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Introduction

THIS BOOK IS THE STORY of an army officer’s winding road down into a moral morass, where bribes and blood money, not principle, governed the dissemination of power and the possibility of survival. In March 2004, as a captain in the U.S. Army, I was appointed the governance officer for Al Dora, one of Baghdad’s most violent districts. My job was to establish and oversee a council structure that would allow Iraqis to begin governing themselves and reconstruct their homeland. I had received no training whatsoever for the post—in fact, the role of a governance officer wasn’t even part of an armor battalion’s organization—but I believed in myself and in what we were trying to achieve in Iraq. I wanted to do something good, something significant. I wanted to help. Yet in a place of extreme violence and devoid of order, the practical subsumes the principle, and I drifted down the path of bribery and corruption that seemed endemic on the streets of Baghdad. Instead of a principled council structure, I watched the evolution of a tangled web of alliances based on power, opportunity, and survival.

General Dwight D. Eisenhower, a fellow West Point graduate, summed up his feelings of war more succinctly than many before or since when he said, “I hate war as only a soldier who has lived it can, only as one who has seen its brutality, its futility, its stupidity.” That is a sentiment not well understood by those outside the military, especially by those indifferent masses who, between meals at the drive-thru, find a spare minute to tie a yellow ribbon on a tree and congratulate themselves for being patriotic. In short, it is not well understood by those who have no idea how to sacrifice or what it means to fight a war that they know isn’t right.

This is not a traditional war story. This is not about a black-and-white world, with intrepid American heroes versus murderous villains. Nor is this a story about greedy defense contractors throwing lavish parties with imported alcohol or the hedonism of young State Department workers reveling in the Green Zone. Those stories have been written, and they have been well received. Instead, this is the story of forging alliances and friendships, with money and violence, among the Iraqi people in the alleys of a Baghdad district amid the chaos of war. It is the story of paying people to attend coalition events and council meetings to preserve the pretext that democracy was taking root—long enough for us to receive promotions and please the politicians. It is a story about moral relativism and changing value systems to accommodate the daily demands of desperate circumstances.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]


One
HEAVY BUSINESS

RIDING SOUTH ON HIGHWAY 8 out of Baghdad, I scanned the sprawling collection of one-level, sand-colored buildings and their corrugated-steel fences that were cobbled together along the two-lane asphalt highway. In another moment, I could have been driving down the streets in my hometown, where the trailer parks and the junkyards provide a similar backdrop for the hardscrabble scenery. Unlike in Lumberton, Texas, though, in Iraq rusted cars lay beside goats and donkeys, while women draped in black robes from head to toe walked to the market. Here and there, smoke rose from the houses. Gray tendrils from burning trash and pungent compost mingled with household aromas of baking bread and freshly washed laundry. Caught by the breeze, the jumbled odors carried through the open windows of the Humvee. It was not as unpleasant as it was striking.

It was May 2004. I had been in Iraq for two months. Transplanted from my sterile, sanitized life in the United States, I was still overwhelmed by the raw reality of daily life in Baghdad. I had grown accustomed to measuring the severity of my day by the amount of time I spent in traffic or the tone of my boss’s latest e-mail. Somehow I had let those banal experiences desensitize me to the magnitude of man’s daily struggle, where under sweat-soaked brows he labored strenuously simply to exist. The rising smoke represented a day’s work—a small, successful step forward for all to see. I inhaled the sweet, earthy smell and savored the charcoaled hopes and burning desires that had stoked it into existence. I glanced sideways at a woman and a child struggling to carry an oversized burlap bag of produce to their flimsy roadside market stand. I admired their pride and sense of purpose, traits that had historically made Iraqis resistant to foreign occupation. I needed to find a way to give them hope and patience with the American soldiers and the fledging Iraqi government. If I could not give them a better opportunity to wait for, their determination and willingness to sacrifice would find a ready outlet in the insurgency that was eager to exploit their impatience.

Farther down the road, Iraqi children of all ages played soccer with shiny new balls that American soldiers had handed out during one of our patrols. Marked with logos of professional teams from Europe and America, soccer balls were our most popular item. Hundreds of children would routinely besiege the soldiers and ask for balls to replace the rolls of tape, plastic, and laundry with which they were currently playing. A cloud of dust enveloped the makeshift field as the nylon balls ricocheted erratically across the bare ground between the highway and an abandoned railroad track. The children had not adjusted to the new balls’ improved buoyancy. Occasionally, the kids would pause long enough to allow herds of goats and their transient herders to pass by. The goats scavenged over the trash caught along the rails and drank from the pools of raw sewage along the roadside. As we passed, the game stopped and a flurry of young hands flailed in the air. The children took turns waving or shooting imaginary weapons at us, depending on whether they were screaming requests or insults. Between the insurgents and the soldiers, the children received so many conflicting messages, they did not know what to believe. At least they had soccer to provide a refuge. In those friendly games no one asked them at gunpoint whom they were playing for or why they were playing. They could be kids without consequence, although, like everything else, that would eventually change.

Within minutes, our convoy of three Humvees passed beneath a huge pair of crossed swords, allegedly cast from a mold of Saddam’s own hands and enlarged to enormous size. The monument demarcated the southern city limit of Baghdad, and the row of Iraqi police vehicles just beyond its shadow marked a police checkpoint. Vehicles in the tightly packed traffic—freshly imported luxury sedans, worn-out passenger cars, and rusted freight trucks—aggressively jostled for position as each hoped to avoid a random stop and search by the police.

The police had motioned a truck filled with watermelons to pull over into a search queue as it trundled beside a bus full of Shi’a pilgrims traveling to the holy city of Najaf. Curious passengers pulled back the black curtains on the bus, eying our passing trucks with suspicion. Although the Shi’a had initially welcomed the invasion, there had been significant changes to the relationship. Disenchantment with the pace of American progress and the political flip-flopping in post-invasion power structures had allowed a charismatic rogue Shi’a cleric named Muqtada Al-Sadr to amass an army of disgruntled followers. One month ago, a battle between his followers and American soldiers in Najaf had angered most of the devout Shi’a, who saw the fighting as a religious transgression on sacred ground. Regardless of their personal feelings about the cleric, they blamed the United States and the American soldiers for bringing violence to a holy city. Although the coalition powers in the Green Zone had made numerous overtures to the Shi’a leadership, the icy stares and the tightly clutched fists on the bus showed me that these Iraqis had not regained their confidence in Americans, at least not yet.

As the traffic came to a standstill, I directed our convoy to the shoulder of the road, and we bypassed the checkpoint with a quick wave to the police and to the pilgrims. If my plan succeeded today, at least the Shi’a in my neighborhood would have a reason to believe in American promises again.

We were traveling a few miles farther south of the checkpoint, beyond the edges of the sprawl created by legions of impoverished Shi’a who had arrived in the last few months to look for opportunities in Baghdad. We were going to a junkyard created by the initial American invasion force, which was nothing more than a mountainous collection of Iraqi army vehicles abandoned and piled together as scrap. Many were tanks and armored personnel carriers destroyed by American air strikes in the invasion. Scavengers had begun devouring these piles of metal, cutting them and piling them onto trucks for export to Turkey, Iran, and Jordan—even as far away as China. Made of high-quality alloy, these vehicles represented a sizable return on investment for the looters who were daring enough to orchestrate the pillaging. Although there was technically no law against this activity, many members of the local community had expressed outrage that they were not receiving a percentage of the proceeds, nor were they given a chance to work on the dumping sites. Their dissatisfaction came not from the idea that a potentially illegal activity was taking place, but rather from the fact that the profits were not being shared locally. After they made their case at a recent neighborhood council meeting, I had vowed to intervene on their behalf, if only to bolster my standing as the new governance officer for the area.

The council comprised secular and religious leaders and was chaired by a senior tribal sheik named Said Mallek. I met with the council every week to listen to its members’ grievances and offer them solutions. At first, it seemed odd that I would be involved in a plan to extort money from a quasilegal operation like this smuggling venture, but my credibility with the council lay not in my military authority but in my ability to quickly and satisfactorily resolve the council’s problems. On its behalf, I had agreed to investigate and, if possible, help the neighborhood derive some revenue from exporting the scrap. Said Mallek had previously tried to get a piece of the action but had been outgunned and out-muscled by the smugglers. He had appealed to me to restore the dignity of his tribe and the authority of the council by returning to the councilmen a right to benefit from these “resources” located within their tribal boundary. At first, I had been skeptical of his true intentions. Said Mallek’s chiseled, gray-bearded olive face never betrayed his emotions. The man was a survivor. He had shown me his aged, tattered Communist Party membership card, but he had also told me that he was a Ba’ath Party believer. His shifting allegiances were those of an opportunist who might become an ally if I could prove to be a worthy partner.

He was also a man who emanated authority. Every time I gripped his hand, he shook my confidence. His empty black eyes bored into my naive blue ones, staring directly at the scared kid from East Texas underneath. I always sought to mimic his cold demeanor but never succeeded. Once, in a desperate attempt to flush emotion onto his face, I had donned a redcheckered shemagh and tied it around my face in my best impression of a mujahideen fighter. As he sat with his back to me at a table, I crept up slowly behind him and put a gun to his head. With characteristic stoicism, Said Mallek turned and calmly looked at me, “Salaam, ahouya. Minoo?” (Hello, my brother, who are you?)

Perhaps because of his calculating demeanor or his pivotal presence on the council, I felt obligated to help him in any way that I could. This scrap metal business could have been a purely personal ploy for most Iraqis, but any plan to line his own pockets would adversely affect Said Mallek’s reputation and label him a thief. His status as a sheik was his foremost possession, and he did not seem like a person who would exchange a lifetime of pride and honor for personal gain. No stranger to sacrifice, he had forgone the relative security of staying uninvolved with the council in favor of having a chance to advocate directly for his people and his neighborhood. Said Mallek, like all council members, risked his life merely by being on the council and attending the meetings, which were perceived by many as traitorous acts, in and of themselves. Yet he went further than passively attending meetings; he had openly advocated for nonviolence during a recent volatile incident.

