prologue
BLACK SUNDAY

[image: ]1900 hours
April 4, 2004
Sadr City, Iraq
WHERE THE LIGHT SHONE THAT EVENING, it illuminated only gore and the clenched faces of soldiers unaccustomed to pain.
There were so many young men, more than thirty, and they had arrived so unexpectedly that the cramped concrete aid station was quickly overrun. The overflow lay outside, soldiers naked and bleeding, on the cooling sands of Camp War Eagle. Dry wails or an occasional whispered plea of “Sir” came from those who could muster a voice, as the medics moved among them. Others were silent, breathing in staccato gasps, as if rationing what little air they had left.
With no electricity and with darkness beginning to settle, the medics relied on the dust-caked headlights of Humvees circled around the aid station to help guide their fingers to the source of each trauma. The splayed black hole of a gunshot wound here, the rip of shrapnel there. Narrow beams from flashlights allowed them to probe more carefully the chunks of splintered bone, extract bits of steel, and bundle and bind wayward intestines.
On a signal from the medics, two of the most catastrophically wounded survivors were swaddled in sleeping bags and rushed to the roaring belly of a nearby helicopter.
Standing amid the chaos was Colonel Robert Abrams, commander of the brigade to which these men belonged. The son of legendary Vietnam War general Creighton Abrams (for whom the army had named its biggest tank), the younger Abrams was drolly referred to by some soldiers as “the natural-born killer.” But like virtually all the three thousand soldiers he now commanded, Colonel Abrams had never once in twenty-two years of service heard a gun fired in battle, never seen a soldier wounded in combat or watched a soldier die. He would see it all this night.
Abrams moved from one wounded soldier to the next, grasping hands and offering crisp reassurances. “You’ll be fine,” he said again and again, feigning confidence as he looked at the wrecked bodies all around him. “You’ll be okay.”
The massive hand of Staff Sergeant Robert Reynolds, whom the men called “Big Country,” grabbed Abrams’s pant leg as he passed. At six-foot-six and 280 pounds, the sergeant was considered the First Cavalry Division’s “go to” squad leader—a soldier who made things happen. Colonel Abrams bit back his horror as he stared at the sergeant. He was stripped from the waist down, his genitals smeared red and buttocks glowing white. A loaf-sized chunk of Reynolds’s inner thigh was blown off, laying bare the remaining tangle of veins and tendons. Reynolds strained to tell his commander about the brutal assault on his men that he’d barely survived. Abrams bent down, his ear close enough to hear Reynolds above the din of the aid station. Emotion and pain shook Reynolds’s voice.
“There were hundreds of them, sir.”
Separated from the wounded soldiers, on a stretcher next to the outside wall of the aid station, Captain Trent Upton saw what was unmistakably a dead soldier. Medics who first examined him had pulled the soldier’s camouflage top and T-shirt up and over his face, pinning his arms in a grimly unnatural position. Upton, who was supposed to be keeping track of the dead and wounded, called quickly for the chaplain. Ramon Pena, like almost all the soldiers at Camp War Eagle, was so new to this base that he hadn’t even known where the aid station was located, and had to be guided there when the word came that a platoon had been ambushed. Now the chaplain looked down at the soldier stiffening in front of him and remembered the prayer he had recited to the men of Alpha Company just an hour before, when they had left the base on their ill-fated rescue mission.
Lord, protect us. Give us the angels you have promised and bring peace to these soldiers as they go out. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

These words haunted the chaplain as he took hold of the dead soldier’s hand and watched as Upton gently pulled down the T-shirt and uniform top covering the face. Pena didn’t know the soldier, but Upton recognized him instantly. It was Specialist Stephen Hiller, twenty-four years old, from a small town in Alabama. Hiller had just announced that his wife, Lesley, was pregnant again.
Upton knelt at Hiller’s side and put a hand on his shoulder as the chaplain, clutching Hiller’s fingers in his own, administered last rites. Then the men covered the young soldier in a thick flowered blanket—the kind found in nearly every Iraqi home.
Colonel Abrams stood nearby frozen for a moment as he watched Chaplain Pena and Captain Upton move between the dead and the wounded. With the muffled sound of tank fire close by and soldiers still trapped in the city, Abrams, cursing, mumbled a quiet plea. “Damn, this is bad, this is really bad, but please, God, I hope this is all of them. Let this be all of them.”
 
LESS THAN FOUR MILES AWAY, at the center of the action, Lieutenant Shane Aguero and his platoon were huddled on a rooftop as the smack of automatic weapons grew louder in the narrow alleyway below. Humvees burned in the distance—the same vehicles his men had escaped not long before. Frenzied crowds now surrounded the vehicles.
Aguero was only dimly aware of a thick line of blood making its way down the left side of his face as he watched the tracer rounds streak across the deepening gray sky. Despite the approaching waves of armed militia, or perhaps because of them, the lieutenant’s eyes were drawn briefly to the sight of a bird—a sparrow, he thought—arcing low and untouched beneath the gunfire. For some reason, the bird carried Aguero’s thoughts back home, away from the battle, away from his soldiers now trapped in this Sadr City firefight, to the warning his wife had given him when he left her outside their home near Fort Hood, Texas, just a few weeks before.
“In every war,” she had cautioned, “there is always a platoon that gets pinned down. Don’t let it be your platoon.”


Chapter 1
ELEVEN HOURS EARLIER

0800 hours
April 4, 2004
Camp War Eagle, Sadr City
“WHERE THE HELL IS AGUERO?”
