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Like most people, the first time I saw Shoshana Johnson was in a grainy video shown on CNN under captions that read BREAKING NEWS. The image of the petrified woman haunted me for days. I was working for the Army and living in Germany at the time. Thousands of soldiers in the unit I worked for were part of the same massive convoy Johnson and her fellow soldiers traveled in on their way into the heart of Iraq. News of the ambush was horrifying, and since it came so early on in the war, it seemed like a terrible foreshadowing of disaster.


According to the reports, the people who ambushed the 507th Maintenance Company, killing eleven and taking five prisoners, weren’t wearing uniforms. They were mobs of civilians who overwhelmed the U.S. forces that had wandered into An Nasiriyah by mistake. Should what happened in that city have provided early clues into what would become a war of insurgency featuring roadside bombs and sniper attacks?


Early reports of the ambush seemed to blame the soldiers who had been attacked, indicating subtly that the soldiers had been lost, that they were only maintenance and support personnel and not prepared for heavy combat, and that their weapons had malfunctioned because of lack of maintenance, making it difficult for them to defend themselves. The reports seemed to supply a list of excuses why members of the best-trained military in the world could have been ambushed so successfully and why five prisoners could have been taken. The message we were to take from those reports was that the 507th Maintenance Company was ambushed because they were somehow deficient and not up to the same standards of a typical Army unit. The attack on their convoy and their subsequent defeat was an anomaly.


What we never learned were the details of the force that was brought to bear against the eighteen heavy trucks carrying thirty-three soldiers who had become separated from the main body of the convoy. The 507th wasn’t attacked by a simple mob of civilians who hadn’t received the message that they were supposed to welcome the U.S. forces with smiles and waves and cries of thank you. These civilians had plenty of ammunition, AK-47s, rocket-propelled grenades, and mortars, and plenty of people trained to use them. They used organized attack methods to separate the convoy and to force the heavy trucks off the roads. They had prepared for the ambush and carried it out.


Was An Nasiriyah just one of many places where the Iraqi insurgency had already taken hold?


One has to wonder what conclusions military leaders may have been able to draw had immediate blame not been leveled against the soldiers of the 507th Maintenance Company. The 507th entered the city by mistake but, in that mistake, flushed out the true nature of what the war in Iraq would become. It was never a war against Saddam and his elite Republican Guard, but a war against well-armed, well-trained, civilian-clad fanatics who knew they couldn’t beat the U.S. Army in a head-to-head fight. Surprise and ambush were their best weapons. The enemy learned that lesson in An Nasiriyah on March 23, 2003, but it would be months after the ambush and the capture of Shoshana Johnson and her fellow soldiers before Donald Rumsfeld and the Bush administration would even acknowledge that we were fighting an insurgency.


As a woman who wore the uniform of the Army Reserve for seventeen years, seeing Shana in the video was like watching my worst nightmare play out. Throughout the days of her captivity, I was glued to the news, hungry for any nugget of information about the POWs. After a while, I have to admit, I was pretty convinced they were all dead. What a thrill it was to learn that they had been rescued. At the time, I never could have predicted that I would be involved with helping to tell her story.


I remember seeing her on the Jay Leno show. She was beautiful, poised, bright, and articulate. She seemed so normal, so approachable, someone everyday Americans could relate to, and I wondered, like so many others did, why Jessica Lynch had been shoved before the cameras and not this brave, intelligent woman. By the time I met Shana, she had been through a long list of positive and negative experiences, in the press, with the Army, in her day-to-day life. After all that she has been through, she still remains that normal, approachable good-hearted person I first saw on Jay Leno.


Shana has one hell of a story to tell, and I’ve lain awake at night hoping that I could do it justice. I prayed I wouldn’t screw it up. I wanted everyone to know how much she has been through, how bravely she handled everything that was thrown at her, and what a great person she is. Shana is one powerful female.