A few weeks earlier, an errant insurgent rocket had damaged a key Shi’a mosque near our base, not far from Said Mallek’s home. Immediately, rumors that the rocket had come from an American helicopter electrified the local populace and injected rage into countless devotees who thought the strike was a deliberate American action. Within minutes, a revenge-minded mob surged forth and began to coalesce around the damaged mosque. I responded to the scene with the hope that I could locate Imam Al-Jaferi, who had attended council meetings on occasion, to appeal to him to help alleviate the tension. The imam was not receptive, preferring instead to bask in the anger of the crowd, inciting them to further violence to avenge their religion and force the American occupiers from their homeland.

The tension created a palpable barrier between the mob and the American soldiers who had arrived as reinforcements. Both sides were eyeing each other warily. Hundreds of Iraqis surrounded the mosque, moving between rooftops, appearing in windows, and clustering in alleys. The crowd began a hostile chant. I noticed the menacing glint of metallic weapons changing hands amid the throng.

The army’s rules of engagement prohibited us from clashing with unarmed civilians, and their weapons were not raised or even clearly identifiable. Unfortunately, any minute now the weapons might find their way to someone who could, in the heat of the moment, decide to fire at the soldiers and turn a tense standoff into a tragedy. Precisely at that critical moment, Said Mallek emerged from the crowd. I quickly walked over to him and handed him a piece of metal that I had collected from the exploded rocket. It was stamped with an Iraqi seal and “Made in Iraq” in Arabic. He listened to me explain how the rocket had come from a hostile Sunni area and had been meant for the American base. He placed the scrap in his pocket, then turned, draped his arm around the imam, and led him inside. The imam returned and addressed the crowd, assuring them of the missile’s Iraqi origin and encouraging people to return to their homes. As the crowd dissipated, I asked Said Mallek what he had told the imam. He smiled and said, “I told him you would pay for it to be fixed.”

As we pulled off the highway almost fifteen miles outside of Baghdad, I replayed the scene from the mosque and thought about the obligation that Said Mallek created for me, an obligation that I had tacitly accepted. I had requested a disbursement of emergency money from the army, but the army would not pay for damage done by insurgents. It would be up to me to deliver. This was my chance to prove to the council that I could reciprocate its cooperation and help. If I could successfully engineer this small plan, it would win enormous currency with the council going forward. The council members’ continued participation and intervention in local affairs had become increasingly pivotal to combat the escalating number of religious fanatics who were operating in our neighborhood. It was essential to make the council as effective and powerful in the eyes of the people as I could.

As the dust from the Humvees cleared and we slowed into the driveway of the junkyard, I found only a lone office building. There was no activity, only a few scattered workers who ran to the back of the yard as we drove in. The sounds of slamming doors and diesel engines roaring to life alerted my soldiers and me to something beyond the back fence. As Ali, my interpreter, and I jumped out of our Humvee, the other two Humvees in my patrol roared past us toward the noise. I heard some shouting and a few gunshots. Over the radio, one of my soldiers gave a quick update, “Warning shots.” As Ali and I entered the one-room building, a middle-aged Iraqi was running out the back door, a pistol clearly showing in the back of his waistband. While Ali yelled for him to stop, we caught up to him, and I reached for my Taser.

Tasers had just been issued to our unit a few days earlier. After several minutes of talking about their use, we took turns stunning one another and laughing at the temporary paralysis we could inflict on our friends. This was the first time that I had used it on someone who was not expecting it, and the results surprised me.

The metallic clack of the Taser fired in a staccato voice; the twin fangs of the Taser launched and found the back of the fleeing Iraqi at equidistant points from the red laser dot that had appeared on his back as soon I had partially pulled the trigger. The sound of the Taser evaporated within a few seconds, its full venomous dosage discharged into the crumpled form that now lay screaming by the door. Although the paralyzing effect of the Taser is short-lived, the psychological paralysis lasts a while longer.

Standing over the Iraqi, sweat now pouring profusely from his bald head, his thick waist laboring to pump enough air to his startled lungs, Ali and I began a series of rapid-fire questions and insults. After pulling him to his feet and removing his gun, we led him toward the back of the junkyard and onto a smaller street.

I could see that my soldiers had corralled all of the would-be drivers into a group and were standing watch over a convoy of twelve tractor-trailers full of former Iraqi army vehicles from the junkyard. The tractor-trailers, each festooned with tributes to Imam Ali and Imam Hussein, the key martyrs of the Shi’a faith, stretched across the rust-colored dirt road in front of me. The bright yellows and greens of the trucks stood out as a backdrop to the dirt-colored drivers, who now knelt in front of me touching their eyes and the tops of their heads, swearing and pleading in their incomprehensible dialect. Not even Ali could understand some of the rural phrases that they were using to advocate for their freedom. To me, it looked like a carnival parade was preparing to begin with the explosion of color and the odd array of vehicles—more like Mardi Gras in New Orleans than a smuggling collection point inside the recently named “Triangle of Death.”

Ali and I learned from the Tasered Iraqi that the organization in which he was an underboss moved scrap metal into Turkey by bribing local officials and police officers, which allowed black-market profiteers to take advantage of the lack of an enforceable law. The trucks, each carrying around twenty-four tons of steel, would arrive at the border, where the steel could be sold for $50 to $120 a ton. The gross profit from each convoy often to fifteen trucks could range from $30,000 to $50,000, and several convoys left every day. The drivers each earned $100, and the bribes along the way were not much more. That seemed like a pretty good deal for the mastermind of the operation, who was known simply as the Turk. I understood why the council members had wanted to take a bite out of the apple.

I decided to have the underboss, who was still coming to his senses, call the Turk for a meeting. As we waited for the meeting with the Turk, I became increasingly nervous. With my soldiers standing guard over his convoy, I had something the Turk wanted, and I thought it was appropriate to discuss my terms. Yet I did not like to stop in one place for too long, because it gave potential adversaries time to encircle us and set an ambush.

As I thought through my options, the drivers had started alternately pleading and crying, as they bombarded me with tales of starving children and forlorn wives. Already I had heard enough of their prayers, received too many compliments, and begun to grow uneasy with this entire scheme. I ordered my soldiers to get the drivers out of the office and bind each of them to their vehicles. My paranoia grew from a gnawing voice to a roaring admonishment. “Get out now,” I thought. “We have been here way too long.” It had really only been an hour, but time slows under the stress of the unknown.

I stood in the makeshift office, which was really nothing more than an abandoned culvert—a cement cylinder, whose cool gray cement offered plenty of respite from the heat but little relief from my conscience or the sporadic firing of my stressed-out synapses. Holding steel-laden trucks hostage as leverage for a negotiation with a stranger did not seem like something worth dying for. I did not even know what the Turk would bring with him, how hostile this might become, or if it was all a setup.

Ali, a successful underworld opportunist in his own right, was talking rapidly into his cell phone as I grew more and more agitated. “The Turk will be here in a few minutes,” he said, motioning for me to relax. I took some comfort in his manner. As a moneychanger during the Saddam era, Ali had a sixth sense for these types of encounters. It was because of his seedy past, and not in spite of it, that I found him trustworthy. On paper, he was a criminal, but by my side he had redeemed himself time and time again with his quick thinking and uncanny knowledge of the underworld of bribery and influence. More than once, he had alerted me to a possible ambush, and with AK-47 drawn he had once dispersed a mob that formed around one of our trucks when it broke down on a particularly dangerous stretch of road. If he said to relax, I guess I could relax.

The underboss sat listlessly nearby. A round with the Taser clearly had established that he was no longer in control here. His khaki chinos and braided leather belt made him look more like a suburban father of four than an underworld boss, and I almost felt sorry for having humiliated him earlier. He sat alone and dejected and, no doubt, contemplated his lost profits. As I turned to look back down the dirt road, I heard the drone of the unmanned aircraft that the Green Zone used to survey the area. I ducked back inside the culvert; I hated those spy planes as much as the Iraqis did. Often I felt as if I had to avoid both the mujahideen and the Green Zone, just to keep my sanity. Countless times, reports from the Green Zone would inquire as to specific activities that the operators had observed from their planes’ surveillance equipment. “Why did your trucks use that road?” “Why were your trucks stopped here for so long?” The insinuations and the accusations were nonstop, and the air of superiority from those who spent their days monitoring us from the comfortable confines of the Green Zone made me sick. When would they learn that you could not fight this war from an overhead view on a monitor?

“Amerikayee!” yelled a young boy, pointing at the plane. Ibrahim was a street kid whom I had befriended early on. His English was nearly perfect, learned from watching pirated DVDs and chasing after American soldiers. He had ridden here with his father, an Iraqi police officer I brought along to represent the council and who was also Said Mallek’s brother. It had been the father’s tip that brought us to this junkyard. Ibrahim had a particularly strong command of hip-hop lyrics and some of our more colorful phrases. Given the fact that I was also “Amerikayee,” I thought it was funny that we shared the same distaste for the spy plane. I waved dismissively. “Fuck tha police,” Ibrahim proudly exclaimed, in a musical reference to the West Coast rap of the 1980s, which still enjoyed a faithful following among Iraqi youths.

“Is that any way to get into college?” I replied.

My running commentary to Ibrahim was that a guy with his life story should have an easy time getting accepted at Harvard. A mujahideen youth would be a compelling diversity applicant, and I am pretty sure Ibrahim had more than only American role models. He had once showed me a plastic AK-47 that he received for attending an insurgency rally. It was a sad fact that this was a war for children’s allegiance, and toys were just as important as bullets on this battlefield. Ibrahim smiled, gave me the finger, and then ran off to hunt for more trouble.

His father chuckled. “Captain Whiteley, you are great man.”

Unlike Ibrahim, his father did not have a strong command of English. I had heard this flattering remark used in a dozen different contexts, and only in one or two was the phrase even approximately relevant. You did not need to do much in Baghdad to be a “great man.” Apparently, showing up for the meetings with the council was enough on most days. “La, la, habibi,” I responded. (No, no, my friend.) Today, however, I did feel like a great man. I’d caught some of the opportunistic scavengers who were capitalizing on the lack of a central government and the general lawlessness to profit off something that rightfully belonged to the neighborhood as much as to anyone. Moreover, the people of the neighborhood revered Said Mallek, the religious leaders accorded him their favor, and it would serve me well to be in his good graces. He was a true leader and a rare find.

