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“All that I am, I will not deny.”

—Joan of Arc
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“And though she be little, she is fierce.”

—A Midsummer Night’s Dream, William Shakespeare
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INTRODUCTION

[image: ]Lieutenant Candice Frost and I first met on a scorching late-summer afternoon twelve years ago at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. I was a military reporter at the time for the local paper, the Fayetteville Observer, and was writing a story about servicewomen in the 82nd Airborne Division, an almost all-male unit whose mission is to parachute behind enemy lines, seize airfields, stake out ground, and pave the way for follow-on forces. At that time only 3 percent of the division’s 15,000 paratroopers were women.

I came on post to interview the lieutenant because she was breaking new ground in the Army. For the first time in its history, the 82nd, an elite fighting force, had a female soldier assigned to an infantry regiment: Candice had recently been named as the assistant intelligence officer for the 505th Parachute Infantry Regiment—the only woman in the 4,000-member brigade.

As I sat across from Candice in a shaded office, the thin twenty-four-year-old redhead, two years out of West Point, sat up straight with an earnest look on her rosy-cheeked face, like a precocious student onstage about to win the spelling bee. It was evident that Candice had things to accomplish and dragons to slay, and she’d have no time for knuckleheads who got in her way.

“What if the unit jumps into combat but doesn’t take you with them?” I asked.

“If you put me in this slot,” Candice said, looking at me intensely with her blue eyes, “I’m going to war.” It was easier for me to imagine Candice at my door selling Girl Scout cookies than with a helmet on her head, but her looks were clearly deceiving.

“Hell hath no fury if they don’t send me,” she continued. “They had enough faith to put me here. I am willing and able.”

I scribbled in my notebook and continued my questioning. “What about soldiers who don’t think you should be in an infantry unit?”

“The guys that have the biggest mouths, I say, come on, let’s run.” Candice was a marathoner, and being a good runner in the 82nd was as important as being a good shooter. “That’s the great equalizer.”

After we said our good-byes, I realized I hadn’t expected her bluntness. But in a division where the male ego was as high as the operational tempo, I figured that attitude would serve her well.

On the last Sunday of August, on the front page of the Observer, the story ran with a headshot photo of Candice, her face covered in camouflage paint, lying prone and aiming an M4 at the camera, and when Candice arrived at work Monday morning, someone had cut out and taped her picture to the door of her office and everywhere else in the unit. She took the attention, however it was intended, in stride.

A few weeks later Candice got married to a fellow officer, an infantry lieutenant named Will O’Brien. Two days after her first wedding anniversary, planes hijacked by terrorists struck the Twin Towers and the Pentagon. The next decade put the American military on an unprecedented path of war service.

Candice and I would not talk again until ten years later. I was looking for the right mix of subjects for a book I wanted to write about women in the military. A mutual military friend referred me to a Major Candice O’Brien, now a mother of two getting ready to deploy for her second tour to Afghanistan.

“I think you interviewed me a long time ago at Fort Bragg for a story about women in the 82nd,” Candice said when I contacted her. “Do you remember?”

How could I forget?

Candice is just one of many women whose service in the military has made a lasting impression on me. In the course of reporting, I’ve seen them in action, while sharing a tent in the Middle East, on board a boat in the South China Sea, along the DMZ in Korea, and on the side of a steep jungle mountain in Vietnam. We’ve shared stories, as well as granola bars and toilet paper.

More recently, as an Army wife living on military posts, I’ve gotten to know servicewomen off duty as neighbors, wives, mothers, and volunteers. I’ve sat beside them in church pews, on playground swings, at memorial services, and formal military balls. Over the last twenty-two years, I’ve had the privilege of pinning on my sister Maria’s rank, as she rose from lieutenant to colonel, and I’ve been fortunate to have her as a neighbor at three duty stations, including our current one, where she is a brigade commander at Fort Eustis, Virginia.

I’ve come to recognize the issues these women face—professional and private, large and small, sad and funny—and I’ve admired their commitment and courage.

The purpose of this book is to give a full picture of military women, from the junior ranks to the highest echelons. Juggling marriage, motherhood, and the military may not be dramatic, compared to war service; and grappling with less tangible concerns about femininity, gender roles, and discriminatory labels may seem trivial when held up against true physical dangers. But even for women who choose a warrior profession, these are challenges that may affect serious decisions and have life-changing consequences. They are also the issues most servicewomen deal with daily and often out of public view. It is important, therefore, to shed light on these women’s personal lives, including their behind-the-scenes struggles and insecurities. These are the things that give new meaning to their courage on and off the battlefield.

To be sure, servicewomen have long confronted problems of hazing, trying to belong to an old-boys’ club, sexual harassment, dating, marriage problems, pregnancy, separation from children, questions about life goals, career trajectories, and self-worth. But today the context for all this is very different. The women are part of a military that little resembles the armed forces of the past.

Though women had been employed in the armed services since the Revolutionary War, they could not exceed 2 percent of the active-duty force and couldn’t be promoted beyond the ranks of lieutenant colonel or commander until Congress changed the law in 1967. Throughout the 1980s, half the jobs in the military excluded women. Then, in 1994, the Department of Defense did away with its direct-combat-risk rule and replaced it with a women’s assignment policy. That policy said: “Service members are eligible to be assigned to all positions for which they are qualified, except that women shall be excluded from assignments to units below the brigade level whose primary mission is to engage in direct combat on the ground.”