I have to thank my agent, Liz Trupin-Pulli, and my editor, Sulay Hernandez, for thinking of me for this project. Their belief in my ability to do this boggles the mind, and I’m grateful for their support. Thanks to Sue Silpasornprasit for her red pen. Thanks to Kathy Haley, Phil Formo, Diane Rifkin, and Larry Bangert, the original motivators. Thanks to Ruth Doyle for always having her nose in a book and teaching me the value of the word on the page. Thanks to Loran Doyle for reading the whole thing. Thanks to Dr. Loreen “Cookie” Doyle-Littles for reading and reading and reminding me that anything is possible. To my family, Larry Doyle, Becky Doyle, Reuben Sorrells, and the rest for their love and support, and most of all, thanks to Shana. You may not be comfortable with the label, but you are still a hero in my book.
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A POW


“I’m hit! I’m hit!”


It was like a line in a movie. But I was saying it. I had felt a hard thud against my left ankle, then a searing burning sensation through both of my legs, but I had no idea how bad it was—only that I didn’t have time to check it out. My legs felt torn and wrecked and I could feel a warm pool of blood forming at the bottom of both of my boots. My toes were swimming in it, and it hurt like hell. Under other circumstances, I would have curled into a fetal position, grabbed my wounds, screamed for help, been paralyzed in pain and fear, but as much as it hurt, there was too much stuff going on to pay any attention to it.


It was Sergeant James Riley’s idea to take cover under the five-ton tractor trailer I had ridden across the desert. As usual, he had sounded completely confident and sure about his idea to crawl under the huge vehicle to get away from the barrage of fire that surrounded us. It might have been his stoic attitude, or maybe it was the BCGs—the Army-issue glasses that supposedly made you look so undesirable they were nicknamed Birth Control Glasses. Those glasses and Riley’s confident attitude colored everything he said with the hue of wisdom and made it easy to follow his commands, so Specialist Edgar Hernandez, the driver of the truck I rode in, and I had hit the dirt and low-crawled under there with him without thinking twice.


There hadn’t been too many other options. We couldn’t tell how many people were shooting at us. It could have been hundreds judging by the amount of fire. However many there were, they wanted us dead and they surrounded us. No one shooting at us was wearing a uniform. They were just men, most of them in Western clothes—shirts, jeans, athletic shoes. Some wore traditional robes and sandals. It wasn’t the army I had expected to call an enemy in this fight. They were just men, angry, screaming, deadly men who outnumbered us in a big way and they were killing us, killing my friends.


We had wandered into their killing field like lost lambs. Our convoy of eighteen vehicles had driven down the narrow streets of this medium-size city. Buildings towered over us as we made several turns, stopped a few times, and were obviously confused about where we were and what we were doing. We had given them plenty of time to gather their forces and surround us. We had almost asked for this.


A constant barrage of bullets was pinging off our vehicles, nearby buildings, the ground all around us. They were lobbing mortars, and the heavy explosions made the ground leap beneath me. It had to have been like shooting down into a pen of trapped animals. We didn’t have anywhere to go, no escape, and little defense. The shots were coming so close, you could hear the zipping noise they made as they whipped past us to hit something solid a fraction of a second later. I was only halfway under the truck when the bullet struck my legs. I screamed that I had been hit and Riley grabbed my arm and dragged me the rest of the way under cover. Seconds later, Hernandez took a round in the upper arm.


There was blood everywhere.


“Why isn’t anyone coming to help us?” I screamed.


Riley and Hernandez ignored me, their attention focused on what was going on around us. It was a miracle we weren’t all dead. Our attackers were laying down a blanket of fire from every direction and angle. My untrained assessment of the situation was that we were pretty much fucked. I had fired my weapon once from the cab of the truck—a shot I got off despite my fear, violently shaking hands, and the two-hundred-meter distance between me and the guy aiming at me with a pistol. I missed.


“Give me your weapon,” Riley demanded.


I handed him my M16. He took aim and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.


“This one’s jammed, too,” he said in disgust, tossing the weapon to the ground. “Piece of junk.”