Lacking the stony characteristics and the patience of his brother, Ibrahim’s father paced back and forth, growing increasingly irritated. Then several vehicles appeared on the horizon. It was the Turk and his entourage, barreling toward us in luxury BMW sedans. I was expecting a contingent of thugs to step out of the cars, so I double-checked the safety on my gold-plated Desert Eagle pistol and unlatched the safety on my Taser. I had swapped my army-issued Beretta 9mm for the Saddam-autographed .50 caliber a few days ago. I enjoyed the respect that Saddam’s legacy still commanded in the street. Iraqis respected the Desert Eagle’s gold-plated image of Saddam, and I respected its heavier bullet and solid-metal composition, both of which could be great for making a strong point in a difficult negotiation.

To my surprise, the man who stepped out of the best-looking car was dressed in a suit and was not actually Turkish. He had been an Iraqi air force pilot in the Iran-Iraq War and had been held prisoner in Iran for several years. He lived in the lawless border region between Turkey, Iran, and Iraq, and he had developed a lucrative business dealing among the three countries. His slender frame and cool demeanor were disarming, and the casual nature of our conversation eased my fears of impropriety. There was no real law against moving the steel, and my authority to stop him was limited, a fact we both acknowledged.

Yet I could also make his life very difficult by impounding his trucks and his drivers, both of which remained under the watchful eyes of my soldiers. Eager to avoid a conflict and salivating at the idea of striking a semilegitimate accord, the Turk offered to pay Said Mallek a 5 percent tribute on each truck. Ali’s opportunist streak got the better of him, and he became so excited that he started to bargain of his own accord. I silenced him and guided him back to simply interpreting my words. Talking through Ali, I laid out the situation of absolute poverty in the area and the need for a cash infusion. If money was being made, then there would be at least a 20 percent kickback locally. That meant two deftars, using the Iraqi slang for a $10,000 bundle, per shipment. The Turk considered his options carefully. Each minute that passed cost him money. Ali and Said Mallek’s brother were already talking about the resale prices of the impounded trucks themselves.

While trying to conceal his Rolex as he reached into his pocket, the Turk tried to convince me of his own money problems. Nonetheless, he produced twenty thousand dollars still in their brown U.S. Treasury wrapper. Ali, whose past life as a money trader always came in handy, quickly counted the bills and confirmed their authenticity. Satisfied that he had paid his taxes, the Turk asked for nothing in return save the release of his cargo, which I promptly granted. We shook hands and wished each other well. I reminded him that his arrangement was between him and Said Mallek and that he should be careful to honor this obligation, lest I have to make a return trip and double the tax. He smiled and agreed as he jumped back into his air-conditioned Beamer and drove away.

I smiled, too. This was not hard. Shaking down quasilegal operations for money to hand back to my council members could be my solution to the army’s slow bureaucracy. When the army could not deliver cash to ease the troubles of the soldiers in the field, I could find a way. Every day our soldiers collided with cars, raided the wrong houses, broke furniture, and, sometimes, shot the wrong person. These cases all generated paperwork, and it took months to pay the victims. The army’s lack of efficiency meant that the months of anguish, anger, and frustration among the Iraqi people served to solidify their resentment at our presence. The endless forms for a simple claim fueled their anger and feelings of helplessness and drove them into the waiting arms of religious fundamentalists who could use their international financing networks to pay cash for working against the Americans.

The appeal was dramatic. The Iraqi people longed for a way to avenge their families and restore their pride. The sting of the invasion and the disbanding of the Iraqi army had created legions of young men looking for a cause to believe in or, more simply, a way to earn money and provide for their families. In order to combat the fanatical influence, I needed to prove that the council system could deliver results as quickly as the insurgents in the mosques. Now, with an on-the-spot payment courtesy of the Turk delivered into the waiting hands of Said Mallek’s brother, I completed the first installment of my plan to make the council system an effective local governance tool.

“You are Abu Floos,” he said. I turned to Ali for a translation. “He says that you are the Father of Money, Captain Whiteley.” The nickname stuck. With the money sticking out of his bulging pockets, Ibrahim and his dad headed for Said Mallek’s house, and we followed shortly behind. When we arrived, almost fifty people were gathered. Sitting around in their odd collection of velour tracksuits and sandals, most of the young men were brandishing newly polished AK-47s. As we stopped, they began clamoring for the boxes of “Iraq Peace and Prosperity” T-shirts that I had in my truck. The shirts represented the most recent public relations initiative sponsored by the Green Zone leadership. Written in both English and Arabic, the inspirational motto was supposed to communicate a sense of optimism among the people that would offset the growing despair and violence in the street. As it turned out, the army had printed the optimistic logos on black T-shirts, a favorite color of the Shi’a insurgent militias. It was another of those moments when you think that the U.S. Army should be better at realizing the possibility of unintentional coincidences, but you resign yourself to the fact that we do not fight this kind of war well. The insurgents simply wore the shirts as part of their all-black insurgent uniforms. In effect, the U.S. taxpayer had supplied thousands of mujahideen uniforms in sizes ranging from extra small to extra large. I think the mujahideen must have appreciated that we had given them enough sizes to accommodate all of their members.

Already the news of our successful black-market intervention had traveled to Said Mallek, who was presiding over this chaotic throng. As I walked in, he greeted me with a kiss on both cheeks in front of the entire group—a true sign of acceptance. We went to his living room, where Ibrahim emptied his pockets. I reminded Said Mallek that some of the money needed to go to the mosque to rebuild the dome. As a sheik, Said Mallek knew this obligation well, and it was a role he embraced. Every person he helped owed him loyalty. With his newfound wealth, his influence and his tribe would grow, and already people were walking from the little cinder-block houses across the muddy fields to plead their cases for his aid.

As we shook hands, we acknowledged the growing allegiance between us. I had promised him the money and delivered it within a week. I had kept my word, which had earned me an additional level of respect. I started to understand the Inshallah, “God willing,” attitude. Maybe this was how the Middle East worked—a benevolent Allah dropping timely bits of fortune along your path. After the night at the mosque, I had realized that Said Mallek’s influence would be central to my survival. Where it did not exist, I had to create it. I would make him as powerful as possible, and he would protect me as well as he could. This had to be the way. Find allies and make them stronger.

It seemed that neither the U.S. Army nor the State Department understood this necessary dimension of power in Iraq. Handing out soccer balls and backpacks full of school supplies made great photos to send back home, but these actions had little impact on the local balance of power. After weeks of council meetings and bureaucratic impotence, I had finally found a way to meaningfully accomplish my mission and to help the Iraqi people. With one day’s work, I had earned the blessing of an influential sheik and provided the money to repair an important Shi’a shrine. I had endeared myself and, by extension, my fellow soldiers to scores of previously adversarial people.

Regardless of how the ubiquitous PowerPoint presentations may have described it to visiting politicians, life outside the Green Zone was run by a feudal system of money and power. To make a difference here, I needed to learn the contours of the power structure and where I could best insert myself for an immediate and dramatic effect. While the army dragged its feet and worried about photo opportunities, Said Mallek and Abu Floos would stabilize Al Dora, one payoff at a time. These thoughts drifted beyond the boundaries of my military education and dangled tenuously close to an ethical abyss. Yet the goals of progress and prosperity, as stated on the T-shirt, washed away my doubts about propriety and legality. There was a pressing mandate to understand Iraqis and their society and to provide them with an opportunity to rebuild their lives. There were different methods, but the sense of urgency and the race against the growing fundamentalist threat made the more bureaucratic methods unrealistic.

My flexibility and initiative had just paid off, and they rapidly transformed my understanding of how I could succeed at making my area safer for everyone. I felt as if this was the way out of the maze of streets that defined Al Dora. The exit was not found by patrolling endless dead-end roads and trails; it was by going straight through the sun-baked walls into the damp, carpet-covered sitting rooms of the tribal leaders. By breaking through the rules and the layers of bureaucracy, by redefining what was acceptable, I absorbed the raw power that flowed through ancient tribal veins every time I shook hands with a new ally.

Yet a gnawing feeling kept eating at my conscience and prevented me from enjoying the moment. I wondered how sustainable this could be. How many opportunities would present themselves that were this easy? Already I feared that I had overstepped my bounds in pursuit of a promise that I had made to the council. My military instruction, even my hallowed ethical indoctrination at West Point, did not have a clear definition or guideline for the murky relationship that was forming between me and the Iraqi leaders. As the demands of the council became greater and the opportunities to satisfy them grew scarcer, how far could I go without succumbing completely to this Robin Hood mentality of power that already seemed so tempting? I knew I would eventually have to say no. I feared the consequences of that day and found that only “Inshallah” could keep my worried thoughts at bay.


Two
BULLETS AND BEDOUINS

MY JOURNEY INTO THE PERSONALITY of Abu Floos began in earnest with my arrival in Kuwait in March 2004, although the route had not been direct. Like the flight to Kuwait, I had stopped and started several times as I bounced along a turbulent path to the Middle East. It had taken me almost two years of fitful spurts to get this point. The plane ride, at least, had taken only twenty-four hours, but it felt like an eternity with each stop seemingly a needless waypoint further prolonging my arrival. After leaving Texas on a cold March morning, the airplane, filled to capacity with soldiers and equipment, had stopped in Maine and Germany to refuel before finally touching down in Kuwait.

I had been back at Fort Hood for only a week when we left. I had spent the previous six months in Honduras for reasons that seemed quite rational at the time. Actually, for two years I had been seeking a way to involve myself with the proclaimed war on terror. I had been close several times but always seemed to find myself watching the world’s events unfold on television. My initial hope of answering the nation’s call had died a torturously slow death during the course of several months of hand-wringing and false alarms. It started, as did almost everything associated with the war on terror, on September 11, 2001.