Because the soldier’s workplace is the battlefield, in many ways Washington’s “combat ban” remained the final frontier on employment gender discrimination. Yet the military has a history of effecting social change by employing women and giving them opportunities they would not have found elsewhere. That hasn’t happened without controversy. In the nineties, as public debate raged over women and combat, senior female officers and congresswomen like Pat Schroeder of the House Armed Services Committee argued for across-the-board equality, while male military leaders and a number of lawmakers opposed such changes. The argument to keep women out of combat units centered on a number of issues: lack of strength, endurance, and temperament; lack of mixed-gender accommodations; a disruption to unit cohesion; and a distraction to fighting capability. Lawmakers were also concerned about the treatment of captured female soldiers and pilots and how it would play out on the evening news.

Events over the last decade essentially made many of these points moot.

In February 2012, after a year of reviews ordered by Congress, the Pentagon changed the policy to allow women to be “officially” assigned to combat battalions. It was like finally giving a team jersey to a player who had been hitting home runs on the field for years. In essence, the revision was catching up to the reality on the ground in Iraq and Afghanistan, where women were already serving in the battalions as intelligence and signal officers through a policy loophole that “attached” them to the units.

Today there are 194,000 women serving on active duty—14.5 percent of 1.4 million troops—plus 80,000 in the Reserves and 65,000 in the National Guard. There are 1.8 million female veterans in the United States. Since 9/11 more than 250,000 women have deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan, making them 11 percent of the fighting force. Many have served overseas multiple times, leaving today’s generation of servicewomen with more war service than either their fathers or grandfathers.

In a great irony, female troops are often needed in near-frontline situations in Muslim countries, where they can defuse culturally tense interactions that involve local women. But this—and the fact that they serve as truck drivers, as medics, and as military police—has also placed them close to combat or other wartime dangers. More than 145 women have died in Iraq and Afghanistan, and more than 860 have been wounded.

Yet you can’t measure the lives of military women through statistics. The military is not just a job but a way of life. It has always been a place of paradox, most evident by its curious mix of traditional men and unconventional women drawn to its ranks. The women who see the military as an attractive career are constantly pressed to prove themselves in a profession outside society’s norms for women. They believe they can protect, defend, fight, and lead, despite conventional wisdom.

In Undaunted I explore in depth the lives of four active-duty servicewomen, all of whom are leaders and professional standouts, over a crucial few years of their careers that take them from beginnings and hard work to choices, changes, and growth. It is not easy to achieve a dream in the military. Servicewomen come to their profession on different paths. Their experiences at Marine boot camp, airborne school, West Point or a military college like Norwich University, and advanced study at places like the School of Advanced Military Studies are critical components in developing their doctrinal, technical, and tactical expertise, which is key to professional development, and, ultimately, valuable in combat. Those settings, as well as posts in the United States and abroad, are an important aspect of these women’s stories.

It was vital to me to show these servicewomen as full human beings, beyond caricature. Their stories, which include their personal and professional relationships, are mostly told through their eyes. In a few cases, some minor characters’ names have been changed. My intent is for the reader to walk away with an intimate understanding and appreciation of who these women are and what it takes to succeed as a woman in today’s military.

And who are they?

•The General: Brigadier General Angela Salinas is a feisty, five-foot-tall, fifty-four-year-old Marine with a firm handshake and more than thirty years of service. She is the Marine Corps’ first Hispanic female general. She battles naysayers and disinformation as a commander at an all-male institution while finding her identity as a general and fitting in at the apex.

It was important to me to have one of the main subjects of this book be a seasoned military woman with decades of service who got her start in a military that little resembles the one she serves in today. I found that and so much more in General Salinas.

•The Platoon Leader: Second Lieutenant Bergan Flannigan is a twenty-two-year-old, baby-faced introvert and newly minted officer who wanted to go to airborne school though she’d never been on an airplane. After playing Army for four years at a military college in Vermont, she finds herself leading troops on the front lines in Afghanistan, serving in the same military police company as her husband.

I first heard about Lieutenant Flannigan and her dramatic story through back channels. She had been a platoon leader in the battalion that my friend’s husband commanded at Fort Stewart, Georgia. I’d been told she was “tough” and not to expect much in the way of conversation. That turned out to be true. But I liked the idea of telling a platoon leader’s story in combat, and over time she got used to me and my endless questions. The military police have an incredibly dangerous worldwide mission, and Lieutenant Flannigan and her soldiers were in the thick of it on a daily basis in Afghanistan. I start her story much earlier, however, far from the hell of Afghanistan, in an idyllic spot in the mountains of Vermont at Norwich University; showing Lieutenant Flannigan’s life as a cadet underscores the innocence of her early years and gives context and depth to her leadership responsibilities in a war zone.

•The Drill Instructor: Sergeant Amy Stokley is a “diva in boots.” The twenty-five-year-old has a martial arts black belt and earned a combat action ribbon in Iraq. She readies her voice for the day by screaming above her car stereo on the way to work at Parris Island. She loves to make recruits cry and does so while wearing false eyelashes, acrylic French-tipped nails, and lipstick. Spending 140 hours each week with her recruits, she has little time for a personal life and is resigned to being married to the corps.

The first time I called Sergeant Stokley, she spoke in a husky whisper. I could barely understand her.

“Do you have a cold?”

“No, ma’am,” she said. “I’ve been yelling all day.”

And so our relationship began.

When I arrived at Parris Island to do research, I realized she wasn’t kidding. Marine Corps drill instructors are a breed of their own, female drill instructors even more so, and I wanted one of the best. Sergeant Stokley had worked her way up from truck driver to drill instructor, and her story follows her path to the most revered position in the Marine Corps. Who was the woman beneath the Smokey Bear hat? I was set to find out.

