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To my boys, Kenny, Ian, and Steffan—


you are what kept me going when I had lost all hope, and you are what drives me today to be a better person.

I love ya’ll.
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Prologue



SO THIS IS WHAT IT’S LIKE TO be alone.

It was September 20, 2003, and I was sitting in an airport in Houston, dialing the numbers of friends I’d known for most of my life. They had seen me struggle, they had seen me in despair, and now they were talking me through one of the most difficult decisions of my life.

I was going to Iraq. Just a couple of days earlier, in a training camp for new Halliburton employees who were bound for Iraq and Afghanistan, I was given a flak jacket and a helmet and told to get ready to fly. And now I was waiting for that flight, which would take me to Germany, and then to a base in Kuwait. From there, I’d be crossing the border into Iraq and hauling supplies to our troops. I’d be riding in convoys through hostile territory, sleeping behind the wire in our bases and camps throughout the country, and then heading back to Kuwait to do it all over again.

The pay was good—eighty to ninety grand, tax free. Don’t think that wasn’t an incentive. I had struggled financially all my life. I had been on welfare. I had even given up custody of my three darling boys because I couldn’t provide for them. They had been living with their father, my first ex-husband, for years now. Compared to that decision—to give up my kids, my world—going to Iraq was easy.

But I wasn’t going to Iraq for the money. I wish it was that simple.

Some of my friends said I should back out now, before I got on that airplane. Some of them didn’t say that, but I could tell that’s what they were thinking.

How was I going to do this? I was leaving behind the people I love, going overseas for the first time in my life at age thirty-seven. I’d spent my entire adult life with somebody, be it a friend, a lover, or a husband. I was never truly alone.

But now I was, alone in an airport with strangers who would board the airplane with me. We all were heading for a war zone, to drive trucks in one of the most dangerous places in the world.

While I became friendly with some of my new colleagues, they weren’t my old friends, the friends who saw me through three marriages, through the birth of my boys. Maybe I’d get to know these new friends even better once we were in Iraq. Or maybe I’d never see them again, or only in passing. Maybe some of them wouldn’t make it back alive. While we were training and waiting in Houston, a Halliburton employee was shot and killed in Iraq. Some of the people I was training with knew him well. In fact, he had recruited them. Several of them went home when they got the news.

 

It was time to call my boys. Kenneth Wayne was nineteen, Ian Douglas was seventeen, and Steffan Nicholas was fifteen. I had all three of them before I was twenty-three years old. I tried so hard to make a home for them after my husband, Ken, and I split up for good. We lived in Arkansas, and I worked as a waitress, I worked in a chicken processing plant, and when I had to, I went on welfare. I hated that, but I had to do it.

But one terrible day when the boys were six, four, and two, I realized I couldn’t do it anymore.

After months of juggling jobs, getting very little sleep, and trying to be the best mom I could be, things seemed to be looking up. It was the beginning of the month, so my food stamps had come in. I went out shopping and bought enough to fill the freezer and the kitchen. We’d have enough to get us through the month.

The next morning, I woke up when I heard some strange noises in the kitchen. The boys were giggling, and I could hear them banging pots and pans. What were they up to?

I got out of bed and went toward all the noise. And there, in the kitchen, were my three beautiful boys, and a month’s worth of food scattered all around. “Look, Mommy,” Kenny said. “We made you breakfast.”

Almost every bit of food in the house was ruined. I had no way to feed them for a month. I had nothing!

The poor kids—they were expecting me to smile and laugh, but I couldn’t fake it. I was so furious I had to walk out of the apartment—if I stayed in that kitchen, I was afraid I’d hurt the boys.

I wanted to die, right then and there. I couldn’t do this anymore. I was messing up my life, and theirs.

My boys were all I had in the world. They kept me going. They made me smile when smiles were hard to come by. They were my reason for living.

But now I had no way to feed them for a month. It occurred to me that I might be doing them more harm than good by having them live with me. I couldn’t take care of myself, never mind my children. So I called my ex-husband, Ken, and asked him to take the boys. I figured my life was ending—my body just hadn’t figured it out yet.

Ken agreed, and said he’d have his parents come over to pick them up. My ex in-laws arrived soon afterward, and they packed the boys and their bags into their van. It was horrible—the worst day of my life. Kenny, who was six, realized what was happening and he started screaming when he got into the van. It ripped out my heart. It took all my strength and determination not to run after them, gather them up in my arms, and tell them that we’d never be apart.

But I couldn’t do it.

I had decided the boys would be better off with their father, who lived in Helena, Arkansas. I get teary-eyed even now, fifteen years later, when I think about that day. I can still hear Kenny screaming as he left. My former in-laws took them away in their van, and my heart broke.