Captain Troy Denomy had been in Iraq only four days and already he was irritated with his soldiers. In ten hours the seven-hundred-soldier infantry battalion to which Denomy’s company belonged would officially take over command in this huge, impoverished Baghdad neighborhood of two and a half million people called Sadr City. At exactly 1800 hours the 2-5 Cavalry battalion flags would be unfurled, salutes exchanged, and the transfer of authority completed. But things were not off to a good start. Twenty soldiers from Denomy’s First Platoon had been assigned security duty that morning for Iraqi sewage trucks, escorting the “honey wagons” through ankle-deep liquid waste that ran through the streets. Their Humvees were supposed to be lined up and ready to head out the gate of Camp War Eagle, the forward operating base on the city’s outskirts.
It wasn’t like his platoon leader to be late, Troy Denomy thought. Lieutenant Shane Aguero was a solid soldier who had worked under Denomy back at Fort Hood for six months prior to this deployment. Aguero was familiar with the routine of these sewage runs, having arrived in Sadr City several weeks before his captain. This teeming Shiite neighborhood had suffered more than any other during the Sunni-dominated reign of Saddam Hussein. Once called Saddam City, its infrastructure was rudimentary at best; the principal means of sewage removal here was evaporation. Securing honey wagons wasn’t exactly warrior’s work, but it was part of the effort to improve the quality of life for Iraqis. Suck up a little waste, help turn on a few lights, and at the end of the day the soldiers figured they’d have a far better chance of eventually getting out of this miserable place. And maybe diminish the incentive for their being shot at in the meantime. The patrols had the added benefit of providing the soldiers a gut check on the mood of the streets.
Denomy was a natural leader who’d earned considerable respect for surviving the crucible of Army Ranger School. Before that he’d been a history major at a small southern college, where he was captain of the soccer team and a regular at his fraternity house. The army had made all that possible through school loans. The last eight years’ service had been payback—a fair exchange as far as Denomy was concerned.
Now the young captain made his way past the two-story concrete headquarters. Almost all the buildings looked alike on the barren terrain of this forward operating base. The decaying rows of rectangular barracks had once housed units of Saddam Hussein’s intelligence service. Mottled buildings that smelled like rotting cream lined up next to wide dirt paths packed with dried weeds. Denomy still could see no sign of the four Humvees, or of Aguero’s platoon. He was irked but, on second thought, not surprised: It was a chaotic time, to say the least. Denomy’s battalion was moving into Camp War Eagle at the same time the battalion from the First Armored Division was pulling out. The heavily armored Bradleys, the few that had been brought on this mission, were still rumbling through the camp that morning, and massive supply trucks were being unloaded near the motor pool, where the vehicles were housed, after the long ride in from Kuwait. Three hundred twenty-five miles of sand and sweat. Gear and ammo and the few personal items that the soldiers were allowed to bring were dumped wherever space was available. Some of the new arrivals were sleeping inside and on top of vehicles; others were in a maintenance bay until the departing soldiers cleared out.
Denomy had been one of the last commanders to arrive at Camp War Eagle. His superiors had allowed him to stay behind in the battalion’s home base of Fort Hood, Texas, until the birth of his first child in March, a boy named Merrick. Five days later, Denomy found himself in the middle of the Kuwaiti desert, preparing to enter Iraq with most of the 136 soldiers under his command. A handful of junior and mid-level officers had gone into Iraq early to start the transition process, Shane Aguero among them. But 90 percent of Denomy’s men had arrived in Sadr City with their captain just four days before.
The farewell from Fort Hood had been wrenching for everybody, but especially so for Troy Denomy. Merrick was born the Saturday before he left for Kuwait. Because his wife, Gina, had had to have a cesarean section, she couldn’t leave the hospital until the following Monday. She arrived home with the baby midday, sore and exhausted; by four in the afternoon the Denomys bundled up Merrick again and headed for church. A friend had helped arrange a hasty baptism for Merrick because Troy was scheduled to leave the next day. It would be the only night he would spend with his wife and son at home before his yearlong deployment.
Troy and Gina cradled Merrick between them that night, professing love in halting whispers and crying so hard the baby was wet with his parents’ tears. It was the first time in three years of marriage that Gina had seen her husband cry. There had never been any cause before, she reasoned: Nothing bad had happened, no one close to them had ever died, and they had never been apart for more than a few weeks.
Now there seemed to be no end to the tears. By Tuesday morning Gina was dizzy at the thought of Troy leaving. To make matters worse, all departing soldiers were to gather with their families at the Fort Hood gymnasium, the “Abrams gym,” to say goodbye later that evening. Everything in the military seemed to be a shared event, even when you ached for privacy.
“How am I going to cope at the farewell ceremony?” she asked her husband.
Troy looked into Gina’s blue eyes and outlined a plan. “We are going to go to the gym and you can hang out for a while, but you’re not going to want to see kids clinging to their dads and all that sadness for long. So I am going to give you the biggest kiss of your life, and then I want you to walk away with the baby and not look back.”
Gina didn’t argue. Hours later, standing in the refrigerator-cold air of the gym, Troy kissed his wife—yes, the biggest kiss of her life—and then Gina turned and walked through the crowded gym, past all the sobbing families, and out into the steam of the Texas night.