•The Iron Major: Major Candice O’Brien is the woman I interviewed a dozen years ago. A brainy thirty-three-year-old redhead who can outthink her fellow officers in the plans room and outrun them on the track, she is a hard-charging overachiever. But she was unprepared for what turns out to be combat on the home front. When she deploys to NATO headquarters in Afghanistan, she leaves behind two young children and a troubled marriage.

I was attracted to Major O’Brien’s story because she represented so many mothers in dual military marriages. How did she keep all the balls in the air? Can a military woman really have it all? During the writing of this book, her story unfolded in real time in ways neither of us could have predicted when she left for Afghanistan.

Their stories also counteract the perception that military women are cookie-cutter alike. I couldn’t help but be intrigued by their contradictions. General Salinas is tiny in stature, yet she founded and was the captain of her college’s women’s basketball team. Lieutenant Flannigan is a hard-charger, yet she loves her stuffed animals and took her favorites on deployment. Sergeant Stokley loved to “blast” her recruits, and she always made sure she looked damn good doing it. Major O’Brien could brief General Petraeus on counternarcotics in Afghanistan, but she was also captivated by the simple beauty of a sunflower outside the base perimeter.

The more I learned about these women, the more I wanted to know.

The positions these women hold bring them public praise but also private challenges and, for some, extraordinary scrutiny. Their stories, on American soil and abroad, are riveting in themselves. But even more, these four military women are emblematic of the issues facing so many U.S. servicewomen today, from marriage and motherhood to career trajectories and life goals. The subjects of this book are unforgettable individuals, but they represent far more than themselves.

Their stories, broadly chronological, cover a five-year period, from 2006 to 2011, a time frame that marks a historic presidential election, an economic downturn, budget cuts, a military stretched by deployments to two war zones, and a U.S. public weary of war. During these years, phrases such as “sectarian violence,” “suicide bombers,” “the surge,” “IEDs,” “exit strategy,” “al-Qaeda,” “the Taliban,” and “airstrikes” have become a familiar part of our vocabulary, etched in the minds of Americans.

Against this complex and challenging backdrop, the four main subjects of varying ages, ranks, backgrounds, experience, and personalities play out their lives. They share hard work, determination, and perseverance to reach the top of their professions, but they must weigh their achievements against the challenges in their personal lives.

The issues surrounding women like these aren’t delineated in a Marine Corps manual, Army regulations, or Defense Department statistics and congressional policies. The women each, individually, have to grapple with the consequences of their career choices. The rewards can be extraordinary, but there is also a cost. Some women service members, in the end, decide the price is too great, and feel they have no choice but to leave. Others—many—stay. Is it worth it? What was gained? What was sacrificed? What’s next? These are questions only they can answer. But it’s time to ask.


PART I
A FEW GOOD WOMEN
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“I believe that it is as much a right and duty for women to do something with their lives as for men and we are not going to be satisfied with such frivolous parts as you give us.”

—Louisa May Alcott



 

2006
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The number of American service members killed in Iraq reaches 3,000. Thousands of Iraqis die each month in sectarian violence, culminating in more than 34,000 Iraqi deaths by year’s end.

In the fall, a day after a Democratic victory in the House of Representatives, President Bush nominates Robert Gates to replace Donald Rumsfeld as Secretary of Defense, telling reporters a “fresh perspective” is needed on Iraq.

Five days after Christmas, the Iraqi national government hangs Saddam Hussein for crimes against humanity.

Meanwhile, America’s focus on Iraq enables al-Qaeda and the Taliban to strengthen support and bases of operation in Afghanistan.




CHAPTER 1
OOORAH on the High Seas
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Amy: July 18, 2006. The Mediterranean Sea off Beirut, Lebanon
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[image: ]As the hovercraft’s twin engines died, Marine Lance Corporal Amy Stokley knew the day was about to turn miserable.

The air-conditioning withered with the engines, and Amy turned to Hospital Corpsman 2nd Class Miller, a petite blonde wedged next to her, and stated the obvious.

“This sucks, Doc.”

As if in response, a wave jerked the boat at an unnatural angle.

“Hope it’s not down long,” said the Navy corpsman, who was more along the lines of a licensed practical nurse, but when you’re the only one on board who can stick an IV, the title “Doc” is fitting.

The twenty passengers in their charge, weary American civilians leaving Lebanon with their suitcases and baby strollers, sat knee-to-knee on benches and eyed the two twenty-three-year-olds dressed in cammies as if pleading, What now?

What now? Amy didn’t know. She was a Marine Corps truck driver with a knack for surviving IED attacks. Being stuck in the eastern Mediterranean Sea, in the belly of a malfunctioning boat that was getting tossed like a piece of trash was a new experience.

But she knew all eyes were on her and Doc. Never mind that the businessmen, engineers, bankers, nannies, and soccer moms on board wouldn’t have given the pair a second thought had they passed the young women in their civvies window-shopping along Maarad Street in downtown Beirut. In situations like this, the uniform lent a sense of authority.

For the last few weeks, Amy had been in Jordan on a training exercise. While there she lived in a pup tent in a tent city surrounded by sand so fine the Marines called it moon dust. Her job was to transport the grunts, the infantrymen, who were training with the Jordanians, and to take them food and supplies. The Marines had left Jordan a week early, after the U.S. embassy in Beirut requested military assistance evacuating Americans who were snared in a Middle East crisis: A deadly border attack by Hezbollah militants followed by a botched Israeli attempt to rescue hostage soldiers had escalated to Israeli airstrikes and a ground invasion in Lebanon that destroyed main highways and the Beirut International Airport. The chaos was front and center in newspapers across the globe, and cable news ran the story nonstop, but Amy, who had no time to watch TV, knew little about that.