At that time I had been an executive officer, or second in command, of an M1A2 tank company training at the National Training Center at Fort Irwin, California. In the middle of this desert, the army conducts intensive month-long training to hone its prowess in high-intensity combat. Although slight changes involving rogue actors and chemical attacks had been instituted prior to our rotation, it remained largely a vestige of the Cold War. For thirty days, we maneuvered against forces following Soviet doctrine and using Soviet equipment. Completion of this training sequence is the threshold requirement for an army armor unit to be “trained” and hence “deployable.” These were the sought-after descriptors that allowed a unit to be listed in the vanguard of American units available in contingencies. The goal of every soldier, from the highest-ranking general to the newest recruit, is to be the first weapon the nation reaches for when there is trouble. Soldiers train for months at a time, sometimes years, to prepare themselves for the contingency that they may be needed to defend our country.

By no means do I imply that anyone prays for war. In fact, it is the opposite. The U.S. Army is composed of professional soldiers with loving families, who are proud and want to serve their country, but they pray nightly that they never get the opportunity. It is a paradox that exists in few professions and one that the American public struggles to truly understand. It is the paradox of being an American soldier.

On September 11, 2001, we loaded our tanks onto the rail cars that would transfer them back to Fort Hood. Rumors swept up and down the rail line as we listened to updates and analyses about the attacks on the single radio that could receive a decent FM signal. We had little doubt that a consequence of the terrorist attacks in New York and Washington would be military action requiring the deployment of my unit. Credible military sources indicated that our tanks would be going directly to the port of Beaumont, Texas—near my hometown—instead of Fort Hood, to be loaded onto ships and sent to deliver America’s military answer abroad. Only hours into the aftermath of 9/11, none of us knew of al Qaeda or Afghanistan, so we only talked of invading Iraq. There was no reason to direct our anger toward Iraq, other than the previous Iraq invasion and the unspoken sense that we would invade Iraq again someday. Why else would we spend a month in the California desert each year practicing for a large-scale invasion if not to eventually finish an old war?

Despite the heightened speculation about deploying immediately, the tanks and soldiers returned to Fort Hood and did not go directly to the port of Beaumont. Nonetheless, the First Cavalry Division has a long legacy as one of the army’s premiere war-fighting units, and seemed assured of a place in the eventual deployment force. Rumors and orders to “be prepared” swirled throughout the unit for weeks. We were an armored unit, so the deployment to mountainous Afghanistan never seemed to include us, but the talk of Iraq never subsided. We continued to prepare to deploy at a frenetic pace for the next sixteen months.

In February 2003, I grimaced alongside my colleagues as we watched Secretary of State Colin Powell make the American case at the United Nations. I shook my head as the proud warrior pitched the pitiful intelligence about Iraq with a speculative, cartoonish PowerPoint presentation. The lackluster presentation eroded my hope that there was a real, justifiable need for our services. For weeks afterwards, nightly alert phone calls kept me driving back and forth to the base, practicing to deploy, but my faith in the urgency faded. There would be an Iraq invasion, but my unit would not be part of the initial force. The Fourth Infantry Division was selected to deploy from Fort Hood, while the First Cavalry Division would remain behind.

There were a few weeks of hope that we would deploy through Turkey, but as more of our equipment shipped away as reserve components and spare parts, the reality set in. After over a year of waiting, we were getting left behind. In a brave effort to support morale and maintain relevance, the alert drills continued. The collective loss of enthusiasm and envy toward the soldiers chosen to deploy were open subjects around the headquarters, particularly during the early mornings we spent loading the other soldiers and their gear onto planes.

In order to compensate for the emotional letdown while still maniacally clinging to the hope that we would be chosen to deploy and save the day, the division leadership busied itself with ordering a series of tasks that only gave the appearance of maintaining its focus. There were endless trainings and qualifications, all events that made the units look more cohesive and lethal on paper. Meanwhile, the soldiers openly talked of their disappointment. Many of them, like a lot of their officers, firmly believed that their unit was the best unit in the army, and they could not understand how they had been left behind. It was a feeling that I understood well.

My own sense of purpose drifted by the month, and I began looking for different ways to spend my remaining time in the army. By May 2004 I would have served my five-year obligation and would presumably leave the army. In order to pass the time, I volunteered to leave Fort Hood for Honduras for a six-month tour, which coincided with my last six months in the army. I knew there was nothing more that I could do from Fort Hood. At least in Honduras, there was still a “war on drugs.”

In Honduras, my daily routine as a staff officer carried me through the days and the weeks. I had almost forgotten there was a war in Iraq. Moreover, I did not care. It had become increasingly clear that weapons of mass destruction were not going to be found in Iraq. The reasons for going to war seemed to be evaporating by the day. Like many in America, I had followed our triumphant race to Baghdad, then had become bored with the day-today updates. There were no headline events for months or at least none big enough to make me take notice in Honduras. I had also applied to and was accepted by Georgetown Law and planned to enroll in the fall of 2004. I resolved myself to life outside the army, and I looked forward to the transition.

One day, as I was reviewing the housing options for incoming law students at Georgetown, I received a call from Fort Hood. It was not an official phone call but rather one from my former West Point roommate, letting me know “unofficially” that my unit had been alerted for an immediate deployment to Iraq. He had seen the list of people to be involuntarily extended by the army, and my name was on it. He said I should get a letter in the next day or so, and that was all he knew. I thanked him, hung up the receiver, and took a deep breath. I was at once excited and resentful. I would finally deploy to Iraq but would not be entering law school as planned. This was disruptive enough, but the frustrating aspect of the timing was that I was no longer of the same mind-set I had been six months ago.

I set out for a run to clear my head. Winding down a dirt trail, surrounded by the ficus groves and the wide-ranging hibiscus plants that clung to the weathered collections of hooches, I headed toward the base’s perimeter fence. I contemplated the impact of the recent deployment order to Iraq against the current situation in Central America. During the last several months of 2003, I had become increasingly convinced that the situation in Iraq was going to develop away from our collective expectations. Central America was a touchstone for popular revolution, and the images, slogans, and ideology of leftist rebels are always painted on walls in old town squares. It seemed appropriate, as I turned onto the six-mile perimeter that defined the area formerly known as Palmerola Air Base, to consider what I was about to undertake by first taking in my surroundings.

On my left, now abandoned, was a cluster of buildings that once housed five thousand U.S. troops, part of the American effort against the contra guerrillas in El Salvador. The wind blowing through the barracks’ broken windows whistled warnings about the difficulties of fighting guerrilla wars. On my right, beyond an eight-foot fence duly patrolled by Honduran soldiers, I could see collections of houses clustered together. Jumbles of cinder blocks with palm roofs supported by roughly hewn logs, they sheltered both animals and humans. The older people, with their parched brown skin and cast-off American T-shirts, stared listlessly back at me, their eyes conveying a mixture of envy and sadness. The children were curious and playful. They frolicked alongside the fence, stride for stride with me, laughing and yelling. They were too young to realize they would have very few days to run and laugh but would instead spend the rest of their lives calculating ways to survive. Living in the shadows of the former American base made them relatively better off than their peers, but the tall fence demarcated more than a property boundary—it neatly sliced the world into “haves” and “have nots.” I would later see the same division and social stratification in Baghdad and learn that the strength and size of the wall do not matter. Societal attempts to starkly and artificially cordon and separate humans into a class structure based on an arbitrary variable are unsustainable. I picked up my pace and headed back to my hooch, still thinking about how I needed to prepare myself, mentally and physically. For all of those miles I’d spent running, I was no closer to understanding what was in front of me.

By ordering me to involuntarily stay in the army and join the effort in Iraq, the Department of the Army told me to set aside both the warning signs of history and the festering doubts I had begun to nurture about the outcome. True to design, I packed for my flight back to Fort Hood in the mechanical, robotic way that the army instills. Two large green duffle bags consumed my belongings in the precise reverse order that they had belched them out six months ago. My whole life or, more precisely, the army-issued portion of it, lay neatly contained in two canvas bags. The other portion, my feelings, still lay strewn about as thoughts spilled forth in streams of anxiety and worry. I knew I had a duty to which I was dedicated, but my doubts continued.

The finality of one career ending and a new career beginning had made sense to me. Now there was the question of delaying law school for an indeterminate period. Afterward, who knows what direction my life would take? In the end, I was happy to have a year in Iraq to sort out what my life meant and see whether it might go in a different direction. Along the way, maybe I could find myself as well.

My time to start figuring out my new life began on the flight to Kuwait. First, I needed to reacquaint myself with my fellow soldiers. I knew most of them from the previous four and a half years I had served in the battalion, although there had been some significant changes. Most important, the battalion had undergone a leadership change while I was gone. In place of an erudite, professorial commander with whom I had a professional rapport, I now had a new rough-hewn commander who had little time for theoretical discussions. Our first meeting occurred just prior to takeoff. I was seated behind him, which was part intentional and part providence. I had hoped for an opportunity to press him about what my role would be in the battalion, because I had just returned and did not have an assigned job. It was highly unusual for this to happen, because the army is often short of officers, but we seemed to have a surplus of one.

I did not have to wait long for an insight into the new commander’s persona. When the “fasten seat belt” video came on, it was presented in English, Spanish, and French. When the French sentences rolled across, the new commander looked back at me and accusingly asked whether I was smart. I responded affirmatively, albeit a bit sheepishly, and he told me to translate the French sentence. As I began, he cut me off and said it was good that I spoke a “bunch of languages,” because I was going to be the “governance officer.” He then turned back to the movie that was beginning and left me to wonder what a governance officer and a working French vocabulary had in common. Moreover, what did a governance officer do, and what specifically could a position like that do in an armor battalion, whose sole purpose was combat?

The plane began its transatlantic hopscotch, arcing through the eastern sky. I stared out into the perpetual pre-dawn twilight. The orange corona of the rising sun teased the clouds, threatening to rise and illuminate the sky. Each time, we would land on a darkened runway, wait a few hours, and take off again into a slowly warming horizon. I spent those hours thinking about the possibilities in Iraq and about the radical way in which my life had changed in a few short weeks. For the past six months, I had been in single-minded pursuit of leaving the army. Now, the clarity and surety that previously defined my plans had receded, leaving me floating through the deep sky above the Atlantic.

A sudden touchdown jarred me from a remarkably deep sleep. With the same irritation and purpose of a domestic civilian flight, soldiers rummaged through overhead compartments and under seats before shuffling toward the exit door. Stepping through it, I paused, stunned by the blinding brightness of the Kuwaiti sun. My knees buckled. After spending almost twenty-four hours in the cool, dark cabin of the airplane, I was not prepared for the assault on my senses by the Kuwaiti environment. The disorienting blindness rendered me momentarily helpless, like a newborn gasping and grasping his way into a strange new world.