When Troy arrived in Kuwait a few days later, the pain of that goodbye still lingered. It was the hardest thing he’d ever been through. And now, just days later, here he was living in an enormous tent with twenty other soldiers nearly eight thousand miles away. Mercifully, the tents were air-conditioned: even in these days in mid-March, the temperature was reaching eighty degrees. The showers and bathrooms were in portable trailers, as clean as one could expect with so much sand and dust. There were even a Subway and a Burger King. Conditions weren’t so bad, considering. But what really made it all bearable was the Internet. A handful of computers had been set up in a trailer so the soldiers could keep in contact with their families. The lines were long and the connection was slow, but Troy was determined to get a message to his wife.
Gorgeous,
Got in safely with no issues. The very next morning at 0600 I had to go to a range to shoot! That night, I completely collapsed. How are you feeling. I assume that you are still pretty sore. I hope that my Mom is taking very good care of you. Everyone congratulated me about Merrick and sends hellos and their best wishes. I miss you and Merrick and not a minute goes by without me thinking of the both of you.
Love you tons and miss you. Give Merrick a hug and kiss for me and tell him that his daddy loves him.
Troy

For those last few weeks in March, while he was training in Kuwait, Gina and Troy were able to communicate fairly regularly by either e-mail or phone. Gina provided updates on Merrick’s progress, right down to how many diapers he was filling a day. Troy laughed at how much pride and delight such mundane details could bring.
As a security precaution, soldiers weren’t allowed to reveal on the phone or computer the exact day they were leaving Kuwait and heading into Iraq. But Gina knew what was about to happen when Troy told her during a late-night phone call, “I might not talk to you for a few days.” She was a nervous wreck for the week after that, fearful whenever she watched TV and saw news of a convoy attacked en route from Kuwait to Baghdad. On the second day of April the tears came again, when Troy finally managed to get a phone line to let Gina know he’d arrived. Since then he had been so busy he hadn’t had another moment to call, and the lines for the computers were so long that he did not even try e-mailing. Gina was just happy he was safe, starting a mission that had been described to the wives as largely a peacekeeping mission, in an area of Iraq that had seen little violence since the war began one year before.
For the soldiers arriving after weeks in the Kuwaiti desert, it was a stunning transition. One of Denomy’s fellow captains, Steve Gventer, wrote in his journal after riding through Baghdad on the way to Sadr City on March 31:
The desert suddenly became a full-fledged city with the traffic typical of a New York, Boston or Dallas…. My sixty-vehicle convoy was escorted through the city, past some of Saddam’s old palaces. It had a feeling of seeing history—the same buildings we watched on FOXNEWS getting tomahawked were right before my eyes, and as we traveled further there were huts, next to BMWs and rusted junk cars. The people seem friendly and I yell “Mahaba” (hello) and smile a lot. This usually gets a wave especially from the kids. The neighborhoods are so dirty and street markets have live sheep and sides of beef (the live sheep are chosen as a lobster might be in the US and slaughtered on the spot—the head set on a table). Life here seems to be less meaningful or death more commonplace as evidenced by the dead body from a car wreck I passed today—bloody and in the open on the highway, no slowing of traffic, just common.

Like Captain Gventer and the others, Denomy knew almost nothing about Sadr City. To make matters worse, a directive from the Office of the Secretary of Defense—that no soldier should have “boots on the ground” in Iraq for more than a year—had had the unintended consequence of depriving Denomy’s unit of a carefully coordinated transition. The soldiers from the 2-2 Cav (Second Squadron, Second Armored Cavalry Regiment) had been in charge the previous year, but they had reached the end of their twelve-month deployment and left weeks before the main body of Denomy’s unit arrived; the 1-2 Cav (First Squadron, Second Armored Cavalry Regiment), responsible for another part of Iraq and with little experience in Sadr City, had been sent to fill the gap for a month until the 2-5 Cav took over. The result was that Denomy’s soldiers never had a chance to conduct the thoroughgoing “right seat, left seat” rides that allow for the experienced unit to pass along to its replacements what they need to know before assuming command.
There was one thing the new soldiers did know, however: There had been only one violent incident in Sadr City the previous year. On that occasion, between fifty and a hundred Iraqi insurgents had ambushed a scout platoon, killing one soldier. He was the only soldier to die in hostile action in that area during the entire first year of the Iraq war.
But the day before—April 3, during his first foray beyond the gates of Camp War Eagle—Denomy hadn’t liked what he saw. His reconnaissance platoon was stopped at a major intersection by members of the Mahdi Army, a local militia loyal to the cleric Moqtada al-Sadr. His father, a revered Shiite cleric, had been murdered along with two of his older sons in 1999 by Saddam Hussein’s government. Moqtada, the fourth of his sons, was now the de facto ruler of Sadr City.
The militia had caused only minor trouble in the past, but now they were refusing to let the U.S. forces pass through a makeshift checkpoint. Denomy’s interpreter explained that the Mahdi Army was protesting the closure of al-Sadr’s Al-Hawza newspaper by Paul Bremer, the director of the U.S. Office for Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance as well as the head of the Coalition Provisional Authority; Bremer had charged the paper with inciting violence. When Denomy tried to keep his convoy moving, the militiamen lay down in front of the vehicles and formed a human chain ten rows deep, locking arms and preventing them from passing.
A minute later, Denomy understood the reason for the human barricade. On the other side of the rows of militiamen, huge groups of protesters were coming into view. Men, women, and children, thousands of them, were carrying poster-sized portraits of al-Sadr and banners written in Arabic. Most of the men were carrying swords.
From the Humvee behind Denomy, Staff Sergeant Franklyn Doss looked around at his twenty soldiers, then back at the thousands of marchers. This must be how Custer felt, he thought, just before the Battle of Little Bighorn.