Hernandez fired a couple of times, but in short order his weapon became as useless as mine. Now, between Riley, Hernandez, and me, we had three M16s that wouldn’t fire.


We were defenseless. Worse, I knew people were dying around us, people who were my friends. People I cared about.


I knew First Sergeant Robert Dowdy, the man we called Top because he was the highest-ranking noncommissioned officer in the unit, was dead. I had had a brief glimpse of his battered body after his vehicle slammed into the back of my five-ton. My friend Pie, Specialist Lori Piestewa, had been driving Top’s vehicle and I knew she was hurt, too, hurt badly. She looked pinned inside the wreckage, blood splattered on her forehead. I couldn’t tell if she was dead or alive but she wasn’t moving. My friend Jessica, Private First Class Jessica Lynch, had been riding with Pie, but I hadn’t had any sight of her. I only knew that their vehicle had been hit with something like an RPG (rocket-propelled grenade), they had lost control, and they had slammed into the back of my five-ton, which left their truck a twisted pile of metal. It was apparent that anyone left alive in there was probably in very bad shape.


A bullet struck one of the huge tires of the truck that served as our shelter and air hissed out, the vehicle slowly lowering and tilting over us. Another round pierced the radiator, adding a loud hiss to the noise around us. I worried one of the rounds would find the gas tank and the whole thing would explode over us and we would go up in a ball of flame.


“Can you guys see any of our guys, anyone coming to get us?” I asked.


“Miller has a good fire position. He’s taking a bunch of people out,” Riley said. He still seemed calm, calculating, taking in the whole situation as if from a distance.


Everything was noise and confusion; flying dirt and black smoke obscured our vision. The stinging, metallic smell of cordite and the thick, choking smell of burning oil, plastic, and metal hung heavy in the air. I heard the people who were shooting at us calling to each other; the language was incomprehensible but the tone, the excitement in their voices that they had Americans cornered, was apparent in their speech.


It was impossible to know exactly what was going on, but there were some things I knew for sure. We were all in some deep shit, the kind of shit you only see in movies. My legs were killing me. We were about to die.


Then I saw an RPG headed for our truck. I watched as it seemed to float on air in a deadly path to the side of our vehicle. I should have screamed a warning at Riley and Hernandez, should have told them to duck, but I watched that rocket headed toward us and simply couldn’t make a sound. Nothing would come out of my mouth. I cringed, ducking my head into my arms, thinking I was about to be incinerated in the approaching explosion. The round hit the side of the truck with a hollow thud and nothing happened. A dud, I thought, but there was too much going on to feel any relief at that stroke of luck.


“We have to surrender,” Riley said. He said it as a matter of fact, as if it were a given. He scanned the area, still calm about everything, as if he thought he was starring in his own movie and wouldn’t be the one to be hit in this climactic scene. I wanted to hit stop, rewind, and go back to that part that didn’t have me in it, but that wasn’t going to happen. I was terrified and surrendering was the last thing I wanted to do, but there was no denying that the three of us cowering under that truck had no way to defend ourselves and two of us were bleeding. Help wasn’t coming. I didn’t expect the cavalry to come charging over the hill. Riley’s idea to surrender, an idea that was unlikely to enter any Hollywood movie star’s dialogue, seemed the only option.


The shooting started to slow down, but that wasn’t good news. The bullets were only coming from the enemy now. No one on our side was shooting anymore.


“They’ve got Miller now,” Riley said. “We have to surrender. There’s nothing else we can do.”


The thought of surrendering petrified me. Interrogations, beatings, torture, rape—all of that flashed through my head.


My daughter.


My family.


How the hell did I end up here?


But Riley was right, we had to give up. Just as he had led us to the shelter, he slid back, then stepped out from under it, his hands raised. I held my breath, fearing he might be mowed down in front of us. After several moments no one fired and Riley remained standing, so Hernandez followed him, pushing himself out from under the truck, leaving a trail of blood behind and cradling his wounded arm. He raised his hands and waited for what came next.


I was shaking. I was saying the Lord’s Prayer to myself and rustling up the gumption to push myself out from under the truck, when someone grabbed my legs and pulled me from my shelter.