I called them from the airport, and I asked them one last time if they were okay with my going to Iraq. My friends couldn’t talk me out of it, but my boys could have. But they all said they supported my decision, and that they loved me. I’m not sure how long I cried after I hung up, but it was a good long while. What if I didn’t make it home? How would they handle that?

I had to put that possibility out of my mind. I would be coming back. I had to come back.

Then it was time to make one last call: to my third ex-husband, Bill. Nine months earlier, Bill had tried to kill me in a motel room in Ogden, Utah. He put his hands around my throat and tried to choke me. Somehow I got free and called the cops, and Bill was put briefly in jail. And, damn it, I still loved him.

We were both truck drivers, and our marriage had been filled with all kinds of conflict. But I believed he loved me. I tried to leave him, but I couldn’t—until now.

I dialed his number, and he picked up. He did his best to tell me I shouldn’t go. He wanted to know if I really had to go halfway around the world—to a war—to get away from him. As much as I wanted to tell him the truth, I lied. I told him I wasn’t trying to get away from him.

I knew he’d never get over the guilt if I got killed and he thought it was because I was trying to get away from him. I knew that somehow, he still loved me, just like I loved him.

Just like when we were married, I wound up trying to support him. Here I was going to a place where I might get shot, where I could die, and I ended up being supportive of Bill, instead of the other way around.

But I knew I had to go. I had to get him out of my system. If I didn’t, I would die—maybe not physically, but spiritually, and I don’t know which would be worse.

I said good-bye, and I hung up the phone. It was time to board the plane. Next stop: Germany, followed by Kuwait City.

 

As my plane approached the Middle East, the pilot got on the public address system and told us which country we were flying over. That’s when all of this became real to me—I had really left Arkansas, I had really left my kids and my friends and Bill and my life as I knew it. I was about to enter another country, another culture. I was nervous and excited at the same time.

The plane made an arc over the Persian Gulf. I could see the twinkling of colorful lights in the distance. It was an unexpected sight, like seeing flowers in a desert.

What in all hell was I doing here?

 

If there’s a war on, you can be pretty certain that somebody in my family is in the middle of it. My great-grandfather on my mother’s side fought in World War I. His daughter, my maternal grandmother, served in the Women’s Air Corps as a flight instructor during World War II. Her brothers—my great-uncles—fought in Korea, and his grandson, my mother’s brother, fought in Vietnam. My brother joined the Navy in 1987, which actually gave my mother a sense of relief. She figured he was safe because he was on a submarine. You can’t get a sub to Iraq, she said. But her relief turned to dread when my oldest son joined the Army not long after 9/11.

And then, in August of 2003, I told her that I was on my way to war, too. I signed up with a subsidiary of Halliburton—Kellogg, Brown and Root, or KBR. I wasn’t necessarily following in the tradition of other family members, in the sense that I wasn’t joining the military. But I was going to a war all the same, and I would be part of the largest deployment of civilian contractors in any war, anywhere.

Yes, I would be well paid for the work, and if I could do it for a few years, I’d be financially secure for the first time in my life. I’d be able to buy my own truck, instead of constantly leasing one.

I wanted to serve my country, too. I told my family that I was going to Iraq so I could help the troops, just like somebody else might help my son if he found himself in Iraq as well.

Ultimately, though, I just had to get away. From Bill. From my old life. I knew that once I set foot in the Middle East, I would never be the same person again. And that was exactly what I wanted.








One



WE CALLED OUR APARTMENT complex in Kuwait the “twin towers.” They weren’t nearly as tall as the Twin Towers were—these were just nineteen stories high—but just saying the words reminded us of why we were there. Terrorists took down the Twin Towers in New York, and we were in the twin towers in Kuwait, helping our troops take down the terrorists.

The apartments in the towers had two regular bedrooms, a master bedroom, and a maid’s quarters. I managed to get the maid’s quarters, so I had nobody else in my room and I had my own shower. Other contractors doubled up in the regular bedrooms. It was a little cramped, although nobody seemed to mind. We were too focused on the mission, and besides, whatever the conditions were in Kuwait, we had it better than the troops did.

The first few days in Kuwait were weird. Although I was now thousands of miles away from my family and friends, it wasn’t like I was out of touch. I strolled over to an Internet café near the towers, paid twenty dollars for ten hours of Internet access, and sent emails and instant messages to the folks back home. I had a digital camera with me, so I was able to email pictures of the spectacular sunsets and sunrises over the Persian Gulf. Back when my uncle was in Vietnam and my great-uncles were in Korea, they’d have to wait weeks for a letter from home. Now, although I wasn’t yet in a combat zone, I was just an Internet connection away from my friends and family.