What she did know was her mission: Escort Americans on and off the LCAC (which stood for Landing Craft Air Cushion, pronounced “ell-cack”) and deposit them aboard the USS Nashville, which would take them to safety in Cyprus. But her task was becoming more uncomfortable by the minute.

The stench of sweat mixed with anxiety consumed the already stuffy compartment, which was lit by a set of dim lights. Although no one came to explain what was going on, Amy didn’t need to be a sailor to figure out the engines were kaput. The demise of the fanlike 4,000-horsepower engines affixed to the back of the LCAC sounded like a commercial jetliner shutting off at the end of a trip.

“We’ll be up and running soon,” Amy announced, although she really had no idea.

The LCAC is an armored ship-to-shore assault vessel that can crawl up a beach, open its steel jaws, and regurgitate Marines, weapons, equipment, and cargo during battle. It looks like something Mad Max would love to commandeer. But with no power and no windows, it was like being inside an aluminum can wrenched along the ocean’s surface. As the vessel swayed and swooshed with the ocean’s swells, children started to whimper; then a woman of Indian origin, her dark skin now gray, began vomiting ceaselessly, to the point of dry-heaving into the white plastic bags that are left on LCACs for this very purpose. Her sickness set off a domino effect among the other passengers, who soon buried their own heads in the bags.

Please, please, I don’t want to throw up, Amy thought. Sweat soaked through her green T-shirt, a cotton buffer between her and her desert cammies. The sun had streaked her long, thick hair, which, like many young female Marines, she tamed into a tight bun.

She checked her watch. An hour had passed. It reminded her of an earlier mission, when she’d gotten sick herself while waiting on a small bobbing boat to transport Americans onto the USS Nashville under much different circumstances.

That time just last summer had been much closer to home but was still worlds away from the America she knew. It was a place where entire rooftops sat in front yards next to flipped-over couches and uprooted trees. Inside abandoned homes, dirty water-level marks scarred walls near ceilings, and soot and stench covered everything. It looked like a battlefield. Most painful of all, framed family photos lay on the ground, soaking wet. Within days of Hurricane Katrina’s landfall, Amy and her Marine unit had been in New Orleans for a month and a half, removing downed trees from roofs and throwing the debris in the back of her seven-ton truck.

While Amy didn’t follow the politics and complexities surrounding her current humanitarian assignment, she did know about the Beirut barracks bombing in 1983, when an Islamic terrorist attack introduced the word “terrorism” into America’s lexicon. That year, on an early Sunday morning in October, while many Marines slept in their bunks, two trucks laden with explosives and driven by suicide bombers smashed into the barracks, killing 220 U.S. Marines who were serving as peacekeepers in the region. Amy wouldn’t be born until five months later, but the tragedy was seared into Marine memory, as well as into America’s, as a dire harbinger of future Islamic extremism.

Until her corps buddies started talking about the irony of it all, Amy hadn’t realized that those fallen Marines were from her own unit, the 24th Marine Amphibious Unit (MAU), which had become the 24th Marine Expeditionary Force (MEU) in the late 1980s.

Now, as the LCAC continued to turn and tip, Amy clasped her tanned arms and looked down at her suede boots. She tried to focus on happy thoughts, like her two little nieces, Kayley and Krisenda, her sister Shay’s kids, back home in Taylorsville, Kentucky. But the unmistakable hiss of mortar fire kept interrupting. The artillery was too far away to be a threat, Amy knew, but the sound reminded her of Iraq, where mortars and rockets repeatedly hit her forward operating base. Though the chow line should have offered some respite, she avoided it. Amy knew insurgents marked the mess tent with a big bull’s-eye. Eating there was a chance she just didn’t want to take. So she relied on MREs or the cans of ravioli and Little Debbie snacks her mother sent from Kentucky.

Like a lot of deployed Marines, Amy had kept a “just-in-case letter” in her chest pocket while in Iraq. She had decided to write it after experiencing her first death of a Marine. Though she was just twenty at the time, she tried to address anything she thought might worry her mother. In an attempt to lift her mother’s spirits, she kept things light:


Dear Mom,

Don’t be sad. I lived happy and did everything in life that I wanted to do. You better throw a party for me not a funeral.

You should be happy for me because now I get to sleep all the time.

I know I’m going to heaven so don’t worry about that. I’ll be watching you and if I see you looking like you’re too down, I’ll haunt you in your sleep!

I was prepared to die and I don’t feel like there was any unfinished business. I’m happy I died serving our country. I’m so thankful to have you as a mother. You raised me well and I couldn’t ask for anything more.

Love,

Amy

P.S. Blow every dollar of my life insurance. Don’t spend it on anything sensible!



Despite the joking tone in her letter, Amy had recurring nightmares in Iraq. They were always the same: In one, her family visited her in Iraq and her sister was wounded despite Amy’s efforts to protect her. In a second nightmare, Amy was shot repeatedly in her stomach and chest with small-arms fire while manning a vehicle checkpoint, and no one came to her aid. She’d had the nightmare so often, the hot rounds hitting her torso seemed real. It was as if she knew exactly how it felt to get shot.

[image: ]

“Lance Corporal Stokley, Lance Corporal Stokley, hey, do you hear that?” Doc said.

The sound was more welcoming than the jangle of a Vegas jackpot. The boat’s diesel engines groaned to life, and relief filtered through the cabin. Later that night, finally back on her own ship, the USS Iwo Jima, Amy headed to her berthing area on the main deck, two decks below the top deck, where the choppers landed, with plans to shower. A naval ship is designed for efficiency, not comfort, especially amphibious assault ships like the Iwo Jima, which are typically darker and danker than the rest of the fleet, since they carry diesel-chugging Marine equipment. The exhaust from those vehicles, aircraft, and hovercraft seeps into every nook and cranny.