Captain Denomy had a similar thought, and he acted on it swiftly. Denomy had no idea where the marchers were heading, but his gut told him to turn his convoy around and head back to camp. No need to incite a mass of sword-carrying militiamen.
Later that night Denomy learned that the protest had ended peacefully, but some of the other units patrolling in town afterward reported sporadic but unsettling incidents. Shane Aguero’s platoon had driven off the main roads and down back alleys to get a more intimate sense of the city. Everyone they encountered had voiced disdain for Americans, spitting and hurling invectives, if not rocks. Some of the newly arrived soldiers were mystified. Aguero’s gunner sergeant Yihjyh Chen, known as Eddie, a burly native of Taiwan who’d moved to Saipan as a teenager, just shrugged when another sergeant asked why they were being treated with such disrespect. “Whatever,” Chen said. “I guess they don’t realize we’re just here to help.” Nothing much fazed Eddie Chen.
The incoming battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Gary Volesky, had told Denomy that there seemed to be an increasing number of young men gathering in groups in Sadr City, and an increase in anti-U.S. rhetoric as well. The battalion commander was a strong believer that flare-ups could be avoided by behaving respectfully toward the local population while continuing to try to provide the sorts of services that might make a difference. This was one of the reasons Denomy was so eager to get Aguero’s platoon out the gate that morning; but he also wanted to get a sense of what his men were getting into. The battalion was only hours away from assuming command; there was no time to lose.
Denomy sent out the word. “Go find Aguero.”
The slumbering bray of roughly two hundred soldiers, who had worked night shifts, echoed through the maintenance bay some fifty yards from the headquarters, temporary housing quarters for the new arrivals. Even though he was scheduled for a daylight patrol, Lieutenant Aguero was among them, his lanky frame curled into a cockeyed fetal position on a thin foam mat, his knees apart so as not to further inflame his throbbing joints. The slender wire-rimmed glasses through which he perpetually squinted were stuffed inside his helmet and within easy reach. Aguero could sleep through the sounds of passing tanks and weapons fired on a nearby shooting range, but there was one noise that always kept him awake: snoring. So when he had retired that night, he donned combat-strength earplugs to drown out the grinding noise. It did the trick—so well, in fact, that he never heard his wristwatch alarm.
Aguero felt a boot in his backside.
“What the hell?” He wiped the sleep from his eyes, grabbed his glasses—and figured out why he’d been so rudely awakened.
“Shit,” he said. “The patrol.” He pulled on his body armor, jammed his helmet over a fringe of matted black hair, and ran over to the motor pool.
If anyone in the First Cavalry Division embodied the nomadic military life, it was Aguero. The son of a retired army command sergeant major, he had been born on a military base in Panama thirty years before. The lifestyle was second nature to him, and he considered himself far too geeky for the popularity contests he saw in his high school, so it surprised no one when he enlisted. By the time Aguero was in college, he was married with children. His wife, Amber, a self-professed geek, had found a soul mate in Shane. Nothing made them happier than spending the evening in their small apartment outside Fort Hood, eating pizza and battling high-tech monsters in Champions of Norrath on the video screen long after their two kids were tucked in bed. The couple had an easygoing, joking banter that belied a serious and deep connection. Neither could imagine life without the other.
Most of the men in Aguero’s platoon were up and waiting on him when he emerged from the maintenance bay. Platoon Sergeant First Class Jerry Swope, a country boy from Missouri, had already started loading up the four Humvees for the sewage run. Swope had slept on the hood of his Humvee the previous night—staying off the ground kept him clear of rodents and crawling insects, but it didn’t exactly provide the best night’s sleep—and hadn’t bothered with breakfast or a shower. Swope figured it was better not to have a full belly when inhaling steaming mounds of garbage so early in the day. Within minutes of leaving Camp War Eagle, great waves of liquid sludge would be lapping at the doors of his vehicle, so a shower seemed a wasted effort. He would save that for tonight.
Swope would be in the last Humvee, Aguero in the first. Both vehicles were up-armored M-1114s, weighing a ton more than the standard Humvee and built to include such upgrades as two-hundred-pound steel-plate doors and ballistic-resistant glass. The two vehicles between them were “add-on armor” M-998s. They were soft-skinned Humvees with additional armor-protection kits installed, usually out in the field after they had been manufactured. They were more vulnerable and had less power than the up-armored vehicles, but they were considered well suited for a peacekeeping mission. Each of the Humvees carried five men—plenty of manpower to serve as security escort for three small trucks—as well as crates of water bottles and MREs, meals ready to eat, in the back. And each vehicle contained a combat lifesaver kit, which was packed with all of the essentials for emergency first aid.
Aguero mumbled a quick apology as he brushed past Troy Denomy before climbing into his Humvee. Denomy gave the lieutenant a quick slap on the back and headed over to headquarters.
“Okay, let’s go,” Aguero grunted. He climbed into the passenger seat of the lead vehicle and signaled for his driver, Specialist Jonathan Riddell, to roll.
Also in the vehicle were Sergeant James Fisk and an Iraqi interpreter, Jassim al-Lani,* dressed in the same desert-camouflage uniform the soldiers wore. Sergeant Chen was behind the .50 caliber weapon in the turret, only his legs visible to the others. Chen was already cracking jokes, but Aguero was in no mood. He’d been up half the night, and the stench of feces still permeated his nostrils and clothing. He had a vague sense that things in Sadr City weren’t quite as stable as advertised, and had told his wife, Amber, as much when he managed to get a phone line out the day before. “This place is hot and nasty,” he complained. Shane Aguero hated escorting the sewage trucks, hated the anti-American slurs, and was disgusted driving through a city so packed with people and filth. But it never mattered how you felt in the army. It was part of your job; it was what you had signed on to do.