Just in case I forgot where I was, though, there was plenty to remind me that I was in a dangerous place, doing dangerous work. As I got to know some other drivers, I heard talk that the trucks we’d be driving might have to be outfitted with armor. In fact, I heard that as an experiment, KBR put armor on a truck and shot it up to see whether it worked. I sure hoped it did, although our biggest concern was not bullets but rocks. We heard that some of the locals in Iraq were in the habit of throwing big rocks and bricks at our trucks.

That was just the first hint of what we might face. During our briefings, we were told that Iraqi children might lie down in front of our trucks to slow down the convoys or prevent us from moving forward, but under no circumstances should we stop—we should put our trucks in the lowest gear and keep moving, slowly. The kids, we were told, would get out of the way when they realized we weren’t going to stop. I couldn’t imagine being in that position: playing chicken with a bunch of kids. I didn’t know what I’d do if it came to that.

I was running on adrenaline when I first got to Kuwait, but pretty soon I realized that something was wrong. It was hot—well over a hundred degrees—and I kept drinking water, but it went right through me. I wasn’t sweating like I should. One of the company’s safety officers told me I looked tired.

After three or four days, I came down with what everybody called Kuwaiti crud. My sinuses were killing me and I was coughing my head off. I had gotten my anthrax and smallpox shots the day before, and whether or not the two were related, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I felt awful. I struggled through some more training sessions and a defensive driving class. More than anything else, I just wanted to get to work. I was tired of sitting around. I wanted to be on the road.

I had started driving not long after the boys went to live with their father. I rode for three months with a driver friend, just to clear my head. When the trip was over, I decided this was something I could do, and something I’d like. My friend had warned me that trucking was a living, but it wasn’t a life. Of course, if he didn’t think I should get behind the wheel, that was the wrong argument to make. I was tired of the life I was leading anyway.

I asked another friend who drove to teach me everything he knew. He did, and during one ride, as we drove near Texarkana, he pulled out the throttle—sort of a truck driver’s way of kicking in cruise control—and told me to get behind the wheel. I freaked, but I did it. And while I was driving toward Dallas, my friend didn’t sit in the cab with me—he went to the bunk and fell asleep. That’s how much confidence he had in me. That confidence gave me some confidence of my own.

I went to driving school, where I was one of only three women. After finishing the ten-week course in the summer of 1991, I applied for a job in a Georgia-based outfit. I dropped off my application on a hot August day. One of the dispatchers asked me if I could take a road test right away. “Of course,” I said, without thinking. The dispatcher asked a couple of the guys if one of them would get in the truck with me for the test. Two of them refused, but one of them said that if I could get his truck out of the yard safely, he’d supervise my road test. I was nervous, and during the walk to his truck, the driver said that I didn’t look like a female truck driver.

I snapped back: “Well, this is what a female truck driver looks like, because that’s what I am.” He smiled and said we’d get along fine.

I got the job, but it wasn’t always easy. Being a woman, I knew I had to be ten times as good as the guys, and that I’d have to fight for anything I wanted. I had to fight to get long hauls, because some of the men figured that boring short hauls were women’s work. But the fight was worth it, because I succeeded. I was a damn good truck driver, and I loved it.

My family didn’t understand. First, I sent the boys to live with Ken. They didn’t understand that. And when I started driving, they thought I was giving up on the boys completely. But it was just the opposite: I hoped that with a job that paid decent money, I’d be able to bring the boys back. That was my goal. But it didn’t happen, and that is my biggest regret. Although I saw them whenever a haul brought me near Ken’s house near Memphis (sometimes, I picked them up from school in my truck), they never returned to live with me.

 

After meeting with my supervisor in Kuwait, I asked to drive a refrigerated truck, known in the trade as a “reefer.” I had driven reefers in the States for a while. Refrigerated trucks, as you would expect, haul ice and perishable products, like meat and vegetables. It turned out that there was a shortage of reefer drivers, so I figured volunteering to drive one was my best chance to get on the road quickly.

As for the trucks themselves, they were awful. Most of them were European-made, with little differences that required big adjustments—like convex mirrors instead of flat mirrors, which threw off our depth perception when backing up. Mechanically, they were just plain junk. We weren’t assigned trucks. We grabbed what was available, and I learned pretty quickly that if I found a truck with halfway decent brakes and a little air-conditioning, I should grab it, because that was about the best I could do. Eventually we got better trucks, just in time to start getting shot at.

While we awaited our first mission, we were on lockdown in the towers, which meant that we couldn’t go into Kuwait City on our down time. But if we were assigned a local mission, like loading ice, we got a chance to see a little local color. We all loved being asked to go to the icehouse, because it was right beside a fish market and the Shark Mall.

Finally, on September 28, 2003, I got word that I’d be part of a convoy leaving for Iraq the following morning.