And like that, I became a prisoner of war.
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The Oath


It may seem odd now, since our country is at war on two fronts and death and injury seem much more commonplace in our world, but when I joined the Army, war was the last thing on my mind. Like so many people who enlisted pre-9/11, the Army was a place of opportunity for me, where one could gain experience, earn a living, and stack up money for college.


In the household where my sisters and I grew up, our parents monitored our grades closely because education didn’t end with high school. It was expected that I would go to college, which I did as required. The problem was that I didn’t have a clue what I wanted to do for a career. I switched majors several times, from physical therapy to business, and even thought about nursing for a time, but none of them stuck. With such a lack of purpose, the grades began to suffer and it didn’t help that I discovered I enjoyed partying more then showing up for class. Eventually I dropped out. Despite my lack of education, I wanted my own apartment and the independence that went along with it. At times, I juggled three jobs at once trying to earn enough money to get by.


I was working in the food court of the Fort Bliss Post Exchange, serving popcorn at the popcorn stand, when I realized I had to make a change. I was scooping up the fluffy, addictive stuff popped in fat and covered in salt and butter for only a few hours a week, but that smell seemed permanent in my hair and clothes. I realized that all of the jobs I had, from serving popcorn to working in a convenience store, were jobs one might settle for if you were working your way through school, or as something extra, something to supplement your income. I was selling popcorn so that I would have money to pay rent. It simply wouldn’t do.


“Shana, you need to get back to school,” my aunt Maggie said one day, with that scolding note in her voice.


“I will go back,” I said. “I just need some time to decide what to go to school for.”


“You go to school to get an education.” She repeated the familiar advice. “You’re not going to get anywhere in life without it.”


“I tried that,” I told her. “This time, when I go back to school, I want to have a career goal. Something I can stick to.”


Aunt Maggie rolled her eyes at me. “Shana, you need to stop thinking about what career you want or how much money you can make doing it. You just have to figure out what it is you love to do and do that.”


I hadn’t really equated a career choice with something I enjoyed doing. When I asked myself what I loved to do, the first thing, really the only thing, that stuck out without a doubt in my mind was baking. I was six years old when my aunt Joanne showed me how to make lemon meringue pie and I still have my mom’s red Betty Crocker cookbook she passed down to me when I was a little girl, the one that inspired me to rummage through the cupboards, searching for ingredients to try in some new dish. One of my most memorable gifts had been an electric mixer I received on my thirteenth birthday, and in their attempt to be supportive, my sisters had swallowed down many a disaster I had concocted in the kitchen.


All of this kind of crept into my head over several days and weeks as I was still scooping popcorn at the food court. My best friend, Theresa, was working at the Baskin-Robbins stand in the same food court, and one day she showed me how to make roses and other decorations for the ice cream cakes. I enjoyed it. I was good at it. Slowly but surely I made the decision to become a baker.


When I started doing some research, the first thing I learned was that culinary arts schools are expensive, and with my grade history and the fact that I had already dropped out of college once I wasn’t likely to get a scholarship or a grant handed to me. My sister Nikki had already joined the Army and was earning money for college and several of my cousins had banked plenty of scholarship money to pursue their dreams by joining one service or another. I followed their examples.


I was twenty-five years old when I raised my hand and swore to protect and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies foreign and domestic.


I had always considered the Army a viable option. It wasn’t like there was anything to be afraid of. I had grown up with a drill sergeant in my house. I watched my dad spit-polish his boots in the evenings so he would be ready before the sun came up to go to PT (physical training) with his unit. His uniform had changed over the twenty years he served, from green khakis to the woodland camouflage BDU (battle-dress uniform) to the desert-sand BDUs, but it was always the same Army and it was a life I was fully accustomed to.