On board, the ship’s sailors toiled like serfs belowdecks on eighteen-hour shifts, some never seeing sunlight for weeks. As a rapid-response expeditionary force, the Iwo Jima was their floating fire hall. The ship carried everything from Humvees, bulldozers, and forklifts to helicopters, mortars, howitzers, and tanks that could be employed when a 911 call came for the Marines to respond with firepower or, as was the case in Lebanon, water, food, and an escort to safety.

In the meantime, though, the 2,200 Marines on the ship passed the monotony of their sea days cleaning their weapons, lifting weights, going to chow, and playing Xbox, dominoes, and spades.

Before reaching her berthing area, Amy checked the head, as the Navy and Marines labeled the bathroom. There were three toilets and shower stalls for the twenty women she shared her quarters with. Water streamed from behind the shower curtains, so Amy went to her room instead. Since everyone worked different shifts, a number of the Navy corpsmen were sleeping.

Amy was glad she hadn’t joined the Navy, whose junior enlisted seemed like civilians to her. They were mostly on a first-name basis, and everyone seemed to be friends regardless of rank. There were also more females in the Navy than in the Marine Corps, and being around that many females made Amy feel awkward. The differences between the sexes are pronounced within military culture, a world populated with “males and females,” not “men and women.”

Amy’s sixty-member motor transport detachment had just one other female, whom Amy wasn’t that fond of, since she was a slow truck driver and mothered the other Marines.

The sterile, windowless berthing area was the Navy’s version of Army barracks. The metal-and-steel room had all the charm of a morgue. An ironing board hanging vertically on a wall looked like artwork, given the room’s barren canvas. Personal space was limited to slim wall lockers for uniforms, and bunk beds stacked like shelves three high. Known as “racks,” the beds were little more than metal boxes topped with thin mattresses. Sailors often called them “coffin racks,” because they opened like a casket for additional, albeit shallow storage, just five inches deep, beneath the metal mattress platform. One tier of bunks sat directly across from another, separated by only three feet of space.

Nevertheless, the first time Amy saw her living accommodations, a sense of excitement and wonderment enveloped her, the way a college dorm room would excite an incoming freshman. She was embarking on a seven-month adventure at sea to destinations unknown. Marine friends who had been on sea deployments told her of “train-ups” in Middle Eastern countries like Jordan, Kuwait, and Afghanistan, and port calls in Italy, France, and Dubai. They also warned her of long stretches of boredom and cramped living conditions.

Fortunately for Amy, she was not the type to crave moments to herself, even when she was feeling down. She always wanted to be surrounded by her family of Marines. Of course, that didn’t mean people didn’t annoy her.

No sooner had she closed the door than there was a knock. It was a tall, skinny black sailor.

“Is Tanisha here?”

Amy plunked her hands on her hips. She knew where this was leading, and she didn’t try to hide her annoyance. It seemed like every five minutes, day and night, Navy and Marine males knocked on the door looking for one of the females.

Amy turned her head back into the room.

“I don’t see her.”

“I wanna leave a message for her. Can you tell her Briggs came by, and tell her to come to my workstation, and if I am not there, to check the smoke pit?”

“Ah, right,” Amy said before quickly shutting the door.

Like that’s really something I want to do, keep getting up to answer the door to find out it’s for pleasure, not business, Amy said to herself.

Knock, knock…

Amy was ready to knock the kid’s block off. She swung the door open, and her smirk turned into a smile.

“What’s that mean-girl look for?” asked Amy’s good friend Tisha Reed, a half-black and half-Filipino Marine from Texas. “You just get back?”

“Yeah, the LCAC I was on broke down for, like, an hour.”

“I bet that sucked.”

“It was pretty bad. A bunch of the civilians got sick.” From the military perspective, civilians are a different species from the military.

“You wanna head over to chow?” Tisha said.

“I don’t know. I saw the line coming back. It’s all the way up into the hangar deck,” Amy said. “You know, it’s gonna be hot and nasty in there.”

Unlike the other service branches, the Navy segregates its dining facilities by rank, with enlisted and officers eating in separate messes. While the food quality is equal, the waiting time to be served is not. Sometimes enlisted personnel have to stand in line an hour before entering the mess decks, which resemble a large cafeteria, while officers, who have the choice of dining in a traditional mess with white linen or cafeteria-style, usually have no wait time.

The separate dining arrangements often trouble Army officers visiting aboard ship, since Army mess halls both in garrison and in the field are integrated, and, when appropriate, custom calls for soldiers to eat before their officers. It’s a tradition rooted in Army culture, where a soldier’s needs come before a commander’s, since officers ask people under their command to potentially die by their orders.

But Navy culture is different. Aboard ship for months at a time with little privacy, a separate dining mess allows naval officers, who are greatly outnumbered on ships—just seventy-three on the Iwo Jima compared to more than two thousand sailors—the only opportunity during the day to be in a setting where they can speak freely, be with peers, or discuss matters like evaluations, management, interpersonal issues, or careers.

“The smoking lamp is lighted on the starboard midships sponson,” boomed a familiar voice over the ship’s intercom system. Like the PA announcer on the TV show M*A*S*H, the boatswain’s mate of the watch, who stands on the ship’s bridge and “passes the word” as directed by the officer of the deck, was a faceless yet familiar voice everyone on board heard daily. And this was one announcement that made Amy’s and Tisha’s faces light up.

“Wanna go?” Amy said. She already knew Tisha’s answer. Amy smoked a pack a day on ship, mostly out of boredom. Tisha was always by her side, a willing partner on the smoke-filled balcony known as the enlisted smoking sponson. It was such a popular spot they sometimes had to wait in line.