Like it or not on this Sunday morning, the soldiers of the First Platoon headed out the gate to do it all again.
 


Chapter 2
PALM SUNDAY

8:00 a.m. CDT
April 4, 2004
Fort Hood, Texas
EVERYTHING SEEMS LOUDER in the middle of nowhere. Maybe it is the stretch of the land or the spread of the sky across this army post, but if the wind is blowing your way, the peal of church bells, even the prerecorded kind, is as powerful a sound as incoming tank fire. It is enough to rouse even those who have no intention of attending Sunday services.
Fort Hood sits in the hill country of Bell County, Texas, a 340-square-mile facility located sixty miles north of the capital city of Austin, fifty miles southwest of Waco, its main post in the town of Killeen.
There are ten chapels on Fort Hood for some 65,000 men, women, and children. There is “Comanche Chapel,” rising from “Tank Destroyer Boulevard”; there are “First Cavalry Division Chapel” and “Iron Horse Chapel” on “Battalion Avenue”; and over on “Tank Battalion Boulevard” are several more. Not that there were many tanks or battalions left at Fort Hood on this Sunday morning. Its population ebbs and flows, depending on where, when, and for how long the men and women of the First Cavalry Division and the Fourth Infantry Division are deployed. Named after the Confederate general John Bell Hood, Fort Hood is home to both divisions, as well as the III Corps headquarters, thus earning its billing as the “largest armored training installation in the free world.” Fort Gates, as it was originally called, was established in the mid-1840s to defend against the Apache, Comanche, and Kiowa Indians, who fought hard to regain their land from white settlers.
The First Cavalry Division traces to the mid-1850s, when cavalry troopers, as they were known, rode the western frontier, engaging in bloody battles with Native Americans, smugglers, and thieves. One hundred fifty years later the soldiers of the “First Cav” still answer the call of “Charge!” with Stetsons flying and pistols firing as their horses stampede down Fort Hood’s parade fields to re-create the rich history of the division.
But now the First Cav was on a yearlong deployment to Iraq, the 21,000 cavalrymen and much of their equipment gone.
Indeed, the division was made up overwhelmingly of cavalry-men. Women have made tremendous strides in the military, but because the army is largely a ground force and women are prohibited from ground combat units, only about 15 percent of the army is female. Thus, entering Fort Hood during wartime in the twenty-first century is not entirely different from what it would have been like walking on post a century before. It is a place dominated by wives, women whose sorority has the cruel requirement of living apart from the men they love, knowing that the separation can suddenly and violently be made permanent. One might see them walking together in groups, with their children trailing behind, or on a Saturday morning struggling to mow the neat patches of lawn that border their ranch-style houses—houses often with a second car in the driveway, a big pickup or a sporty roadster: dusty monuments to absent husbands, fathers, best friends. It’s a scene replicated at Army and Marine Corps installations across the country.
Sundays were hardest, the day when the absence of a husband was keenly felt. The sound of the church bells seemed to prompt the memories of backyard barbecues, lounging on the couch together, or just playing ball with the kids. Memories that would often leave the women weepy and distracted.
Connie Abrams was struggling with all those recollections this morning. This was the fourth consecutive Sunday she’d spent without Abe, her husband of twelve years, and she was still trying to get used to life without him.
Abe—First Brigade commander Colonel Robert Abrams—had left for Iraq in mid-March to prepare for the arrival of his 3,000 or so soldiers. There were six brigades in the First Cavalry Division, colonels commanding each one of them. Within each brigade there were usually four battalions of about 700 soldiers, commanded by lieutenant colonels. Connie knew that today one of Abe’s favorite battalion commanders, Lieutenant Colonel Gary Volesky, was officially taking command of his area of responsibility (AOR), a place called Sadr City that Connie knew little about. Gary and his wife, LeAnn, were friends of the Abramses; LeAnn’s house was just a few blocks from Connie’s.
It would still be another ten days before Abe officially took charge of his brigade. The transfer of authority from the outgoing brigade to Abrams’s brigade was being done on a staggered basis so that the handover to the new forces didn’t happen all at once. Until the transfer of authority, Abe was shadowing the departing brigade commander in Baghdad. The same was true for his boss, division commander Major General Peter Chiarelli, now doing the “right-seat ride” with the commander of the outgoing First Armored Division.
As brigade commander, Abe had easy access to international cell phones, as well as to the special DSN (defense system network) lines that had been installed in all the brigade commanders’ homes at Fort Hood. This made it possible for Connie and Abe to talk regularly—all Connie needed to do was pick up the line, dial a ten-digit number, and she was connected to Abe’s brigade headquarters in Baghdad. Once Abe took command, Connie knew he would have far less time to talk; in the meantime, though, the regular conversations had helped her through the first few weeks of loneliness.
Connie was born into a military family, to a father who had served during wartime. Connie vividly remembered when she was just a small girl, her mother, Irma, receiving a call over the MARS, or military affiliate radio station, from her dad while he was doing his second tour in Vietnam. It was her parents’ tenth wedding anniversary, and Connie sat wide-eyed listening to her mother speak to her father, Staff Sergeant Bennett Clevenger, for the first and only time during his deployment. Huddled in a small communications room in the jungles of Southeast Asia and surrounded by soldiers who could hear both sides of the dialogue, Connie’s father sent anniversary wishes with military precision as his voice crackled over the high-frequency radio lines.