My first tentative steps after the cramped hours of flight brought me wobbling into the desert heat, already well above 100 degrees. It bounced from the black-streaked tarmac, sizzled against the aluminum American Airlines logo on the plane’s fuselage, and buried itself into my new desert uniform. The sand-colored uniform, which was designed to reflect the heat, wilted within seconds. Dark, salty bands of moisture appeared almost instantly around my neck and under my arms as rivulets of sweat wicked their way through the starched fabric. My eyes struggled to find contrast from behind my sunglasses. Everywhere I looked, a brilliant monochromatic glare obscured my sight.

Grasping the handrail to steady myself, I slowly made my way down the stairway from the airplane. Only a few short steps into my descent, I was gasping for air. A heady mixture of jet fuel fumes and melting rubber wafted across the runway and quickly consumed the air-conditioned cabin air. The heat undulated over rainbow-spotted pools of engine oil forming below the engines and across patches of oozing asphalt before burning itself into my lungs. I choked down the suffocation, longing for a breath of cool air and cursing everything about the phrase “dry heat.”

Still clutching the handrail, I began to make out the expansive airfield. Passenger airplanes lined up like taxis at a downtown hotel waiting to shuttle soldiers to and from the United States. Jet engines roared intermittently, and tires squealed as planes landed and took off at quick intervals. Kuwait’s robust runway complex and modern, capacious port system, which provided a dedicated system to move U.S. forces into desert staging areas near the Iraq border, screamed, “Thank you for Desert Storm!”

Completely disoriented, I followed the winding trail of soldiers from the plane to an assembly area just beyond the airstrips. Every few feet, other soldiers, mostly reservists wearing reflective vests and gesturing deliberately, guided our ant trail safely into the assembly area. They were unarmed but took themselves quite seriously. Their dour dispositions and the generally pedestrian feel of the whole affair made it seem more like a school field trip than entry into a combat zone.

Grand tour buses with heavily tinted windows and thick felt window shades pulled into the parking lot, one after the other. Each bus bore distinctive logos advertising its incorporation as a “tour service provider.” It was as if the buses had discharged hundreds of tourists in Kuwait City and returned to the airport to pick up a new load. After waiting in a holding area for hours, alternately napping and cursing at the long wait, I finally boarded an idling bus, settled into one of the plush seats by the window, and felt the low rumbling as the buses hummed along the concrete highway, whisking us in air-conditioned cocoons, complete with television screens, toward our staging area. Eventually, the glowing metropolis of Kuwait City faded quickly into the inky black desert night. Street lamps whizzed by, illuminating signs that pointed not to other highways but to a one-word destination: “desert.” Every few miles, the cloverleaf exit ramps ended abruptly in the Kuwaiti sand. I almost felt as if I was on the verge of modernity looking out my window at a prehistoric time when things were much simpler. The sudden disappearance of the highway beneath the sand almost beckoned me off the road and into a more tranquil place.

Or at least the sandy waves lapping at the highway seemed tranquil, until one of the many sedans on the highway decided to exit. We watched a BMW speed through the exit and hit the desert without ever slowing down. Driving at sixty miles per hour, the driver slammed on his brakes when he arrived at a small trailer called home, which was lit by fluorescent lights. What appeared to be regular overhead office lighting stood vertically along fences and trailer frames. Across the desert landscape, the blinking stars were matched in number and intensity by this fluorescent lighting that marked the campgrounds of the Kuwaiti families who make their living herding camels and surround themselves with these barriers of light to mark their territory.

From a glimpse, it was abundantly clear to me that a number of Kuwaitis still dwelled outside the modern high-rise buildings of Kuwait City, but the Bedouin life is no longer as T. E. Lawrence described it in Seven Pillars of Wisdom. Modern Bedouins may still trade in camels, but they live in Airstream trailers and drive modern sedans. Nonetheless, some aspects of their ancient identity had not changed. Every so often, a car would drive by close enough for me to observe the driver’s face. In these moments, I could catch an unforgettable look that was neither menacing nor disappointed. It was a general look of repugnance toward Americans that permeated Kuwaiti life. I had also seen this expression on the faces of the guards who stood by and watched us enter the air-conditioned holding area, while they stood outside. Our presence and influence in their tiny country offended their sense of honor, not only because of the continued use of their country as a staging area to attack Iraq, but also because of the disruptive influence that this use entails. Although Iraq had invaded Kuwait in 1991, a sense of Arab solidarity persisted. Our presence created a constant hum of political backlash and focused regional animosity on the Kuwaitis who harbored us. I empathized with the Kuwaitis, whose most practical complaint was that the invasion was disrupting their lives. After all, I had just traded the sandy shores of a Caribbean island for the dusty desert of a Middle East commercial hub. Sunglasses notwithstanding, this was not how I thought I would enjoy my twenty-seventh birthday. The contrast of change and tradition is the norm here, and all of Kuwait seemed a little confused as to how to deal with it, myself included.

Miles later, a bright spot of light began to glow in the distance. With the austerity of a rising sun, the light on the horizon slowly grew and came into sharper focus. After a few minutes, the individual floodlights become visible, lining the perimeter of the staging area in a severe flood of halogen and belligerence. The lights shone sternly onto rows of barbed-wire fences and watchtowers, each one sandbagged and foreboding. Abruptly, the smooth sound of the tires on concrete gave way to a jarring transition to sand and gravel as the buses wheeled off the road and toward our staging area. Gliding to a stop in the sand parking lot, they came to rest in the center of Camp New York. Splayed out in a wheel, its headquarters and dining facility formed the hub, and the tents, each of which housed one hundred soldiers, curved around a circular perimeter.

The temperature change was stark during the few hours since we had touched down—a fifty-degree drop. We reached for our jackets. Wearily, we grabbed our hundred-pound duffel bags and began to slog through the sand toward a distant row of tents.

The massive tents presented an optical illusion to tired eyes and strained limbs. Their size made them seem relatively close, but in reality they were a hard ten-minute walk from our buses. The intentionally dispersed pattern served as an implicit reminder that somewhere in the other side of the night, nefarious forces schemed for our demise, and the military hedged the effects of a direct attack through dispersion. Of course, the trailers housing Subway and Burger King restaurants made it hard to believe the army was at war. The juxtaposition of soldiers dressed in battle dress uniforms they had just received, carrying bags of equipment from the Vietnam War era past a row of trailers of American fast-food vendors, more closely brought to mind a carnival than a combat zone. As I stepped into the tent and looked at the cots laid out from one end to the other, the smell of canvas and army surplus items took me right back to my days as an Eagle Scout camping in the hills of Central Texas.

Exhausted soldiers flung their gear onto the cots. Soon there would be work for everyone, but now there were a few precious moments to settle in. I eagerly reached for my sleeping bag and my books: Once a Warrior King, the Vietnam War memoir of army lieutenant David Donovan; Seven Pillars of Wisdom; and an army-issued Arabic phrase book. When I packed the books, I had no idea that they would represent the most applicable tools for the challenge that lay ahead of me.

I stretched my sleeping bag across the length of my cot and placed the books neatly under the zipped hood. Nearby, the soldiers were piecing together a makeshift command center to track the arrival and transport of our equipment from the port of Kuwait. For twelve hours a day during the next few weeks, our equipment trickled in, concluding its three-week sea voyage aboard the massive container ships onto which it had been loaded. Ironically, it was watching these same ships leave Beaumont during the first Gulf War that had first gotten me excited about joining the army. Now, once again the ships were connecting my home state to the Middle East, but this time I was on the receiving end, not a spectator on the send-off.

Nightly update meetings took place in the corner of our tent. We were given status reports about equipment and scheduling routines for soldiers undergoing intensive urban-warfare training. As an armor unit, we were not trained for urban combat, but these weeks in Kuwait were filled with days of training to convert our specializations. Over and over, we practiced storming mock-ups of Iraqi houses and attended countless meetings on the Iraqi threat. Interestingly, these briefings never mentioned improvised explosive devices. Instead, they focused on hypothetical Saddam loyalist holdouts. It would turn out that the Saddam loyalists formed the most insignificant and simple portion of the threats that we faced. At any rate, we moved through the training sequences and became more and more specialized in our roles by the day.

As I mentioned earlier, the equipment that we brought from the United States was largely Vietnam vintage. Now, in large warehouses, retailers from Nike to Camelback offered mountains of new equipment to us. For each duffle bag we carried into Kuwait, we added at least two more that were full of these modern goods. Their quality was infinitely better than that of our old gear, and within minutes of issue soldiers could be seen donning North Face parkas and REI gloves. The contractors were pleased to see the soldiers embrace their products, because it no doubt secured them additional contracts with the U.S. government.

Characteristically, the army made this whole process unnecessarily bothersome. Interspersed within the practical training sessions and equipment issues, there were hours of surreal debate over standardization of the new equipment. Even as it prepared for a real combat mission, the army obsessed over its image. A hot-button issue was the logos of the corporate companies sewn onto the army gear. The most memorable was that of Camelback, the hydration system company. The army decreed that all soldiers would use a black marker to cross out any name that could be read. The blackout attempted to obscure the fact that the army had been ill-equipped to fight this war and had recovered its position only with the help of last-minute contracting, which didn’t allow for the creation of standard army versions. Yet filling army shortfalls with contracting became a theme of the deployment, from the commercial airplanes that dropped us off to the rented tour buses and now the bounty of new gear. Soldiers were in dining facilities provided by KBR (Kellogg, Brown and Root, at the time a subsidiary of Halliburton) when they weren’t queuing at Subway or Burger King. The MCI phone trailer was by far the most popular attraction.

While the soldiers stood in lines waiting for their ten-minute calls home, the officers made phone calls of their own to Baghdad via a secure phone to receive the nightly update. The leadership huddled over the secure radio and listened to the briefing from the unit we were to replace in Baghdad. Intermittent squabbles, punctuated with code names and places that lacked context, bubbled over the airwaves. At the conclusion of each session, my commander would address his thoughts and establish priorities.