When President Clinton banned smoking in federal buildings in 1997, the Navy followed suit and banned the practice inside the skin of the ship. All smoking now has to be done in a designated open-air topside space. (In late 2010 the Navy also banned smoking on submarines.) Most of the time, the “smoking lamp”—a centuries-old throwback to the days when sailors used a designated oil lamp far away from gunpowder to light their tobacco—is lit from sunrise to sunset.

When the “darken ship” order is passed, though, there is no more topside smoking. A lit cigarette can be seen at three miles on a dark night without night-vision devices, which is a bad way to call attention to your vessel.

Amy and Tisha made their way up for a smoke. The two were inseparable. They ate their meals together, played cards together, and visited the same nightclubs during liberty ports.

Amy liked Tisha because she was real. Her friend was honest and told people like it was, and she liked the way Tisha carried herself. The two had met before deployment at the motor pool back at Camp Lejeune. Tisha was married and had a daughter, and since Amy was dating someone then, the two stuck together. Amy didn’t want to spend time hanging out with a bunch of guys, and as a married woman, Tisha didn’t either, something Amy respected.

Of course, this meant people assumed the two were lesbians. In the military, perception is reality, Amy knew.

Not hanging with the guys meant a woman had to be a lesbian, whereas hanging out with the men labeled a woman as a slut. Often, the best a young woman new to the military could hope for was to be thought of as a little sister. But once a woman gained rank, responsibility, and military experience, she was no longer anyone’s little sibling, and other labels came into play.

Amy always heard rumors about Navy females sleeping around, and with every deployment, some returned pregnant. While little privacy can be found on a ship, countless small, semihidden spaces exist where two young, eager, and flexible people can hook up and not be seen. In a much-ballyhooed story from the Gulf War in 1991, 10 percent of the women on board the Acadia (thirty-six servicewomen) were pregnant and had to be transferred off. According to news accounts at the time, more than half had gotten pregnant during the deployment. Since then other tales of military Love Boats have surfaced.

Ultimately, having men and women serve together on a ship or at a desert outpost means sex happens, despite orders prohibiting or strongly discouraging such behavior.

In November 2009, one Army general implemented a controversial policy that punished soldiers under his command who got pregnant while deployed to a combat zone, along with the men who impregnated them. While the media jumped all over the sensational aspects of the story—an Army general trying to control a woman’s reproductive rights through punishment—what went largely unreported and unexamined was the actual intent of the policy, which was about “readiness.”

The expectation that service members in a war zone should act professionally and responsibly at all times, and that their personal behavior shouldn’t jeopardize mission readiness, got lost in the uproar over what became dubbed as the “pregnancy ban” and over women possibly being court-martialed for getting pregnant, which was never the intent of the policy. The irresponsible actions of two people can impact an entire unit, since soldiers who get pregnant during a deployment immediately return stateside, leaving a hole that others must fill.

In the end, the policy was rescinded that December, following intense media coverage and criticism, including from four female senators. Meanwhile, the pregnant soldiers provided ammunition for naysayers who believe women shouldn’t be in combat in the first place.

On ships or off, official policy dictates that there be no fraternization within a service member’s chain of command or unit, and no senior-to-junior relationships. Amy knew she and her boyfriend, Staff Sergeant Saleem Byrd, were bending the rules. When they were stationed together, the couple worked in the same section, and Saleem outranked her by three pay grades. While their relationship wasn’t a secret, no one in the section talked much about it, and the two kept it professional at work.

It wasn’t uncommon for males and females within the same unit to get involved with one another. But Amy knew problems often occurred when a male Marine was fraternizing with a female of lesser rank. Many times she’d seen how a female Marine would get a guy “by the balls,” which allowed her to get away with what she wanted and even to talk to him however she wanted in front of other subordinates.

If someone in the male’s chain of command found out, he would get into trouble.

Amy and Saleem had been dating for a couple years. He too was deployed, but aboard the USS Whidbey Island. Amy e-mailed him when she was able, and the couple met up at liberty ports. In Jordan she’d been able to see him every day.

But she knew the relationship was coming to an end. Amy wanted to get married and have kids. Saleem, who was six years older, already had three kids and was in no rush to settle down.

“You wanna play spades at the chow hall when it clears out?” Tisha asked as the women reached the smoking balcony.

“Yeah, might as well,” Amy said as she lit her Newport.

She had become a proficient spades player since she enlisted in the Marines. The card game was competitive, and it was the only one she and her friends played every day, sometimes in pairs but often with four people. Popular with American service members since World War II, spades has also long been the card game of choice for prison inmates. Which seemed fitting, since being on board a ship was a bit like being in jail.

Amy looked down at the sea through the latticelike netting. The waves looked like swirls of frosting on a cake. She had never seen a body of water this color before. Navy ships like the Iwo Jima were painted the color of wet cement to better blend in with a bleak sea and sky. But against the shimmering blues and emerald greens of the Mediterranean, the assault vessel stuck out like a boxer in a boutique.

The weather was perfect, though, on the balcony—in the low eighties with no humidity.

Amy put the sea green package of Newports back in her leg pocket and inhaled deeply. Newports were the only kind of cigarette she smoked. She had her reasons.
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A year and a half earlier. Kalsu, Iraq
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Sand as fine as cremation ash coated the card table that served as Amy’s desk inside the dispatch tent at Forward Operating Base Kalsu, twenty miles south of Baghdad. The desolate outpost was named after the Buffalo Bills’ Bob Kalsu, the only active professional athlete killed in Vietnam. The 24th MEU had set up camp there in July 2004. August, though, was the hottest and driest month in Iraq, and the temperature was quickly approaching 120 degrees.