I had to get up at four o’clock in the morning to catch a shuttle bus from the twin towers to our staging area. The shuttle bus never appeared. I was stuck at the towers while my first convoy was waiting for me. I called my foreman, a British guy named Andy, and he seemed to understand, but once I finally showed up, Andy hammered me. This was my first fucking mission, and I was fucking late, and did I understand how fucking important it was to be on time. I figured I was done for, but one of the other guys took me aside and told me he could tell Andy liked me. If he didn’t, he would have sent me back to the towers and found another driver to replace me. Instead, he just chewed me out and then we got on with business. Andy was one of the few foremen I met who really seemed to care about his drivers and what they needed. Of course, I didn’t find that out until I worked for him for a while.

We pulled out at 9:50 A.M. We had thirteen trucks in the convoy—three of us were employees of KBR, and we were hauling ice. None of us had driven in Iraq before. Nine other drivers were what we called TCNs—third-country nationals—who were working for other contractors. They were hauling food. Rounding out the convoy was the convoy commander, a guy I’ll call Jack, who didn’t haul a trailer. In the trucking business, that’s known as “running bobtail.” The CC’s job was to make sure we stayed together and stayed in line. I was third in line, and Jack put himself behind me; when we approached checkpoints, he would pull out and get in front of the convoy.

The Iraqi border was about a two-hour ride from our staging area. Our eventual destination was Camp Sycamore, which was near Tikrit, Saddam’s home town and the center of his power base. The ride would take a couple of days.

We crossed the border into Iraq at 12:55 P.M. As I feared, there were children everywhere along the roadside, but none of them got in front of the trucks. I was relieved—I really didn’t know what I’d do if they had decided to lie down in front of me. These kids just wanted some food, or shoes—anything we could give them. It was heartbreaking to see these young kids in bare feet, walking across hot sand. How could Saddam have allowed his people to live like this?

For all my anxiety, the first part of our ride was uneventful, except for the sand. There was no escaping it, and there was nothing else. Imagine driving in the deserts of the American Southwest. Now, take away the hills, the occasional town, the other cars on the highway, add a little sand, and you have an idea of what this ride was like. You feel as though you’ve reached the end of the earth. We pulled into a camp called Cedar 2, which was nicknamed, with good reason, the Dust Bowl. It was in the middle of the desert, about two and a half hours north of the Kuwaiti border. Even though the ancient city of Ur was nearby, as was the Tallil air base, you got a tremendous feeling of isolation there. At the time, Cedar was a major Army camp, although it later became a center for KBR contractors. Because of its strategic location between the border and Baghdad, it was a major fueling point for convoys and a safe haven at night.

After we pulled in, I wanted a shower. But getting one wasn’t that simple in a war zone. The camp had community showers—and I had missed the time set aside for women to use them. But the camp manager took pity on me and told Jack to clear out the shower area and stand guard by the door while I took a shower. That was cool. The manager even had somebody drive me back to my truck after my shower, so I wouldn’t get all dusty again.

Here, in this isolated post in an isolated desert, wouldn’t you know it—I ran into a friend from home, a guy named Keith who was in the National Guard. It was Keith who had told me about job openings at Halliburton months earlier, when I was looking to get away from Bill and my old life. If he hadn’t told me, I don’t know what I would have done.

Keith actually spotted me before I saw him. I was on my way to breakfast when I heard a familiar voice. Keith was doubly surprised to see me. First of all, you don’t expect to run into friends in the middle of the Iraqi desert. Plus, nobody ever told him that I decided to take a job in Iraq. We had a great chat, and he warned me to be careful. “I want to see that cute butt of yours all in one piece,” he said.

The following morning we pushed out before six o’clock. I drove at the head of the convoy, which I liked because I could actually see something other than the back of a truck. What I saw from the front was similar to what I had seen the day before—kids, some of them as young as four or five, begging for food, for clothes, for anything. Some of them were holding empty packages that had contained ready-made meals—called MREs (Meals Ready to Eat) in military lingo—which our troops had. They were begging for more. We stopped at one point, and I took pictures of two boys and gave them a bottle of water from my truck. As much as I wanted to stop and talk to them, we had been told that we should never get out of our trucks.

I was in tears when we started moving again. No matter what people were saying at home, the sight of those kids convinced me that we did the right thing by coming over here. Saddam lived in a palace with gold shitters, while the children of his country starved. I wished the people back home could see what I was seeing.

We stopped again for the night at a refueling point in Scania, about an hour and a half south of Baghdad. The camp was very basic. No showers—the troops took what they called bottle showers. They’d find a private spot somewhere in camp and douse themselves with bottled water. They lived in tents and ate MREs. I was happy that we didn’t spend much time there.