My parents, Claude and Eunice, are Panamanian. My dad joined the U.S. Army after our family emigrated to the United States when I was five years old. My two sisters, Erika and Nikki, were born in the States and so were automatic citizens, but our family bounced back and forth between Spanish and English at home and have never lost our pride in our Panamanian culture. People take one look at our family and say we are African-American, but in truth, if our label must be hyphenated, we like to think of ourselves as Panamanian-American.


Most of the intimidating stuff associated with joining the Army was already so familiar to me it simply wasn’t an issue. Our family made several PCS (permanent change of station) moves over the years because of our father’s assignments. My sisters and I attended Department of Defense schools when we lived in Germany, and while we didn’t like it, we knew how much red tape could be associated with a life in the Army. Some people might think it was strange to stand for the national anthem in a movie theater before the film played, but it was just a regular part of military life for my sisters and me.


I had already practiced many of the skills associated with being a soldier. While in Germany, I joined Junior ROTC, the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps for high school students. We learned how to wear a uniform, practiced drill and ceremony, and even fired and maintained weapons. I knew what it was like to salute, to stand in formation, and to give the commands to maneuver troops across a parade field.


I had been raised with the understanding that a military career was one in which you could succeed based on your skills and abilities, a career where color, gender, and even nationality have little to do with your success or failure. I had watched my father move up through the ranks and my sister was an officer. Putting on a uniform was the logical thing to do.


Culinary arts school was my goal, so I enlisted with a 92G MOS (military occupational specialty). I became a cook. I thought of it as an opportunity to learn a skill I could use to improve my future, and besides, a cook was one of those “safe” military jobs—a job that didn’t involve combat, one that wouldn’t require me to deploy to a bunch of different hot spots around the world. I imagined that I could settle down on a military installation somewhere, cook great meals, have a nice apartment, save money, and maybe even go to school in the evenings. I would be surrounded by men, by soldiers. I hoped I might meet a nice guy, at the very least have an active social life. Not to mention that a few months of the Army’s intense fitness training would help me get in shape and shed some poundage.


Like anything that one imagines, some of those things did come true, some of them didn’t. I learned a skill. I had a nice place to live. I had friends and I gained confidence in my ability to take care of myself. But cooking for five hundred soldiers does not make you a chef. Rising before dawn to cook ungrateful people their breakfast does not make for much of a social life and being around food all day makes it hard to maintain a girlish figure. The most important lesson I learned, a lesson the Army was still learning when we started the war in Iraq, the lesson that took the longest to sink in, even when I had desert sand on my boots, was that there is no such thing as a “safe” Army job.
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Into Custody


One man grabbed my ankles, one in each hand, and dragged me out from under the truck. My instinct was to struggle a bit, not wanting to suffer the indignity of being dragged from my shelter against my will, but the violent jerk on my wounded legs made me scream out in pain. Agony washed up my legs and exploded through me. Putting up a fight dimmed to nothing after that. I was helpless.


Boots, sandaled feet, weapon butts came out from everywhere, hitting my arms, my head, my wounded legs. I cowered and covered up, trying to protect my head and body, but the kicks and the triumphant shouts of the angry men around me went on and on. I have no idea how many of them there were. We had wandered into their town by mistake. We had killed some of them. They had killed some of us, and they were the victors. They were all yelling at once and I didn’t understand a word of it, only that they were furious, they were wild with victory, they were really hurting me, and I wasn’t convinced that they were done killing people. I thought they might literally tear me apart in their frenzy.


The pummeling continued for a long time; finally, one major kick connected squarely with my head, knocking my helmet off, and the Kevlar protection went rolling away. The man who kicked my helmet started talking excitedly, pushing and shoving others out of the way. I lay there for a second, expecting more blows to come at any time; instead he violently pulled my flak vest and the jacket of my chemical suit open, the Velcro closure ripping loudly in my ears. There was a long pause as they stared down at me, and I realized they were figuring out that I was a woman. They had seen my braids and confirmed my sex with a check that I had breasts. There was more excited talking, pushing, and shoving around me, but evidently having boobs meant the beatings would stop. There wasn’t time to take much comfort in that.