“How’s it going? Over!” Connie heard her mom shout into the phone. There was a long pause and then her father’s voice. “Everything’s fine! How are you? Over!”
And now here Connie sat, more than thirty years later, in bed with her phone and laptop computer that kept her instantly connected with her husband.
Connie was also accustomed to moving—in fact, she went stir-crazy if a few years passed without a change of location—and to watching neighbors come and go; she reconciled the disappointment she sometimes felt with the knowledge that, at some point down the road, they’d probably be reunited on some new and equally desolate army post, with a chance for friendships to pick up again where they’d left off.
But this separation from Abe was something different. Until now they’d never been apart for much more than a month. This deployment was expected to last twelve to sixteen months. Longer than she could stand to think about. Connie tried to take some comfort in the promise that they’d all been told they could expect an easy deployment. “A babysitting mission,” that’s how they’d described it. Abe repeated the phrase time and again. “This is not going to be a dangerous deployment, honey,” he’d say. “We’re going to be fine.”
To a stranger, the weeks leading up to Abe’s departure would have looked anything but loving. Connie constantly picked fights with her husband, bickering over minor things—socks left on the bed, overflowing garbage cans, the dog that hadn’t been brushed. Abe couldn’t do anything right. In a good moment Connie would catch herself and try hard not to snap—but inevitably she’d pick up on one small detail or another, and the two would be bickering by midday. Abe wasn’t one to sit back when Connie was itching for a fight. Always the colonel, even at home. To Abe, there was no argument he didn’t think he could win, no detail too trivial for his attention. Neighborhood kids who would show up at the Abramses’ house to babysit eight-year-old Robbie would find the colonel waiting at the door to give a formal brief on what was expected. “Copy that?” Abe would bellow. “Yes, sir!” But Robert Abrams’s public bravado failed to intimidate his wife.
As the day of his departure grew closer, Connie finally said, “It’s time for you to go, because I’m ready to kill you.” She wasn’t the only one—many of the other wives felt the same way. “They need to leave,” they confided to one another. “We need to get on to the next stage.” Connie knew it was terrible to waste the little time she had with Abe, but she wanted to be angry with him in order to protect herself—to close herself off so it didn’t hurt so much when he left.
Once Abe was gone? What Connie wouldn’t have done for one more day of Abe pacing the house, leaving his clothes around their bedroom and towels on the floor. When she watched his bus pull out of Fort Hood on March 12, it hit her hard.
A whole year. This is going to be horrible.
The first few days were the worst. Suddenly Connie Abrams was responsible for everything—Robbie most of all. They’d been straight with him about how long Dad would be away, but Connie knew he really couldn’t comprehend the time and distance. She wondered whether she could keep it all together. There was a lot to manage. How many days had gone by? Not enough to start counting yet.
The real key to keeping sane, she knew, would involve her tight circle of friends at Fort Hood. Connie had been told time and again that she acted nothing like a colonel’s wife, and she took it as a compliment. Blond and bubbly, a bit crass, and with no qualms about speaking her mind, Connie made newcomers feel comfortable within minutes. An overstuffed glass candy dish and regularly rotating snacks on the coffee table were hints that anyone who crossed her doorstep was welcome to stay and chat. Her arched eyebrow and an ear leaned close let you know that she was willing to give you the real lowdown.
But what mollified Connie more than anything since Abe’s departure was the Family Readiness Group, the army’s support network for families left behind. It was the link between the soldiers and their loved ones. The FRG, as it was called, helped families with paperwork, social gatherings, and—God forbid—the injury or death of a soldier. It was the network that tied everyone together. The FRG was like a large extended family, the people with whom you spent weekends and holidays and shared hard times. It was also the group that got together to support the troops, the organization that put together care packages. Most days the FRG meant socializing, planning events, and keeping morale high among wives and kids. Connie had always been involved, and as the colonel’s wife she was even more dedicated to helping all the families get through this deployment.
Even so, on Palm Sunday Connie found herself lying in bed while Robbie watched cartoons, missing Abe powerfully and repeating the mathematical mantra of those left behind: Let’s see, if it is 9:00 a.m. here, it must be 6:00 p.m. in Baghdad. Daylight savings time had kicked in that morning, so what had been a ten-hour difference was now diminished by one hour. She warmed to the thought that, thanks to the clocks, her husband was now somehow an hour closer.
When she finally dragged herself into the kitchen, Connie Abrams turned on the television, which was tuned to a news channel. She sometimes had all three televisions on throughout the day—CNN on one, Fox on another, MSNBC on the third. Connie wasn’t the sort who could put the war out of her mind; she wanted to know everything she could about what was going on in Abe’s world. When she heard a reporter say something about grisly murders in Fallujah, she snapped down the volume to make sure Robbie wouldn’t hear.
The news was a bracing reminder that parts of Iraq were still not under control. There were more details on the shocking story out of Fallujah, where, four days earlier, American contractors had been burned, mutilated, and their bodies hung from a bridge. Abe had assured Connie that Fallujah was a long way from the relatively peaceful neighborhoods where he was now based, but the mental images of those blackened corpses still horrified her.
Robbie startled Connie with a burst of laughter from the other room, followed shortly by a plea for his mother to hurry up and get ready. It was Brunch Day, after all, the regular Sunday “date” with the other wives she’d instituted as soon as Abe left for Iraq.
After a slow shower and a tall cup of coffee, Connie climbed out of her baggy sweats and slid into a short black dress and summer sandals. At houses nearby, Connie’s two closest friends—Casey Sanders and Kelly Lesperance—were going through the same ritual: donning their best dresses, sprucing up the kids, and heading for the officers’ club.