The following morning we loaded up and set out for our final destination on this trip, Camp Sycamore, via Baghdad. I found myself looking at the endless blue horizon in front of me. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. In fact, it had been a while since I had seen a cloud. It’s funny, I never thought I’d miss something so ordinary as the clouds.

Our drive through Baghdad was not nearly as pleasant as a clear blue sky. This was my first trip to the city. It stank. Literally. It was filthy, with garbage piled up in the middle of streets. Parts of it admittedly were beautiful, especially the mosques. But most of the buildings were rundown, and I got the feeling that this had nothing to do with the war. The city had suffered just like the Iraqi people had suffered during Saddam’s regime. The streets were full of contradictions. I saw carts being pulled by donkeys and horses, and then I’d see a Mercedes-Benz squeezing through a narrow lane. Parts of the city were old and decrepit; parts were new and modern.

Camp Sycamore, like the camp at Scania, was pretty rough. I was hot and dusty again, and I wanted a shower. They had one, if you could call it that, near the area where trucks unloaded and loaded their stuff. The stall was a bunch of boards nailed together to make a box, with no roof. A water bag hung from a board on top of the stall.

Since the stall had no roof, I wasn’t about to take a shower while it was daylight. I didn’t want anybody peeking in. Some of the guys suggested that I wait until it was dark. That sounded like a good idea, but what they didn’t tell me was that the water in the water bag wasn’t heated, except by the sun. I should have been a little suspicious when some of the guys decided to join Jack in standing guard by the stall while I showered. Sure enough, I dumped the water on me and let out a scream. The water was freezing! I heard Jack and the other guys laughing their tails off. It does seem funny now, but it wasn’t at the time. I swore I wouldn’t fall for something like that again.

We had some beer, and then Jack walked me to my truck, where I’d be sleeping. He asked me for a kiss. I saw this one coming a mile away. “Aren’t you married?” I asked.

“Yes and no,” he said. Yes and no—what was that supposed to mean? I gave him a hug instead. I didn’t leave home to go through all that crap again.

As blue as the sky was a few hours earlier, it was pitch-black now, except for the stars. I’d never seen so many. After Jack left, I stood outside the truck and just watched the sky. It was eleven at night in Iraq, so it was about three o’clock in the afternoon back home in Arkansas. They say it’s a small world, but on a night like this one, the world felt huge, and home seemed a million miles away.

Just before Jack left, I told him that I didn’t expect to be the same person in a year, when my contract expired. “You’ve already changed, just by deciding to come here,” he said. “Even if you went home tomorrow, after only one convoy, you’d be a different person.”

I believed him.

Damn, I missed my boys.

 

After unloading our stuff at Sycamore, we joined up with an Army tanker convoy headed for Camp Anaconda, about an hour north of Baghdad, on October 2. The bosses at KBR didn’t like us to run with military convoys, because they were coming under attack more often than civilian convoys. And running with not just a military convoy, but with military tanker trucks carrying fuel—well, that only increased the chances of something going wrong. But we were anxious to get to Anaconda, so we pushed the rules a little bit.

Anaconda was a huge camp, a far cry from the outposts we had seen. It had been one of Saddam’s bases, and our troops took it over after the old regime fell. We got there just before noon, had real showers, met some of the guys who had flown over from the States with me.

Jack and I wound up dancing at the MWR (Morale, Welfare, and Recreation) together that night. It was just Jack and me—and a bunch of young soldiers. It was really great to watch these young kids, some of them Kenny’s age, having a good time. By day, they carried M-16s and were in harm’s way. But at night they had a chance to relax and have a little fun.

Most people back home don’t think much about what soldiers do when they’re not on patrol or fighting the enemy. I certainly never gave it a thought. That night in Anaconda, I saw a hidden side of war—I saw our troops enjoying themselves, relaxing, having fun. It changed the way I saw the life of a soldier, and knowing that my son Kenny had just finished boot camp, I took some comfort in seeing these brave men and women having a few moments of fun and companionship.

Jack wasn’t much of a dancer, but we had fun, too. Afterward, we went outside with some of the other contractors to watch a lightning show in the Iraqi sky. It was awesome, and then, as an added attraction, some mortars started falling nearby. I wanted to stay and watch, but a camp guard approached and said we had to go to the bunker.

“Do we have to?” I asked. I really didn’t want to leave.

“Ma’am,” he said—the soldiers were so polite—”I just have to ask you to go to a bunker.”

“Okay,” I said. I got up and sat down again. Jack and the other guys thought that was funny, so they stayed with me. I wasn’t going to miss this for the world, and besides, I didn’t think we were in any real danger. So I stayed and watched, and I even dug out some shrapnel that was embedded in a building nearby to keep as a souvenir.