A couple of the men grabbed me and hauled me to my feet, attempting to stand me up on my shattered legs.


“My legs,” I screamed. “I can’t walk!”


There was little sympathy from them but a lot more yelling, everyone shouting at once. I was on my feet long enough to see that Riley and Hernandez were getting the same treatment I had received. A wild-looking group of men were kicking, slapping, and pushing them around. I had glimpses of more people pouring out of buildings and gathering around us, swarming over my truck.


Our convoy had stretched out over several blocks and the truck I was in had fallen behind. I had no idea how many of our vehicles had been trapped in the fight. I could see only my five-ton and the Humvee that had struck us from behind. The Humvee that had carried Piestewa, First Sergeant Dowdy, Lynch, and two others they had picked up when their truck broke down. Five people rode in that Humvee, but none of them were moving. People surrounded it, were peering into the windshield, the doors. The truck was mangled pretty badly. I worried about my friends.


Since I couldn’t see past my truck, I had no way of knowing how many of our soldiers might have been wounded or killed. There was still the possibility that some had gotten out, had gone for help, would be coming back to get us. If they were coming, I figured they’d better come pretty quick.


People were climbing into my truck, into the cab and into the back, where all of our gear was packed for travel. A mob danced around, waving their arms in the air, dancing to triumphant whoops and shouts. They hauled out my rucksack and my Camel-Bak water carrier from the cab of the truck. They would get my CD player and my music; Missy Elliott, the Dixie Chicks, Patti LaBelle, and Green Day. They would find my disposable camera filled with souvenir photos of our trek across the desert. They had the romance novels I had shoved in a side pocket and the rosary I put in the bag at the last minute. I had packed so carefully, packed and repacked, trying to get everything to fit. I had shopped for body spray and hair products, worried about not being able to get what I wanted, buying enough to last me for a while. Now it was all gone.


I saw people emptying the truck of everything inside as flashes between the mass of people who were pushing and shoving me from side to side. They shouted at me, screaming and taunting. The men who held me began to drag me across the street. They gripped my arms roughly and hauled me away with my legs trailing behind, leaving a path of my blood in our tracks. The mass of men parted as we went. I kept my head down, not wanting to see the frenzied anger in so many faces; besides, I could barely see through the pain in my legs. I was woozy with the searing agony.


They propped me up and I realized they were trying to push me into the backseat of a vehicle. I didn’t want to get in that car. I didn’t want to go with these wild-looking men.


“Riley! Hernandez,” I screamed, struggling to get another glimpse of them. I was acting on instinct. I knew Riley and Hernandez were just as helpless as I was and that there was nothing they could do for me, nothing I could do for them. Maybe I yelled to let them know that men were taking me away. Maybe I yelled because everyone else around me was yelling and it wouldn’t hurt to add my frightened screams to the cacophony of voices. Whatever the reason, I screamed their names like they were my saviors, my only hope. It didn’t help. My captors threw me onto the backseat. It was hopeless to struggle, but I was petrified and the last thing I wanted was to be separated, to be alone and away from any other survivors from my unit.


One of the men took the driver’s seat, one the front passenger seat, and another climbed into the backseat with me.


The backseat rider slapped me hard enough to snap my head back. My face stung with the indignity of it. He pushed me down onto the seat of the car, they sped away, and then their hands were all over me.


The car careened through the streets as they stripped me, first of my flak jacket and then the jacket of the chemical protection suit I had been wearing. It was a confined space. I flopped around on the backseat as we bounced over bad city roads, but somehow they were able to get my uniform and chemical suit jackets off me. I was left wearing only my brown T-shirt and bra. I felt relief that I had decided to wear a sports bra when we left on the convoy, knowing it would be harder for them to get that off me if this was something they were planning to do.


They took my dog tags. The dog tags had my name, my blood type, and my religion, Catholic, printed on the small rectangular metal disks. The disks were encased in plastic so the metal wouldn’t clink together and the pair of tags was on a thin metal chain. I had been wearing those dog tags every day of my military career. They were the things that would identify my body if these wild men decided to toss me out of the car in the middle of the desert. I was afraid of being dead and unidentified, but I was more afraid of fighting them. Afraid they would tire of me, kill me, and dump my body in the road. I let them have the dog tags.