Frequently, these meetings ended up in strategy sessions about our first steps once we arrived in Baghdad. Most questions, such as where to draw the boundaries of our areas of responsibility or how to name the neighborhoods, could be answered by maps or satellite imagery. Little by little, plans for governance and economic development entered our discussions. These discussions and briefings took place over a map of southern Baghdad that was divided neatly into color-coded neighborhoods. These divisions formed the building blocks of our plan and would help shape the criteria against which we would measure success. The neighborhood people, with their religious affiliations and their willingness to trust in a new system, would also hold the key to my role as governance officer.

Over the weeks, I had learned that I was to take charge of supervising ten neighborhood councils, which had been recently formed to represent the seeds of a democratic government. They were designed to be inclusive and consisted of three types of Iraqi leaders: sheiks, imams, and secular politicians. The sheiks, who were the traditional leaders of the tribes, represented a cultural legacy of authority. They were endowed with absolute power inside the tribal system. Arbitrating disputes, blessing marriages, and employing members of their tribe were all part of their duties. The imams were the religious leaders. Under Saddam, their influence had been checked by an oppressive state, but they had found a new voice since the invasion. Mosques had sprung up on every corner, and legions of new faithful who were free to express themselves and to seek a source of hope flocked to the newly opened gates. Finally, the secular politicians mostly represented business interests. They were self-admitted agents of change, who saw the chance to put Iraq on the road to modernity and to prosper along the way. Collectively, they accounted for all of the forms of power that were available to rebuild the country: traditional, religious, and secular progressive.

Sitting in a tent in Kuwait and writing down Arabic words and phrases phonetically as they crackled from the radio, I could not attach any context or relevance to them. To say that I was woefully unprepared would be an understatement. I spoke no Arabic, did not know any of the characteristics of Islam, and had few references for my role. The chain of command did not seem overly focused on local governance, because the Iraqis had welcomed us as liberators and the ongoing fighting was considered a mere “mopping-up operation.”

Still, being a governance officer seemed like an organizational challenge and one that demanded at least a modicum of cultural awareness. If I was to be successful in my role, I would have to determine the structure of Iraqi society, find the leaders who wielded influence, and co-opt them before their will had time to harden against us and their patience for the American system faltered. The invasion had been stunningly swift, yet there were already fledgling groups organizing against the occupation.

As the lights in the tent were turned off and my fellow soldiers drifted into sleep, I switched on a reading lamp and rode the desert with Lawrence and walked the swamps of Vietnam with Donovan, seeking to put a form to this shapeless problem before me. The literature on waging insurgency was rich. Che Guevara, for one, provided instruction on repelling imperial forces, as did the websites that linked disgruntled Iraqis to the lessons learned by the mujahideen in Afghanistan. Yet there was precious little information on how to structure a successful outcome from the perspective of the occupiers. Nonetheless, I read and reread my books, coupled with the cartoonish Iraqi phrase books, determined to do my part to bring change and prosperity to Iraq. After all, I thought that was what the Iraqis wanted.

Each day I practiced for my new role. I imagined conversations and thought about the principles of local governance. The Arabic phrase guide became an extension of my hand, and I became confident in my ability to at least communicate on a rudimentary level. Unfortunately, I lacked a broader understanding of the region. One evening, as if to underscore how little I knew of the Middle East, I attempted to practice a few Arabic phrases with some of the people working in the kitchen. I had never been exposed to the idea of employing “third-country nationals,” and I assumed that the people working in our camp were Kuwaiti. In all of my previous deployments to Latin America, the local staff was exactly as the name implies—local. To my surprise, my Arabic phrases were met with quizzical looks. Sensing that the problem must have been with my pronunciation, I tried several more times with no success. I returned to my book, more confused than I had been, and wondered what I was missing. I mentioned my frustration to one of the civilian logistics employees nearby, who laughed. The people working in the camp were not Kuwaiti—they were not even Arabs. They were Sri Lankan, for the most part, and had been brought in to work by American defense contractors. I was supposed to assume a role dealing with subtle differences in the agendas of various Iraqi tribes and sects, and I could not even distinguish between Arabs and Sri Lankans!

My inexperience left me feeling as vulnerable and embarrassed as a kid on the first day in a new school, yet things quickly turned worse. First, the sky darkened from the north and the wind began to pick up, blowing debris and sand playfully around the campsite. People scurried to their tents. At first I thought maybe a rainstorm was brewing, but it was much more ominous. It was the dreaded shamed—the northwesterly wind frequently accompanied by blinding, suffocating sandstorms that bury roads and drive grinding bits of sand into the most airtight quarters. The clouds moved slowly, languidly stretching their arms around the horizons. Black tendrils flicked forth to grab the sprawling dunes. Rolling closer, ever unsated, the sandstorm consumed the daylight. Tents, buildings, and trailers vanished beneath the ominous shadow.

I cowered inside the tent for close to an hour, awed by the shamal as it slowly reshaped the desert floor. While the storm beat outside, I turned the pages of a book on Iraqi history. I could not help but feel a sense of futility. If the people of this country routinely weather such fearsome, awe-inspiring events, certainly they would have developed a stalwart character that would resist an American occupation. Between the lines in every chapter of Iraqi history lay the open secret that foreign armies never occupied Baghdad for long. The people of Iraq, like the shamal, would sweep aside the influences that did not belong and reshape the territory to their own design.

In the following days, convoys began to move toward Baghdad, as the units that had arrived with us started to receive their orders. The movement happened in two parts. The first group, consisting of a group of select individuals called the “torch party,” would leave via an air force plane. The second group would travel via convoy and arrive three days later. Owing to the peculiar nature of my job, I was with the torch party. My boss thought it would be a good idea for me to maximize my time with the person I was replacing.

I had grown tired of the monotonous routine in the desert, but the influx of seasoned soldiers and the reality that this was to be more than a summer camp immediately combined to amplify my growing sense of hesitancy. Nonetheless, I dozed off and on as we drove to the airbase. Our flight was not until the late afternoon, but army planning requires you to be there six to eight hours early—the culture of “hurry up and wait” that is so famous in army humor.

After sitting around all day under a shaded awning, weighed down like turtles by our gear, we were motioned onto a waiting aircraft. The C-130, a propeller-driven cargo plane, held approximately a hundred soldiers, and we struggled to cram together tight enough to fit. Soldier after soldier piled into its yawning mouth as the air grew thick with worry and determination. I listened intently to the flight chief give his instructions, as the sweltering heat joined with the vibration of the aircraft to sedate us. As more and more heads began to nod, the flight chief concluded his speech with a stern warning.

“Check your buddy,” he said. “As we fly low, it is possible for stray bullets to enter the plane and kill soldiers. You would never even know it and may think that they are just sleeping. So make sure they are asleep, not dead.”

Great, I thought. Now I did not know whether to sit on my Kevlar vest or wear it. But I couldn’t stand up to take it off, and its tight fit made it impossible for me to wiggle it down so I could sit on it. My heart lurched, and I gulped with each swoop and turn of the plane. The forty-five-minute journey, a roller-coaster ride of evasive maneuvers, buckled my resolve and started my insides moving in an uneasy churn. Like a bad paper airplane, we suddenly fell from the sky, plummeted, swung left, and hit the ground hard. A textbook “hot” landing.


Three
LEARNING FROM THE MASTERS

MUFFLED EXPLOSIONS THUMPED in the night. They differed fundamentally from the controlled pops and booms I was accustomed to hearing during our training. These were real, and they sounded more dangerous.

Seconds slowed to a crawl, dragging each echoing explosion through the warm, jet fuel—soaked air of the Baghdad airport. Fear and panic paralyzed my limbs with indecision. My vision blurred in the blinding whir of the chaos. My ears struggled to process the distorted sounds of fading explosions, yelling voices, thumping helicopters, and soldiers clambering for cover. I froze half-crouched like an awkwardly confused statue behind a pile of wooden crates draped in sand-colored camouflage netting.

After a few moments that seemed like hours, I turned my head slowly to the left to see a row of soldiers fresh from the airplane clinging to the webbing that wrapped the cargo piled outside. It was clear from their white knuckles and pale faces that panic had also immobilized them. We more closely resembled the end of a playground game of “freeze” than a group of professional soldiers reacting to enemy fire.

As the last sounds of sporadic explosions bounced into the night, I slowly stood up, unclenched my fists, and looked around sheepishly. My last shred of bravado had evaporated into the steamy night air, and I attempted to regain my composure and dignity as best I could. Compulsory jokes and chuckles rippled from our group. We had just exposed ourselves as the novice fighters we truly were. The comments were addressed to no one in particular, and each soldier studiously avoided eye contact while seeking to affirm his own courage under fire. Dusting myself off, I grabbed my backpack and my rifle and casually re-slung each over my shoulder with a false nonchalance. So far, I was even more unprepared than I’d thought I would be.

Much to my chagrin, I noticed a few soldiers from the Eighty-Second Airborne Division chuckling nearby. Wearing only their soft caps instead of helmets, with weapons slung casually and exuding a battle-worn confidence, they had the look of the combat instructors who had filled the woods around West Point during my summers there. Those seasoned combat veterans pushed cadets through leadership drills and combat simulations. Dozens of times, after reacting to an artillery simulator by running flat out and diving onto the rock-strewn ground, I had looked up into the same mocking smiles. If it was instructive then, it felt almost insulting now.

Here, again, the experienced teachers watched their pupils react to a stimulus to which they had long ago become immune. These soldiers had fought in Afghanistan for almost a year, had briefly returned home, and then had been sent to Iraq for a few months. By my rough count, they had been with their families for fewer than three months in the last eighteen. It would not be a stretch to say that they were ecstatic to see us, and their bemused expressions showed a joyful mix of relief and exhaustion. They motioned us onward and gestured toward a tall chain-link fence illuminated by a row of portable searchlights.

As the effect of the mortars wore off, I tried to take in the environment. My impression was really more that I had stumbled onto the night shift of a construction crew, rather than a combat zone or a military air base. The flimsy fence was adorned with signs warning of workplace dangers. Airmen with orange safety vests ushered us along a chalk-lined path. Bright multi-headed lights attached to portable generators both illuminated the area and obscured everything beyond their fierce glow. A mixture of military and civilian vehicles crowded the gravel parking lot.