The club was just up the road from Patton Drive, where the Abramses lived. Beth and Pete Chiarelli’s house was at the end of the quiet, winding lane. The Chiarellis had one of the biggest houses on post, which always amused Beth. “When all of your kids are young and at home, the army gives you the tiniest houses on the post; and when the kids are grown and off on their own, you get the biggest house on the block.” The size of your house in the military had everything to do with rank, of course, and almost nothing to do with family size. Pete Chiarelli was a two-star general, and only rarely would anyone attain that rank before he or she turned fifty.
Almost everyone living in this quiet section of Fort Hood joked that it resembled the bland black-and-white neighborhood depicted in the movie Pleasantville, a satire of American suburbia in which kids are perfectly behaved and the neighbors exceedingly kind. Beth thought of Patton Drive as a time warp, a place where kids played in the streets and walked to school, and where neighbors really did borrow sugar and eggs from one another. Beth herself wouldn’t think twice of walking down the street in the evenings, having wine with girlfriends, then walking home again, unescorted. Beth loved the calm, the familiarity and safety of living on post. Soldiers with automatic weapons manning checkpoints around the gated facility added a layer of protection the rest of the country did not have. It could sometimes be an annoyance driving in and out, but as a result, the most serious crime anyone at Fort Hood could remember was a stolen bicycle.
When her husband left for Iraq, Beth Chiarelli had counted up the number of times she had moved: twenty-five in thirty-two years of marriage. Twenty-five moves! Yet whatever place the Chiarellis called home, Beth had a way of making it as inviting and comfortable as any family’s lifelong home. Her affinity for antiques helped, and like many an army home, the Chiarellis’ was decorated with treasures and mementos from a life of travel, each with a story attached.
Beth had never dreamed of marrying anyone in the service. Growing up in the suburbs of Portland, Oregon, the daughter of the vice president of a steel company, Beth Kirby had little exposure to the military. Only one young man in her neighborhood had gone off to Vietnam, and she had barely known him. She met Pete Chiarelli in 1968, during her freshman year at Seattle University. Pete had drawn a high lottery number, so the draft was not an issue. But to pay for college, Pete, a butcher’s son, had joined ROTC to help with the bills. Beth didn’t even know what ROTC was; they never discussed it, and she never saw him in a uniform.
They married shortly after graduation, in a big Catholic ceremony in Portland. Pete’s mother managed to pry out a piece of rice that had lodged in the ignition of her son’s 1972 Camaro as the young couple tried to drive away. Neither Beth nor Pete had expected that he would stay in the military. A political science major, he dreamed of becoming a lawyer. But the promise of a three-year stint teaching at West Point and another two years to earn a graduate degree in international relations made a military career seem far more appealing to him. And it was clear to his superiors from early on that Pete Chiarelli would be a star in the army.
Beth loved being a mother—to two boys and a girl—and she and Pete regularly combined her passion for cooking with his for entertaining. She came to treasure and take pride in the military life. There were thousands and thousands of military wives doing the same thing, getting little outside recognition for the tremendous burden they bore during deployments. She loved her husband and was incredibly proud of his service—but what really made it all worthwhile, what made it work, she believed, was the sisterhood of army spouses that formed the backbone of the army, that held it all together.
Beth had spent years making her way into the sisterhood, and now in her fifties she finally felt confident enough to offer advice to the younger women. She watched as they struggled to come to terms with their roles and responsibilities. And she knew well the story of Pete’s own father during his years as a soldier in World War II, a story that Pete had not discovered until he was sixteen. Pete was reading some yellowed newspaper clippings about his father’s heroics during the war. The elder Chiarelli had received a Silver Star in 1945 for helping to remove a stuck tank while under enemy fire. At the bottom of the article, young Pete came across a line that stopped him cold: “…married to Dorothy Chiarelli.” Pete ran upstairs to his father, whom he considered just shy of a saint, and said in shock, “Dad, this is not Mom! Who is this?” The elder Chiarelli sat his son down and explained that when he arrived home in Seattle after the war, he was greeted by his twin brother, who informed him that Dorothy had run off and was living with another man in town. Young Pete was stunned by the story, but he would never have had any desire to meet his father’s first wife; he hated her for hurting his dad. His father harbored no such bitterness. In order to get a divorce in the Catholic Church, and remain in good standing in the Church when he remarried, he would have had to obtain an annulment; that would have required that the elder Chiarelli accuse his wife of adultery. He refused to do it; it was bad enough that his first marriage had been a casualty of the war, he reasoned. He didn’t want to make things even uglier.
Living at Fort Hood more than a half century after World War II, Beth knew this was the kind of sad scenario that could happen in wartime, but she believed that open communication and a strong support system at home would make such trouble much less likely. All Beth really wanted to accomplish in her role as “first lady” of the division was to make things easier for the families on post and, in turn, of course, to help the soldiers.
Like Connie Abrams, Beth was able to talk to her husband regularly. The general had a direct line to his home, and when the phone rang in his now empty home office at Fort Hood, Beth knew who was on the line.