 

Throughout my first few weeks in Iraq, I was in constant touch with everybody back home. With a laptop and a digital camera, I not only could send and receive emails, but I could also send pictures home. I set up a website, which my sister Mary managed. She posted pictures of me, along with my emails home. Pretty soon I was hearing from people all over the States.

We left Anaconda for Cedar 2 on October 5, traveling the same road we had been on before, code-named MSR Tampa. As usual, we drove at about sixty miles an hour, which, considering the conditions and the dangers, was pretty damn slow. We would have been driving a lot faster back home, I can tell you. But we weren’t supposed to drive faster than 100 kilometers an hour, which is a little more than sixty miles an hour.

It was a pretty uneventful trip, until we reached a town just to the north of Cedar 2. The drivers call the place “Rockville,” and I quickly found out why. As I approached a burned-out flatbed along the roadside—a reminder of just how dangerous this job could be—a huge rock came out of nowhere and hit my windshield. It left a huge indentation on the passenger’s side. Then three more rocks hit the truck. I never saw who threw them.

As we were pulling into Cedar 2, Jack contacted me via CB radio. He had gotten a message, asking me to contact a supervisor at headquarters. I had a terrible feeling about this. I called the supervisor from a satellite phone in camp and was told that I was to be on the first convoy headed south the following morning. Something was up—I knew it. I asked the supervisor if this had anything to do with my grandfather, Papaw. He didn’t say anything, and I kept pushing him until he finally told me: Papaw had died.

I had no intention of going home. The supervisor seemed shocked. That’s why they put me on that convoy going south. They figured I’d want to get back to Kuwait City and go home. I explained that I had had a long talk with my grandparents before I left, and Papaw told me if anything happened to him while I was away, I should stay put and help the troops. I had every intention of living up to his wishes.

Papaw had been my rock for so many years, and right before I left for Iraq, my mother took me aside and said: “You know, you’re the apple of Papaw’s eye.” That meant so much to me. He was proud of me for going to Iraq—he and Mamaw seemed to understand more than anybody else why I was doing this, and why it was important not just to me, but for our troops and for our country. And yet, by being in Iraq, I was thousands of miles away when Papaw died. Although I knew what Papaw wanted, I felt helpless. There was a part of me that wanted to go home, so I could be there for Mamaw.

As upset as I was, I had to take care of business. My foreman had some questions for me about getting rocked. He figured I might be too scared to drive for a while, but if I seemed upset, it was because of the news about Papaw. I told the foreman I was fine and that I was ready to get on the road again. He told me I was a tough woman, because some drivers went home after getting rocked. I couldn’t believe that—how could a few rocks send you home?

The following morning I was part of a convoy headed from Cedar 2 to Baghdad International Airport, known as BIAP. I didn’t drive—Jack, my friend and the convoy commander, decided that I was too upset to be at the wheel, so I rode with another driver.

On our way to BIAP, we pulled into Camp Scania to refuel. Because the camp was rudimentary and small, as we lined up to leave the base, we were staged on the road outside the camp perimeter. In some places, this would be an invitation to attack, but conditions were relatively safe near Scania.

Our convoys did attract the attention of some of the local Iraqi children, who crowded around us, trying to sell stuff or talk us into giving them something—food, clothes, anything. I noticed that most of the children were barefoot. The soles of their feet looked like leather from walking on hot sand and asphalt. In the States, if a child’s feet looked like that, a parent would go to jail for child abuse. But for these kids, it was normal. They were poor, and their clothes were dirty and worn-out.

One little boy named Adgnon stole my heart. He was nine years old, spunky, and lovable. He and his brother, Ida, must have been luckier than the rest: Their hair was clean. Most of the other boys looked like they hadn’t had a bath in a long time. Somebody clearly was trying to do his or her best for these two boys.

Adgnon reminded me of my youngest, Steffan. When he thought the other kids were giving me a hard time, trying to sell me something, he let them have it—he had a pretty foul mouth, but it was funny. He didn’t speak much English and could understand even less, but I communicated with him through his brother or with one of the other boys. Or we just used sign language.

I gave Adgnon my Peterbilt cap and a wink. He asked me what that meant. “It means I like you,” I said. His friends got such a kick out of that! They were whooping and teasing him. Another one of the boys took Jack aside and wanted to know if he could buy me. He offered a hundred dollars “for the missus.” That really tickled me. I took some pictures before we set out for the BIAP, and as we drove off, the kids were blowing kisses at us. I hoped I would see Adgnon again on the road.