At the edge of the lot and beyond the fence, a relic of World War II waited to greet the newest initiates into the latest chapter of American conflict. The workhorse of the army for the last five decades, the 2.5 ton truck—the “deuce and a half”—is an unarmored diesel with an open back and plank sideboards, the vehicle often shown in photographs of Korea and Vietnam. It seemed a bit anachronistic that in a war described as the most modern and efficient in history, the digital battlefield still relied on the power of a diesel engine to deliver us into the waiting danger.

One after another, we climbed into our place in history, shuffling uncomfortably forward, pressing farther into the open cargo bed, subconsciously searching in vain for someplace that felt safe. The rusted metal bed and the wooden sideboards would offer little real protection, but I still felt myself pressing deeply into them, as legions before me had done. The engine rumbled to life, the sound of a proud warhorse carrying the latest crop of green replacements into the fray.

For a moment I flashed back to a diesel truck that my dad had owned when I was a child. A stripped-down, blue Chevrolet Blazer that he used in his surveying business and brought home only when we were going hunting, it was a four-wheel-drive brute. I remember how easily it clawed through the thick mud of the back roads of East Texas and how effortlessly it carried my dad and me on adventures that filled my imagination. To this day, the sound of a diesel truck makes me feel secure, confident, and ready for an adventure. I reached into these memories to prepare myself for this adventure, another hunting trip, and to galvanize my confidence in myself.

A head popped up over the tailgate and a raspy voice jerked me back to reality. This was not going to be a weekend outing in East Texas with a stop at the local Dairy Queen on the way home. The sergeant hanging onto the back of the truck explained that the road had been a focal point of the nascent insurgency. As the site of one of Saddam’s palaces, complete with artificial lakes, the airport complex was surrounded by neighborhoods filled with Saddam loyalists, due to a legacy of rewarding the party faithful with homes closest to strategic locations. Our route would bisect these enclaves of burgeoning hostility and resistance and run south for a twenty-minute drive down what was becoming known as the “most dangerous road in the world.”

The sergeant concluded his spiel with a less-than-welcoming reminder. “It is a natural choke point. This is the only airport that services Baghdad, and there is only one highway that leads to and from it, so keep a keen eye on the cars and the alleyways.”

Keeping an eye on anything would be pretty difficult. Aside from the glare of security lights around the airfield, an inky black sky thwarted any attempt to discern much of the surrounding area. The neighborhoods remained without electricity since the invasion, with only a few generators sporadically powering fluorescent lights above the low brick walls. Complicating matters, most of us were without any night-vision equipment. Of the many equipment shortages and mismatches, this was probably the most detrimental. As a tank battalion, we were authorized only two sets of night-vision goggles for each four soldiers, because in a standard four-man tank crew, the night-vision capability was built into the tank for the gunner and the driver. Accordingly, in Baghdad, when we were all without tanks and forced into the role of infantrymen, we lacked basic materiel to accomplish our tasks. The rest of the equipment shortages would soon become apparent, but for now, squinting into the darkness seemed to be an appropriate beginning to my year in Baghdad.

The truck rumbled beyond the wall surrounding the airport and barreled past the checkpoint manned by army sentries. The metallic sound of the machine gun chambering a round clued each of us to do the same. I reached into my pocket for my allotment of bullets—all three of them. One of the other, almost comical, bureaucratic oversights of this mighty army at war was the garrison mentality of ordnance accountability. Because no one from our unit had “signed for” or was deemed accountable for our bullets, we were not “authorized” to carry any. As a result, we had each been given three bullets as spares, just in case!

The empty magazine gave an unsatisfied hiss as I purposefully pressed the bullets inside it. The spring hardly compressed. Under normal conditions, soldiers would carry six or more of these magazines, each fully loaded with thirty bullets, which weighed it down with significant killing power. In comparison, my one meek magazine danced lightly between my fingers and glided almost harmlessly into the rifle’s magazine well. It hardly seemed like an act of preparation for combat and more like gearing up for a shooting game at a county fair.

I remembered the scene in George Orwell’s Animal Farm when the animals covered their stalls of sand with hay to appear more prosperous than they were. The analogy had been aimed at communism, but from my huddle of soldiers with three rounds apiece, the image applied equally well. This gamesmanship and manipulation of reality would plague our deployment for its entirety, in time making almost everything we did seem more like a pile of sand than of hay. For now, I just turned into the breeze and chambered one of my lonely bullets.

The asphalt highway unfolded before us, as any blacktop would. It did not seem particularly treacherous at first glance. There were two lanes going to the airport and two coming from it. The palm tree groves that had grown in the median had been recently cleared to improve the visibility alongside the road and to enhance the fields of fire along the route. The silhouettes of a legion of barren stumps were now clearly visible in the field of oncoming headlights. Despite the late hour, a fair number of vehicles, some American military, some Iraqi civilian, peppered the highway. Even against the dark sky, there was enough light to see the menacing machine guns atop the escort Humvees. Standing through the roofs, the machine-gunners leveled their weapons outward, and belts of ammunition spilled forth. They wore bandanas around their faces and clear goggles to protect them from the wind and the dust. Covered from their helmets to their gloved hands, they looked more machine than man, and their well-defined, deliberate movements did little to change that image. One hand lay on the machine gun, the second held up a scuffed M-16.

Our transport, escorted by two well-armed Humvees, bore down rapidly on several slower cars, whose feeble engines struggled to both turn the tires and power their headlights. “Crack! Crack!” The sharp report of an M-16 sounded from one of the Humvees. A taxi veered wildly to the side of the road and pulled to a halt. The terrified face of an elderly man peered above the steering wheel as we streaked past. His heart, no doubt, was racing like my own, both of us startled by the aggressive martial signaling. The use of live ammunition to direct traffic? It seemed a bit excessive to me, and I could tell from the concerned looks around me that the others thought the same. For weeks now, our briefings and preparation had centered on respect for the Iraqis and interacting with them as benevolently as possible. The army had adopted a strategy that forced soldiers to take more risks to demonstrate to the Iraqi people that we were respectfully passing through their country and not occupying it.

A few moments later, our convoy swerved as it crossed beneath a metal pedestrian footbridge, again accompanied by a couple of “warning shots.” Although the overpasses and the bridges could be lookouts and ambush points, they also provided the means for children to walk to school and the elderly to get to market, so taking them down had not been an option. Yet neither should have been spraying them indiscriminately with bullets. Like most challenges in Iraq, there could be no single solution to even the simplest of tasks. Most green lieutenants would succeed at the military tasks of securing a bridge. Likewise, most engineers would excel at demolishing a bridge. Yet in this case, the bridge could not be approached as either a military or an engineering obstacle. It was a political one, in the same way that every object in Iraq, from the smallest rock to the biggest building, had assumed an aura of political significance. The world was watching as the U.S. military tried to elaborate on its battlefield success and establish a positive political system, where a law of consensual and transparent origin would guide society and objectively arbitrate and dispense justice. It was the perceived opposite of Saddam’s totalitarian system, which had been characterized, we thought, by whimsy and injustice.

A few more miles of whizzing highway brought us south of a major cross street. The glowing stacks of the Al Dora power plant loomed just off the highway, while in the distance the Al Dora refinery lit a Halloween sky of smoke and orange. The large houses nearby remained mostly dark and appeared empty. Like the airport, the power plant and the refinery represented what the army called “Saddam’s crown jewels.” He had surrounded them with the homes of Ba’ath Party officials, many of whom had been educated abroad during friendly times. These neighborhoods had been designed to buffer the important infrastructure from the Shi’a lower classes. The large, ornate houses now stood abandoned because party officials of any rank had fled ahead of U.S. forces for Jordan and Syria. In their absence, these grand neighborhoods had become a no-man’s-land of squatting families. The only sign of life was the occasional glow of a trash fire.

The darkness ended abruptly with the magnificently lit green towers of a Shi’a mosque.

Rows of poor Shi’a houses huddled around the mosque. The houses were sporadically built and haphazardly constructed. Colored flags flew high on the desert breeze, held aloft for the first time in decades to celebrate the Shi’a holy month of Arba’een. Although at the time I did not know the name or the reason for these flags, their power was striking. Every house, hut, tent, and field flew the flags. Even among trash-strewn piles of rubble, uninhabitable mounds of shelter for the most abjectly poor, the flags flew defiantly. It was a remarkably powerful demonstration of unity and allegiance. Within the country’s majority Shi’a population, a smoldering resistance to the oppression of Saddam Hussein’s regime had caught fire after the invasion. These streets had provided little resistance to the invasion, and the residents largely welcomed the overthrow of Saddam’s government. For the first six months after the invasion, they remained cautiously optimistic that their interests and their faith would be better served by the new government. Democracy should favor them, as the majority. Yet the solidarity of these particular people and their sense of disenfranchisement, which echoed in the Friday sermons, would create a ready army for Muqtada Al-Sadr. These streets, lit with a communal generator and united by a common faith, would be galvanized in the next few days into an uprising that would last for months and would permanently alter the relationship between the Shi’a people and the U.S. military.

The truck barely slowed as it left the asphalt highway for a rough dirt road. A black expanse of towering wall showed against its headlights. The forward operating base (FOB) was surrounded by a large, barren field, an area whose buildings the army had bulldozed. Trigger-happy guards in towers that rose menacingly along the walls kept the area clear of any trespassers. The lights of the neighborhood disappeared as we rounded the corner of the compound and drove between the outermost gates.

The guards, nearly invisible along the wall, challenged the driver with the current password. The correct answer put our wheels in motion again, and we pulled inside the main wall, which I could tell now was even larger than I had thought. Forty feet tall and almost four feet thick, it towered over us as we clambered from the back of the truck to unload our weapons. The procedure for entering the base remained unchanged from the peacetime army ritual of exiting a firing range. Soldiers filed from the back of the vehicle and lined up in single file. One by one, we dropped the magazines from our rifles and pulled the charging levers forcefully to the rear. This ejection of the chambered rounds, followed by the empty discharge “clicks” of the firing pins reseating, was accompanied by a cry of “All clear!” We remounted the truck.