The backseat man then grabbed my breast. It was a vicious, mean grab, his entire hand taking what he could in one go. I screamed and tried to cover up, my arms wrapped around my chest. My heart and soul went into that scream. I screamed with indignation, with all the fear and anger that I could muster. His eyes got huge and he cringed away from me, as if surprised that I would actually object to the manhandling.


The scream worked. He stopped with the groping but continued to pat my body down until he found the two thirty-round magazines I had stashed in the cargo pockets of my uniform pants. He took them and seemed satisfied.


We continued to careen through the streets and I bounced around on the backseat. The men had the windows opened and they leaned out, shouting as we went, one of them brandishing an M16, maybe my M16. I didn’t know what they were saying, but it was obvious they were celebrating their victory.


They had known for weeks that the American Army was set to invade their country, and in the very first days of the invasion, here we come, wandering into their town. We had obviously been lost and our frequent turns had given them plenty of opportunity to organize themselves, get the shotgun from the shed, and come running to the fight. And they had won. They had to be feeling pretty darn good about themselves. I was petrified of their fervor.


They made a turn into a walled courtyard and screeched to a stop. A gate closed behind us. It seemed quiet in the walled space. The men got out of the car, no longer yelling and screaming. They were quiet now, their voices seeming like whispers compared to all the yelling that had been going on. The man in the backseat got out, and with someone else’s help they grabbed me by my arm and T-shirt, hauled me out of the car, throwing me roughly to the ground.


Then I got my first look at an Iraqi soldier. He walked out of the building in a blue uniform, his bearing making it obvious who was in charge, and I knew this was for real now. I was in the custody of the Iraqi Army. I was alone. I started to shake.
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Alone


I was alone the day I gave birth to my daughter.


Of course, that hadn’t been part of the plan. I had been lucky in my first military assignment to Fort Carson, Colorado, since my sister Nikki would eventually join me there serving as an officer in a support unit. I expected that she would be at my side, holding my hand in the hospital as I gave birth. But Nikki happened to be in the field on unit exercises when those first pangs of labor hit.


I had gone to work as usual, long before the sun came up, to cook breakfast at the dining facility. I wasn’t at work too long before I started feeling a heaviness in my stomach, pain in the small of my back, and nausea that I couldn’t deny. I didn’t say anything to my coworkers, only that I wasn’t feeling well and that I had to leave.


I drove myself to the hospital. I have no idea how long I sat in the emergency room, only that the pain would come and go and that there seemed no end to the amount of time I sat there. When I finally got in to see the doctor, he made a cursory examination and said I wasn’t ready. He sent me home.


I didn’t want to go home and was afraid to drive myself, but I hadn’t any choice. I couldn’t call Nikki in the field and there wouldn’t have been anything she could do for me even if she had a phone with her.


I took myself home, walked around, showered, tried to take my mind off what was about to happen, and eventually I slept. At ten that night, and with strong contractions, I took myself back to the hospital. This time, it was obvious my baby was coming.


The father of my baby was deployed to Bosnia at the time of her birth. We had met in the dining facility where I worked. He was someone I talked to a lot, passed the time with. I enjoyed talking to him and we would seek each other out when we could. We made each other laugh. We were friends. We should have just stayed friends.


Our getting together was one of those things that probably never should have happened. It wasn’t the right fit and I probably knew all along it wouldn’t last, and it didn’t. When I got pregnant, I told him, but only because he would eventually know, would see that I was going to have a child. The women in my family, my mother, my aunts, had always said you had to be ready to take care of yourself and not rely on a man to take care of you, and that was exactly what I intended to do. I didn’t expect anything from him, but he would always be the father of my child. How that would play a part in my life and my daughter’s life took a long time for us to figure out, but in the beginning, he didn’t play a role.