Just before the troops deployed to Iraq, the Chiarellis invited some of the officers over for dinner. Beth borrowed a large round table from the officers’ club and squeezed in a good crowd. Gary Volesky, out of uniform and looking uncomfortable, arrived with his wife, LeAnn. Beth smiled when they came to the door, and stifled a laugh at the sight of Gary’s skinny neck bound in a string tie for the evening. He was clearly not happy with his attire, or with the prospect of spending the evening at the home of his two-star commander. But Pete’s ebullience and Beth’s natural warmth put almost everyone who visited them at ease. At the end of the evening, as Beth started to clean up, Gary Volesky approached her. “Mrs. Chiarelli, I’m going to tell you something,” he said. “I didn’t really want to come tonight to the general’s house. But I have to tell you: I had a really good time.” Whenever Beth thought of Gary, she thought of that night.
Gary’s wife, LeAnn, had felt the same unease when the evening began. With deployment only a few days away, she viewed outside parties as obligations—distractions that kept her from spending time with Gary. They had spent the last few days sitting on the couch, holding hands, and saying little. But that night, when LeAnn saw how happy her husband was around the soldiers with whom he’d soon be living, she felt better about letting go. She explained it to a friend:
“When you marry a soldier, you have to realize that he is married to the service, and that you are basically the other woman. You get your time with him when he is done with his duties and responsibilities with the service. And you cherish those times. You just have to take that to heart. And if you don’t you are going to be a miserable, miserable person.”
Once Gary had gone, LeAnn was less inclined to go to church, so when Sunday came and the church bells tolled, she simply rolled over. Gary and LeAnn took their faith very seriously, but LeAnn wanted to take it easy this morning and let Alex, her six-year-old son, sleep in. Besides, Alex had done plenty of praying the night before. Since his dad had headed to Iraq, Alex approached his prayers with near zeal.
Each night before bed, the boy would start off with a traditional prayer but then turn it into a prayer all about his father. “Please don’t let Daddy get shot by the bad guys or get hurt or get killed.” Or, “Please don’t let Daddy get bit by any giant scorpions. Don’t let him fall in a hole and get lost. Don’t let him drown in the water.”
LeAnn listened patiently to her son trying to cover all the bases, but she would sometimes interrupt his prayers to allay Alex’s concerns. “Alex, there’s not much water there for him to drown in, and there are no giant scorpions.” Alex would glare at his mother unconvinced and continue. “Please don’t let Daddy drown in a little bit of water; please don’t let him get bit by a medium scorpion or a little scorpion.” LeAnn took to calling these “the adventures and prayers of Alex.”
She tried not to talk about what the boy’s father was doing in Iraq, but when pushed she would just say, “Daddy is over there helping people.”
Alex’s nightly prayers would either make her smile or send her to bed in tears. Like many of the wives, she found that Sunday was the day she was most likely to break down. She understood both sides of military life—she’d been in the service herself, and left a few years before Alex was born. LeAnn liked to stay busy, and she would meet other wives for lunch and shopping outings or work on her numerous craft projects. When she didn’t have plans she would start to get blue, and having Alex home from school over the long weekends could be exhausting. Having friends who had kids in the school on post, and husbands in the same unit—people who really understood what it meant to have a bad day when your husband is deployed—helped her keep sane. It also meant there was almost always someone willing to take turns with the kids. That way everyone got a break.
 
WHEN GARY AND LEANN VOLESKY moved to Fort Hood in May 2002 and Gary took command of his unit, the couple decided that this was going to be “an us thing,” a chance for them to contribute and gain from the army experience. Like Connie Abrams, LeAnn devoted herself to being an FRG leader. She did everything from planning family barbecues and outings to counseling women who were depressed or having a tough time managing their jobs and families.
On this Sunday morning, Alex wandered into his mother’s bedroom just before nine o’clock, his cotton pajamas stained with crayon and a soft sweat. LeAnn caught herself looking at his dark blond hair and vivid brown eyes, startled at how much Alex looked like his father. Gary Volesky often joked about his own rough looks, the angular face and sharp nose, yet Alex was an achingly appealing child to everyone who met him. LeAnn couldn’t resist his pleas for her to hop out of bed and log on to the computer so he could write to his father. Alex had been born nearly three months premature, and at six years old he still could not read. But he would instruct his mother what to write—“Tell him I miss him very much and I love him very, very, very much and I want him to be very careful”—then watch intently as his mother would start to type. “No no no, not that,” he would say. LeAnn would stop what she was doing and back up on the screen, even though she knew Alex had no idea what she was writing.
LeAnn didn’t watch a lot of TV, but when she did it was never the news. That drove Connie Abrams crazy. “How can you not want to know everything that’s going on?” But LeAnn didn’t want to obsess more than she already was obsessing over her husband’s deployment. She had already noticed a change in her husband’s demeanor once he arrived in Iraq. “Lee, something’s wrong,” he told her. “It’s not the way they said it was going to be.” Gary had thought the mission would be nothing more than peacekeeping. Now he sensed instability. LeAnn hated to hear him sound edgy. He had good instincts and had made his own assessment of Sadr City. She knew Gary would have an even better sense of things once he took command.
She thought of that conversation from just days before while she dashed off Alex’s e-mail to his father this Sunday morning. Her eyes locked on the time on the computer screen, and she counted forward. Nine o’clock in the morning in Texas, six o’clock in the evening in Iraq. The transfer of authority was over. Gary’s long road home had officially begun.
A mile or so away, Connie and little Robbie Abrams were just arriving at the officers’ club for brunch. Her dress still sticky from the heat, Connie looked up with a hoot when she saw her friends Kelly and Casey walk in with their children. “I’ve corrupted you,” she said, noting their outfits. “You’ve come over to the dark side.” Kelly and Casey had always kidded Connie about her affection for dark colors. On this steamy Sunday morning, as they sat down for their now ritual meal, all three women wore black.
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