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Book Description

War? No soldier enlisting in the Army expects to go to war.

But on August 2, 1990, Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait. It launched a massive deployment of the military to the Persian Gulf for Operation Desert Storm.

It also became, at that time, the largest deployment of women to war.

Linda Maye Adams was one of those women. This is her story about what it was like to be a woman and go to war.

A page-turning candid memoir.
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Introduction

When I first returned from the first war in the Persian Gulf, people asked me, “What was it like?”

I drew a blank. I didn’t know how to answer the question. I hadn’t seen any combat, but I’d been near enough to it to be scared to death. I thought enemy soldiers were going to come over the horizon and attack. I was terrified I would die.

War was such a huge experience that it was hard for me to wrap myself around it, or even understand the impact on me. It turned out it was an onion, with the years peeling away another layer.

One layer impacted my fiction writing. I was completely unaware of it, but I was writing incredibly dark stories. War doesn’t have happy endings, and that reflected in a lot of my stories (if you want to see an example, check out Devil Winds). It was a big wake-up call when I did a book review of a critically acclaimed collection of short stories about war. An Afghanistan veteran wrote the stories, only five years after he returned home.

Dark? Oh, yes. They were so dark that I felt overwhelmed. Had I been writing that dark? I didn’t think I had been, but it was also not a path I wanted to stay on. It’s too easy to stay mired in that dark place and view the world from it. It’s not a good place to be.

Another layer was finally being able to distance myself enough from the war.

When I first came home from Saudi Arabia, I wanted to write this book. I couldn’t. I was too angry, and angry for reasons I couldn’t explain. The writer part of me knew I wasn’t telling a story anyone would want to read.

It took twenty-five years before enough of that layer had come off that I finally figured out what the question I’d always gotten meant.

Now it’s been thirty years, and it’s hard to believe that I’m still learning what it was like.

Linda Maye Adams

Arlington, VA

January 20, 2020


Part I: Prepping For War

 Iraq Invades Kuwait

When Iraq invaded Kuwait on August 2, 1990, I didn’t pay much attention to it. Nor did I think that eighty-seven days later I would be deployed in Saudi Arabia for war with Iraq.

Saddam Hussein had gotten into a spat with Kuwait over oil, and overnight, he sent tanks and soldiers into Kuwait. Within twenty-four hours, he controlled the entire country. He then announced he had annexed Kuwait as a province of Iraq.

This put Iraqi soldiers right at the border of Saudi Arabia. Kuwait was right along the border of Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province, called Al-Hasa, where the oil fields were. Politicians were giving Iraq ultimatums, but they weren’t doing much good.

On August 7, 1990, President George Bush gave the deployment operation a name: Operation Desert Shield.

Soldiers from the elite divisions headed to Saudi Arabia, which sent a collective chill through my company. If war started, we would be needed.

We were a long-haul transportation company. Our trucks consisted of fourteen-ton tractors and twenty-two-ton flatbed trailers that could be converted with side panels into box trailers. Shipping containers could also be loaded onto the backs of our trucks with a forklift. The Army made sure everything could be used in multiple ways. We could haul anything from water to bullets.

By August 13, several of the companies near us were being issued chemical weapons defense equipment and flak vests. Things were moving fast. I wrote later that day:

“I have been terrified that I might be sent over there myself. To face death. Real death.”

The following day, two soldiers from my platoon headed out to Saudi Arabia.

On August 14, I wrote:

“The men here are crazy. They want to go and fight.”

The men were strutting around, boosting how they were going to win the war. I didn’t realize it at the time, but it was their way of dealing with the fear.

By August 16, we were waiting to be alerted to deploy.

It was hard not to worry with so much uncertainty. One of the things I told myself every time worry surged was that President Bush would resolve the situation. It didn’t help much, but it was the best I could do.

My platoon sergeant commented at one point that he’d once been on a plane deploying somewhere, and while they were in midair, it was called off. They turned around and came back. Things could change—quickly.

I added that anecdote to my mental portfolio of hope. But in my gut, I knew we were going to war.


The Threat of Chemical Weapons

One of the hardest things about being a soldier during the early days of Operation Desert Shield was that we had both too much information and not enough. I ended up having just enough of the wrong information, so my imagination was free to explore. Sometimes being a fiction writer makes life harder!

About two weeks after the invasion, Saddam Hussein said that if the U.S. came, he would kill all the soldiers. He was reported to have stockpiles of nerve agent gas. Just a few years earlier, he had used poison gas against his own people.

The media gleefully created headlines about the nerve agent and our soldiers dying.

Poison gas had been used in World War I. I remembered reading All Quiet on the Western Front as a school assignment and imagining the horrific effects of mustard gas on the people described in the book. Now I imagined it happening to me.

The problem with nerve agent gas is that you can’t see it. You can’t hear it. You can’t touch it. But you can smell it.

“What does it smell like?” I asked my squad leader, who was also a specialist in chemical weapons.

“Freshly mowed grass,” he answered.

That was less helpful than I thought it would be. I hoped the facts would reassure me, but they only made me realize that if I were close enough to smell it, it was probably too late.

How do you get through the day knowing you might soon arrive in a place where something unseen could cause your death?

I recorded this on September 26, 1990:

“Nightmare last night. Night before, too. I didn’t sleep well. First one was of death... being told I had only 3 days to live. Second dream was [a] nuclear attack. I was at home, on Fair Avenue, when that mournful alarm went off. I had no place to go.”

The alarm referred to an air raid alarm. When I was growing up during the Cold War, Los Angeles was considered a potential target because of the presence of the aerospace industry. Officials tested air raid alarms near my elementary school every week.

Iraq’s threats were big news, so headlines screamed them, op-ed pieces debated them, and editorial cartoons illustrated them. Everyone embellished the most sensational aspects of the story. Every day felt heavy with the weight of it, and I saw the fear in the actions of my sergeants and officers.

Training came first. Our focus was on chemical weapons. We learned to use the M17A1 protective masks. We never called them gas masks—always “protective masks.” Guess the Army was trying to think positive.

A protective mask is like a firefighter’s mask. It covers your whole face and you breathe through it. When I had it on, my breathing always sounded too loud.

We practiced getting the masks on. We only had nine seconds.

Think about that for a moment. If
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