It was just after nine a.m. on Thursday, August 26, and Amy, who was one of two dispatchers for the detachment, studied a spreadsheet of vehicles and drivers that would make a supply run from FOB Kalsu to Muhammadiyah. The destination was one of the cities in Iraq’s Triangle of Death, the densely populated and dangerous area south of the capital. Amy thought she had the best of both worlds. It was her job to set up the vehicle matrix showing the order of the trucks and the names of the drivers and A-drivers (assistant drivers). Best of all, she got to drive a vehicle in the convoy. There was no way she was going to be left behind. It was boring back at the FOB, which didn’t even have a shower trailer yet. The detachment averaged two supply convoys each day, and everyone knew Amy would put up a fight if she weren’t driving in one of them.

The convoy was getting ready to roll when a thin Marine with soft eyes entered the tent. Corporal Bart Hummlhanz was a twenty-three-year-old Pennsylvanian from the MP detachment.

“Hi, Corporal Hanz,” Amy said, using his nickname. “What’s going on?”

“Can I go on the convoy?” he asked. “Is there any way I can get my name on the manifest?”

Most times, after Marines were assigned to vehicles, Amy didn’t like to go back and make any changes, because she’d have to contact the communications center and submit a new matrix. It wasn’t that much of a hassle, but she knew the busy communications folks wouldn’t appreciate it if the dispatchers made a habit out of bothering them.

Corporal Hummlhanz was a quiet, good guy, however, a by-the-book Marine, so Amy granted his request.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll put’cha on here, but you’re gonna have to ride in the back of the lead truck with the rest of the Marines who are going. There’s no more room in the cab.”

“Great! No problem!” he said. “Thanks.”

Amy could tell he was excited. He wanted to get outside the wire with his buddy MPs. The convoy wasn’t going just to Muhammadiyah but also to BIAP (Baghdad International Airport), a place Corporal Hanz had only heard about. All the Marines wanted to go to BIAP, which was the war zone equivalent to Disney World. The base had the biggest chow hall you could imagine, and the Marines called the PX there Walmart; it was that good. The Marines always returned with shopping bags full of stuff from BIAP.

This was the convoy that everyone wanted to go on.

Now it was time to move. Amy mounted her truck, called a Medium Tactical Vehicle Replacement (MTVR), though in fact there was nothing “medium” about this monster, whose six tires each stood as tall as a person.

“You ready?” asked Corporal Moore, Amy’s A-driver, whose job was to help keep Amy awake if she got tired, or to provide any other assistance.

“I’ve been ready,” said Amy, as she placed her radio, a one-eared headset, on her head and adjusted the mic near her mouth. The radio allowed her to communicate with other drivers in the convoy.

“We are Oscar Mike,” came a voice through the headset, which meant “on the move.”

Amy drove the second truck in the twelve-vehicle convoy. In front of her was the truck with Corporal Hummlhanz and other Marines in its bed. Someone had given them spare radios, so they could hear all that was going on.

Slowly the convoy made its way out the gate.

Most of the drivers were Amy’s age, in their early twenties, and had gone from cruising the roads of their hometowns to convoying in Iraq. And, like Amy, it was their first time outside the United States. Before the Marines, the biggest thing Amy had driven was her father’s Dodge Ram pickup. Now she drove massive vehicles at night with no headlights by focusing on the red lights of the vehicle in front of her.

When Amy joined the Marines, she came in “open contract”—a recruiter’s dream, since it meant the corps could put her anywhere to meet its needs. At the time, Amy didn’t care. She just wanted to join up. She later learned Marines can get higher bonuses for reenlistment in other job specialties and that, since one doesn’t have to have high military test scores to drive a truck, it was on the same level as a mechanic or cook. Fortunately, Amy loved her job.

Military trucks were lumbering, slow-moving, easy targets in Iraq. But Amy didn’t worry about that. She had confidence and admiration in her seven-ton because it was strong, powerful, and seemingly indestructible.

Amy followed the lead truck down the paved main supply route at about forty-five miles per hour. Muhammadiyah was forty-five minutes away, and from there it was another half hour to the airport. She knew the route well, as she’d been traveling it every two days. The highway was one lane coming and one going, with little traffic except for the occasional dusty Toyota pickup. Beyond the asphalt, the countryside was sand-covered flatlands and fields with an occasional house.

Finally, the convoy was just five minutes outside of Muhammadiyah, a disfigured city of crumbling box-shaped buildings, abandoned cars, and loose tires, all covered in sand and grime. Any splash of color was as washed-out as a faded photograph.

Like much of Iraq, Muhammadiyah looked exactly as it smelled—like burning trash.

The road narrowed and the convoy decreased speed, with Amy maintaining a three-vehicle space behind the lead truck, as she was taught. If there were ever any daisy-chained IEDs, the chances of their hitting more than one vehicle were smaller that way.

“It’s hotter than—” Corporal Moore never finished his words.

“Oh, no! No! Oh, my God!” Amy screamed.

As the lead truck traveled over a huge bump in the road, the first thing Amy saw was an enormous explosion of smoke, debris, and chunks of concrete. The smoke climbed higher and higher in the sky. Then came the loud boom.

The vehicle was hit mostly on the passenger side, and it skidded to the right as the tires withered. The mighty seven-ton looked helpless.

As the second in line, Amy knew it was her job to push through, so that the rest of the convoy could get out of the kill zone in case there were more IEDs.

But Amy didn’t do that.