We arrived at the BIAP staging area at about two o’clock that afternoon. My family back home were gathering to say good-bye to Papaw, and I wasn’t there to mourn with them. I was so distracted that I sort of stumbled out of the truck. As I regained my footing, I looked down and saw a rock shaped like a heart. It was a gift from Papaw, a sign of his love for me and mine for him. Suddenly I felt at peace. I no longer felt guilty about missing the funeral, because I had a piece of Papaw’s love with me.

 

In early October, I was part of a twenty-five-truck convoy assigned to haul food, produce, milk, and ice from Kuwait City to the airport near Baghdad. It was an important mission—until now, we had been hauling only ice, but now we were going to try to haul food and other perishable goods. There was also a sense that this mission could be dangerous—hauling food made us a more valuable target for terrorists, and we were traveling the hazardous road to BIAP and the military camps nearby. Joining us for the ride were some military police and a truck armed with a .50-caliber machine gun.

I loved going to BIAP, because it was a lot more than just an airport. It was almost a self-contained city. The Air Force had a camp there, and the Army had several. With all of these troops and contractors together, the BIAP was a happening place. Soldiers and contractors mingled freely, without brass and bosses looking over our shoulders. We’d get together for cookouts. We’d make a fire out of some of the discarded pallets and throw a metal door over the blaze. Then we’d pile chicken, steaks, and pork chops on the door. That was the only way we could cook so much meat—talk about necessity being the mother of invention! Yes—we cooked the meat on a metal door.

It wouldn’t be a cookout without stories, and I heard dozens from other contractors who had seen it all and then some. Alcohol helped the storytelling process. Drinking was against company policy, but of course we drank—we were in a war in the middle of the desert. Red Bull and vodka was a big favorite.

Sometimes soldiers joined us, and we always shared our food and company with the men and women who were bearing the brunt of this war.

On this particular trip, we didn’t get off to a very promising start. A truck broke down before we even got out of Kuwait City, and Jack had to stay with the stranded driver. He assigned me the job of leading the rest of the convoy to Camp Navistar, on the border between Kuwait and Iraq. All convoys passed through Navistar. Since I had made the trip several times before, I knew the way, but having responsibility for so many people was a big deal, and even in Kuwait, you never knew what or who might be on the roadside waiting for you.

I don’t know how many women were leading convoys on a regular basis, but it certainly was unusual. I wasn’t an official convoy commander, or even an assistant, so I felt even more pressure. We weren’t on the road very long when another truck broke down. One of the other drivers had my cell phone number and called me to let me know what had happened. The cell phones came in handy—we weren’t allowed to use CB radios because they cluttered the airwaves. Each convoy commander and the driver at the back of each convoy carried handheld radios, which we tried to use sparingly because the batteries didn’t last very long.

I called Jack on his cell, and he told us to go ahead without the driver, because he was on his way. I was relieved to get to Navistar without any further incidents, and even more relieved when Jack showed up. I know the other drivers wanted their CC in charge. It wasn’t so much that I was a woman, they just wanted somebody who knew the ropes, because an inexperienced CC could get you in trouble, and a good CC could get you out of trouble.

On another leg of the trip, we had more mechanical problems when a truck lost its transmission. We all pulled over to the side of the road. Out of nowhere, that .50-caliber machine gun went off and ripped open a huge hole in one of our trailers. It was an accident, and the driver wasn’t hurt, but for a few minutes people were pretty scared. The damaged trailer had to be examined to find an exit wound. Well, there was none, which means the bullets never made it past the ice inside the trailer. Somebody’s Coke was going to be served with a little extra ingredient!

As we approached Baghdad, we were brought to a halt when an Army patrol ahead of us spotted a makeshift roadside bomb—known in the trade as an “improvised explosive device” or IED—ahead of us. IEDs were becoming a real hazard to the troops and to contractors like us. We waited more than two hours in the middle of a road outside Baghdad, which wasn’t the safest place to be, until the troops set off the bomb out of harm’s way. I saw dust flying in the distance.

After a two-day trip, we finally made it to the airport on October 14. Along the way, we stopped to refuel at Camp Scania, and as we staged outside the camp, I saw my little boyfriend, Adgnon, on the roadside, along with his brother, Ida, who was wearing the Peterbilt cap I gave him. Adgnon was wearing a ring, and he took it off with some effort, reached up into my truck, and gave it to me as a gift. Ida asked me if I could get Adgnon some shoes. When some older boys came along, Adgnon acted like he was my protector—he made sure none of the boys came close to my truck, just in case they were up to no good.

I didn’t know what to say when Ida asked me if I could take Adgnon to America. I only wished that I could show him what life was like outside of Iraq. Some MPs came by and started shooing away the boys. I tried to get them to leave Adgnon alone, but they had their job to do. As we started rolling, Adgnon ran along a dirt road on our right, scrambled up a pile of dirt, and blew me a kiss. Watching him run down that road after us broke my heart. I don’t pray very much, but that day I prayed for Adgnon.