I was afraid to tell my parents that I was about to have a child. I had no intention of marrying the father and every intention of staying in the Army. I was twenty-seven and had been in the Army two years and it seemed silly that I would be so worried about their reaction, but I was. I knew they would be angry and disappointed in me.


“Shana, just call your mother,” my aunt Sonya said when I called her, feeling desperate and grateful to have someone to talk to about it.


“But I’m afraid,” I said.


“What have you got to be afraid of? You are grown and have a job and are taking good care of yourself.”


“They’re going to kill me,” I said.


“They are not going to kill you,” she assured me. “It’s not like you’re fifteen.”


I took her advice and called my parents the next day. They let me have it with unrestrained furor. They were both angry, my mom and dad. There were tears and harsh words. I hung up feeling terrible.


The next day, Aunt Sonya told me that my mother had called her, excited about the prospect of being a grandmother. They needed to let me know how disappointed in me they were, but after that initial anger, they have always been loving grandparents.


I guess you’re never really prepared for how much labor will hurt. I cursed the man who made me pregnant; I cursed him for not being there. I cursed the fact that I was alone. I wished for my mother and my sisters.


Janelle came into the world two weeks early with only her mother to hold her. Despite my being alone, she had been born healthy and she was mine.
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Medical Care


The Iraqi soldier had angry words for the men who had brought me to the compound. I got the impression he was angry with them for the way they had thrown me to the ground. He snapped instructions. Two young solders stepped forward and picked me up—more gently, it seemed—one man under each arm, and they practically carried me into a building and into a large room. They showed far more concern for my wounded legs than had previously been the case. They sat me gently down on the carpet.


The commander snapped more instructions at them and they left, leaving me alone with him. He closed the door, then turned and looked at me. I literally trembled in fear. I didn’t know what he wanted, what he would do. No one knew where I was and I had no idea where the guys from my unit were or how many had survived.


He had a thick mustache, jet-black hair, and eyes to match. His uniform shirt was starched and tucked into his pants and a large buckle gleamed from his belt. His boots were polished to a bright shine, his pant legs perfectly creased, centered, and tucked neatly into his boots. He walked toward me, talking conversationally, as if I would understand his Arabic. I, of course, had no idea what he was saying, but that didn’t seem to bother him. He kept right on talking.


He offered me a cigarette, the pack extended to me with one pulled out for me to take, his eyebrows raised. I shook my head no. He shrugged, tucking the cigarette pack back into his shirt pocket, his eyes never leaving me. He stood there looking at me for a long moment. I wondered what he was thinking. There was no way to tell. He abruptly left, closing the door behind him.


I let out the breath I didn’t know I was holding and tried to stop my shaking. I sat there, straining to hear what was going on outside the door. I could hear voices, could hear people moving around, but I couldn’t understand any of it. Everyone out there sounded angry, excited. Not knowing, not understanding anything, was driving me crazy.


The room I sat in was plain, save for the multiple carpets scattered around the floor. They were colorful, soft Persian-style carpets, and I thought that my blood was ruining them. I leaned my back against the wall, my legs splayed in front of me. I looked at my wounds but had to look away. I couldn’t stand to see the blood and the tears in my flesh. The awful mess that I saw there didn’t seem to belong to me. The pain was more real than anything I had ever felt, but I refused to believe that the disaster I was seeing on my feet and legs was mine. The gore was too much.


There was nothing for me to do but worry, ask myself the same questions repeatedly. Where was I? What would happen to me? Where were Riley and Hernandez? Who else was alive? Who was dead?


I thought about my daughter. Before I left home, I had spent hours filling out paperwork, talking with my parents, talking to legal advisers, to make arrangements for my daughter should anything happen to me. At the time, I went through the steps with only a vague understanding that any of the arrangements I made would actually be needed. I had completed a will, had planned for her guardianship, planned for her finances, made her the beneficiary of my life insurance policies, blithely signing on the dotted lines thinking that you never knew when you might be in an accident, or have some other unlikely mishap that would cause the plans to be carried out.
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