“Where are you goin’?” Corporal Moore screamed. Amy had jumped out of the truck, and debris from the explosion pelted her helmet. She felt naked. Sure that every Marine in that truck would soon be dead, she ran as fast as she could toward the screams, some hysterical, others yelling for a corpsman.

Then a calm, familiar voice filled her ears: “Push through…push through.” It was Lance Corporal Kenny Gerhart on the radio, which was still wrapped around Amy’s head.

Gerhart was a good friend, a Jersey boy, and the first person she’d met in the fleet. He was someone she looked to for advice when she needed it. And if ever there was a time she needed it, it was now.

“Push through” meant the convoy needed to keep rolling and not stop. At that moment Amy’s training clicked in, and she realized the whole convoy had halted behind her. Before she reached the downed truck, she ran back to her own. She edged past the kill zone and pulled her truck in front of the disabled vehicle so that a tow bar could be attached to pull it back to the FOB.

After setting up a perimeter around the convoy, the Marines spread out about twenty-five meters away from the trucks. Most were providing security, while others tended to the wounded. The vehicle was not just a flatbed; it had sides with plates of attached armor, but the armor was short enough that the Marines could comfortably hang their arms over the side, which turned out to be a dreadful idea.

One of those who tried it was Corporal Hummlhanz, and he had gotten the most severe wounds, with shrapnel both on top of and underneath his arm. He was bleeding badly but still awake and alert.

“Medevac! Medevac! Medevac!” Staff Sergeant Rivera, the convoy commander, called into the radio.

After the chopper arrived and whisked Corporal Hanz away, the Marines finished their mission to Muhammadiyah. This time, though, there would be no trip to the BIAP for CDs and burgers.

As night fell, the Marines returned to the FOB in silence. Before turning in trip tickets that recorded mileage and expended fuel, and doing maintenance, Staff Sergeant Rivera gathered his Marines in a circle for a debriefing.

“Corporal Hanz didn’t make it,” he said. “He died on the bird.”

No one uttered a word. Tomorrow they would give written statements, he said. As others walked silently to their tents, Amy realized she was the one who had put Corporal Hanz on the convoy.

“Come on; let’s go have a smoke,” said Lance Corporal Gerhart. A band of friends—Amy, Corporal Grey, and Lance Corporal Chilton—followed him to an area near the motor pool, just outside the dispatch tent, where smokers had created a lounge covered with camouflage netting that consisted of camp chairs and a white deep freezer that added to the seating.

“What’s gonna happen next?” Amy asked from her perch on top of the freezer. It was getting late, but no one wanted to be alone.

The normally gregarious group remained silent. Even Gerhart, the comedian among them, was at a loss for what to say.

“Let’s go find them!” he finally said, breaking the silence. A few minutes of tough talk on what they would do to the bad guys seemed to help.

“Here, this’ll make you feel better,” Gerhart said, as he handed Amy a Newport.

“No, I’m not smoking that,” she said. She thought smoking was disgusting. Then she changed her mind.

Maybe it will help me relax, she told herself. “You know what? Gimme one a them,” she said.

“Okay, but just one,” Gerhart said.

Amy held the cigarette like a pro. She’d been inhaling secondhand smoke and watching young veteran smokers since she joined the corps.

She expected to cough but didn’t. Halfway through, however, she felt light-headed and euphoric.

“Here, gimme another one a them,” Amy said.

“Nope,” Gerhart said, like a father who’d offered his child her first chocolate-chip cookie but limited her to one bite. “You don’t smoke, and you’re not about to get another one.”

Everyone looked at her blankly.

“What? I won’t start,” she said. “I promise. I just want one more.”

“Awright,” Gerhart said. “But only ’cause you’re havin’ a bad day.”
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“Amy? Amy?”

“What?”

“Look,” Tisha said. Amy’s cigarette was close to burning her knuckles.

“Ohhhh,” Amy said.

“You zoning out or what?” Tisha said.

“It’s just been a bad day,” Amy said.

Sunset was fast approaching, and the Mediterranean’s vibrant colors took on darker hues.

“You wanna check on the chow line?” Tisha said.

“I think I’m gonna turn in early,” Amy said.

“You still glad you re-upped?” Tisha asked, as the two women made their way off the smoking sponson.

“Yeah, it’s out of my hands now.”

While in Jordan, Amy had submitted her reenlistment packet, as her two-year commitment was almost up. She was interested in becoming a police officer back home in Kentucky, but she loved the Marines. Ever since her high school days in JROTC, Amy’s dream had been to be a Marine Corps drill instructor. She’d put in the papers, but still had to get a medical record screening, physical fitness test scores, and a commander’s approval that showed she was fit and mature enough to attend DI School.

Back in the berthing area, after her shower, Amy climbed into her rack, which was about 70 percent the size of a twin bed. With just eighteen inches of space above the mattress, sitting up was impossible, and side sleepers were out of luck, since you couldn’t roll over without hitting some body part on the bunk above. Amy simply slept at the position of attention. She pulled the bed’s curtains closed. She wanted to get a good night’s rest before morning formation, which on ship was meant to make sure everyone was alive and no one had fallen overboard.

She thought about her decision to sign up again. Only the very best enlisted Marines were chosen for DI School, the top 10 percent. What if she didn’t get selected? Even more intimidating, what if she did? While some people lived their lives afraid of taking chances, Amy fell into the other camp.

She was terrified of not doing exactly what she wanted to do.

As the ship made its way through the gentle Mediterranean waters, Amy tried to picture herself wearing the campaign hat, the distinct Smokey Bear headgear of a DI that symbolized Marine Corps perfection.

Amy was over not getting hitched to Saleem. Becoming a drill instructor meant she’d be married to the corps. And DI School would be one fire-and-brimstone betrothal.
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