After we got to the airport, I went shopping for Adgnon. I bought him a pair of shoes, along with some socks. I bought his brother a few shirts. On our way back south, when we staged outside Scania after refueling, I looked for the two of them amid the crowd of boys along the roadside. Since my last visit, the military had strung barbed wire along the road where we staged, so even if I found the boys, it was going to be hard to give them their presents.

 

I asked the other boys if they knew where Adgnon was. Some of them spoke English, or enough to get by. One of them said Adgnon was sick. Another said he thought Adgnon was at home. I asked if somebody would go and find him. Adgnon showed up a few minutes later with a big smile on his face.

I wanted to hug him but I couldn’t. The concertina wire kept us apart. My shirt got hung up on the barbs as I passed a bag filled with shoes, shirts, and other things through the wire. Adgnon didn’t even look at what was inside the bag. He looked at me, and his eyes said it all. He had tears in his eyes. He reached forward like he wanted to hug me, but the damned wire was between us. Then he turned away and left, probably because he didn’t want his friends to see him crying.

I did get a chance to ask him what happened to the Peterbilt cap. He said an American soldier had taken it away from them—the two brothers shared the hat, and everything else, it seemed. I couldn’t believe it. We were trying to show the Iraqis that we came to liberate them, that we were on their side, and somebody goes and takes a cap from a kid? I swore I’d better not find some soldier wearing that cap.

 

On October 23, a day after Jack left for R&R in the States, the Army woke us up at five o’clock in the morning. We were in Camp Cedar for the night, after pulling in from Kuwait. It was extremely unusual for the Army to wake us up, which was a sign that something was up. We had to run a small convoy from Cedar to Camp Dogwood, which was a pretty dangerous place. It was a short trip, but nobody was taking any chances. The CC for the trip assigned a shooter—a soldier with a weapon—to ride shotgun with me. I knew why the CC put a shooter with me: He felt he had to “protect” me because I was a woman. I hated that attitude, and I argued with the CC, but there was no changing his mind.

Still, this trip was a victory for me because I was going to ride drag. That meant I would be the last vehicle in the convoy and would be responsible for recovering any trailers that broke down (I would be running bobtail, meaning without a trailer of my own). If we hit an ambush, my job would be to rescue any driver who got hit and couldn’t keep driving. That was a very serious responsibility, but it was one I was ready for. As far as I knew, no other woman had run drag before. To his credit, Jack had made this happen. Knowing how much I wanted the assignment, he made sure that I was slotted to run drag on this mission. There was nothing the CC could do about that.

It was ironic, too, that the shooter who rode with me also was a woman. She was married to another soldier who was based in Baghdad, and she told me she had just gotten a chance to see him to celebrate her birthday, which was today. I imagined it was hard for both of them.

She told me that the Army had found three IEDs along the road earlier that morning, which may have been why she was there in the truck with me. But the trip passed without incident. I had a chance to enjoy a rare sight in Iraq—an island of green grass amid the unending sea of brown sand. The area was rumored to be near the Garden of Eden.

Once we got into camp, we found out that the brass had nowhere to put the ice we brought, and had no need for the food we had. In fact, they had two trailers’ worth of rotting produce. Two of their refrigerated trailers weren’t working, a third barely worked, and one was fine. This was infuriating. We had come all the way to this camp with ice, and there was no place to put it? Ridiculous. I came up with an idea: Dump the rotten produce and burn it, and then put our two trailers of ice into their one working refrigeration unit.

The CC shrugged his shoulders. If it had been up to him, he’d have turned around with the ice and left. That would have been just plain stupid—the camp had been without ice for four days. Even though it wasn’t my job, I was determined to get that ice off the trucks. I asked around for help, and one of the drivers said he didn’t come to Iraq to unload produce. So I and another woman, a Jamaican-born soldier, got to work. We got some help dumping one load of produce, but we were on our own for the second. Finally we got some real help unloading the ice into the good reefer. It was hard work, and I was exhausted when it was done, but I felt good knowing we did what we had to do for the sake of our troops.

Later that night, after I took a shower and went to the PX, the camp went into blackout. That was standard procedure so we wouldn’t be an easy target in the dark of night. I was with a friend, and we were pretty far from the area where we were being staged—Camp Dogwood was huge. We had to get back to the staging area, so I jumped into my truck and drove across part of the camp with nothing but my clearance lights on. My friends thought I was nuts, but I loved it. It was sort of like being a kid, doing something on the edge that you know is dangerous, but damn, what a rush!

It felt good to feel good. For a change. It felt like I really was becoming that person I was looking for when I left Houston.
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