Turning from this entry area into the main expanse of the base revealed a peculiar mix of soldier life. Everywhere, soldiers in battle-dress uniforms and soft caps walked and talked casually, with weapons slung at their backs. A basketball court was fully in use. Diesel-burning convoys rumbled past, notably without doors, revealing the armored and battle-worn soldiers within.

The soldiers we were here to replace met us as soon as we arrived at the headquarters. A two-story former Iraqi army building, it stood triumphantly adjacent to several open fields and peered just over the surrounding walls. Sandbags filled each of the windows, and a forest of antennae jutted from the roof. Inside was a no-frills entry hall with a staircase immediately leading to a second level, where our sleeping quarters would be for the next year. We followed our new escorts upstairs and plunked our bags down on their recently emptied beds. We would replace them in every sense: what they did, where they slept, whom they knew, and ultimately how they felt.

The rooms were primarily divided by rank, with six captains sharing one large room and noncommissioned officers across the hallway in a similar dormitory-style room. The bathroom facilities were limited to one toilet and one shower at each end of the long corridor. To offset the toilet shortage, a series of portable toilets, serviced by civilian contractors, had been deposited just outside the building. The chemical smell of solvent and feces wafted pungently through the open windows that were not protected by sandbags.

Each bed had a locker next to it, which would hold each soldier’s valuables and clothing. As expected, these lockers had begun to accumulate a fair share of graffiti and unit insignia from the various alumni who had used them for storage. Colorful slogans and playful jeers greeted us when we opened the doors of our new wardrobes.

I placed my entire duffel bag in the locker and latched it with the lock from the bag. There was no time to either organize my gear or tidy my new home. A battle briefing was scheduled to begin in a few moments, where each of us would sit next to our mentor and begin the process of downloading his knowledge.

The next few days of inductions and briefings blurred together. By this point, the rest of our unit had arrived via convoy from Kuwait. Almost without pause, they had begun pairing up with their counterparts, as I had done with mine. The soldiers tirelessly moved into barracks rooms, prepared equipment, and patrolled the streets with the unit we were replacing that night.

These early, confusing days were full of surprises, both logistical and operational. The Humvees that greeted us were a sorry lot, unarmored and without doors. The soldiers had preferred the ability to quickly enter and exit, freely and efficiently interacting with the population. The explosion of one of the first improvised explosive devices (IEDs) in Baghdad a few weeks prior to our arrival changed this practice dramatically. Welders worked night and day fabricating iron doors for the Humvees, with the finished product looking more like something from Mad Max than from the U.S. Army. Metal plates were welded onto floorboards, and sandbags were strategically placed over the floors and the roofs. The retrofitted Humvees drooped under the burden. They had not been designed to accommodate the additional weight, and now they looked like overworked pack mules.

Operationally, the unit we were replacing had almost twice the number of soldiers we did, yet we were responsible for the same area. Simply determining how to cover it without exhausting our soldiers was a challenge. On its own, this issue would have been difficult to resolve, but the revelations of the moral ambiguity of this assignment would soon jar our collective conscience. The night before we took over and our counterparts left, we witnessed the uglier side of being an occupying army.

Higher command had handed down the order to “kill or capture” a target, identified as an insurgent. Because the night mission was to encompass a large area and provide a good opportunity to see “how things were done,” our unit joined our counterparts, man for man, for our first combat mission. At the appointed hour, a line of Humvees snaked throughout the FOB, rumbling toward the gate, some with machine guns mounted on top of them, others with open backs filled with soldiers fidgeting with their equipment. Once we cleared the gate, the Humvees sped in single file toward the sleeping neighborhood where intelligence said the man would be and wound through its empty streets. As planned, we diverged to encircle the target’s house. Screeching to a halt, the Humvees emptied as soldiers rushed up to the door. They paused, gathered themselves, and burst through. From the street I watched the same scenario happen at several other houses simultaneously, because families often lived adjacently and targets sometimes could be found one or two houses over. Yelling, screaming, the crash of breaking furniture, and chaos echoed through the still night.

Within minutes, sleepy men and scared boys were dragged into the street, blindly blinking into flashlights. As the soldiers and the interpreters repeatedly questioned them, the sounds of women crying and more furniture breaking continued to be heard from inside as the search for contraband ensued. One of the men, obviously agitated by the unprotected state of his female family members before the sweeping horde of American soldiers, aggressively attempted to break free. Within seconds, gloved fists and boots pounded him nearly into unconsciousness. The sudden, savage response surprised most of us new guys, although it seemed quite routine to our counterparts. After a few more minutes, with the target not found, the order was given to bind all of the “military-age males” and throw them into the back of the truck for further questioning on the base. We loaded back up, and just as quickly as we had arrived, we returned to the base.

As the trucks dropped us off in front of our sleeping quarters, my commander called a meeting. “What the hell was that?” a chorus of officers asked. We had been trained and instructed that we were to interact with the Iraqis on a level of super-civility, akin to an upstanding civil police force.

“Was it necessary to beat that guy down? He was just worried about his family,” another concerned voice asked.

“Should we report that? Was that a war crime?” Our minds struggled out loud with these questions. The reality of the gloved fist into the night-robed midsection, the steel boot into sleep-matted hair, seemed so over-zealous and so primitive. Most of us could not comprehend that level of violence in modern society.

These discussions, mostly among the senior officers, lasted almost an hour. In the end, the commander decided that although the incident was not acceptable in any way, it was not our role to judge the actions of a unit based on a single episode. Somehow, we all knew that this level of violence had not been aberrant; indeed, most of the counterparts considered their actions to have been a light warning. Yet we appeased our collective guilt by vowing that our turn in charge, beginning tomorrow night, would be different. We would deal with Iraqis as a people with a robust bundle of rights, and we would be more mindful of unintended consequences. In my view, episodes like this, emasculating the head of a household and depriving the family of all of its male occupants for extended questioning, could only incite the insurgents and weaken our case for a cooperative arrangement as we sought to build a participatory Iraqi government. By our acting this way, it would be difficult, if not impossible, to distinguish ourselves from Saddam’s thugs.

Following downstairs after the captain whom I was to replace, I passed a squawking room filled with maps and radios—the tactical command post, or TAC. This room was the hub of all of the battalion activity, with patrol units checking in and giving updates on their status. Soldiers dutifully logged this information into notebooks and recorded it onto maps. This was also where orders from higher units were received by the tactical personnel. A flurry of activity reports and updates flew up and down the chain of command in this room, and the six radio operators tirelessly and thanklessly captured it all on paper. Even though I had been around TACs in a training environment, this real version was more alive and more scrupulously managed than anything I had previously witnessed.

The adjacent room looked like a regular conference room, with a huge table surrounded by chairs, each of which had a chair to its rear, reminiscent of the United Nations meetings where the delegates are backed by support personnel. Along one entire wall was a map of the battalion area, the entirety of southern Baghdad. The map was colorfully marked into different zones of responsibility, corresponding to each of the battalion’s companies. Layers upon layers of Arabic names and English names made the map almost illegible to the untrained eye, with our predecessors using colloquial names for these areas in off-handed remarks. This was one reason we were here early—to begin learning this jargon and absorbing our predecessors’ knowledge of the area.

On the opposite wall, something resembling a family tree had been mapped. This organizational chart contained all of the key Iraqis in our sector. Here were posted photos, names, and aliases, with lines drawn among them. There were several groupings. This particular family tree, which had more blanks than people, represented the army’s first systematic attempt to map Iraq’s shadowy post-invasion power structure. Using the same basic theory that domestic police use to track organized crime, we created a giant web that radiated in familial or professional connections from an apprehended criminal to aid our understanding.

“Criminal,” in this sense, did not necessarily mean “terrorist” or “resistance fighter.” Actual criminal activity was sweeping the area, and there was no Iraqi police force to help halt it. Therefore, army units had the almost impossible task of apprehending car thieves, murderers, rapists, and other lowlifes who generally tormented the population. The goal of these extra missions was threefold. The first was to appease the population generally and try to prevent the increasing calls for vigilante justice and armed neighborhood groups. By actively following up on these complaints, the army and the U.S. government urged citizens to institutionalize justice in objective enforcement agencies and not to personalize these vendettas in a way that eschewed a lawful outcome.

The second reason was more in line with contemporary police thinking on the “tipping point.” Specifically, if lawlessness, even low-level lawlessness, was allowed to continue, then escalation was not only possible but probable. By taking a firm line against even smaller infractions, the objective was to foreclose greater infractions that could be detrimental to regenerating civil society or could contribute to the growing attitude that crime was the only profitable employment in this period of high uncertainty.

The third and most simple reason was to establish a commonality with respect to identifying Iraqi civilians. Iraqi males typically have three names. The first name is given. The second name is the father’s given name. The third name is the grandfather’s given name. For example, Ibrahim Abdullah Muhammad and Sa’ad Abdullah Muhammad are likely brothers. There is also a tribal name attached at the very end, although it was commonly dropped during identification. Further complicating and confusing the identification was the propensity of Iraqi males to be called by their “Abu” names. In most cases, this was “Abu,” meaning “father of,” followed by the first male child. From the previous example, Ibrahim Abdullah Muhammad might have a son, Ali. Ali would be called Ali Ibrahim Abdullah, in keeping with the pattern, while Ibrahim could now be called Abu Ali.

There are two points to note about the Abu names. First, given the small number of Arabic male names, literally hundreds of Abu Alis could be clustered in the same neighborhood. Second, Americans spelled these names phonetically, meaning Mohammad, Muhammad, Mohamed, and Mohammod could all be the same person. Without capturing these isolated data points and cross-checking and linking them within a central system, detecting or uncovering systemic overlaps would be almost impossible. I would imagine that the FBI used a similar system to find out who whacked whom, when all it had to go on were street nicknames and organized-crime aliases. Too bad that we were not trained in this, any more than a slew of Sopranos episodes could prepare us.

In the conference room, our predecessors each took a seat at the table, some stopping to place an additional annotation on the map or the family tree. Each of us took a seat behind our respective counterpart. My seat was behind the current “Gov,” or governance officer. The other seats were occupied by representatives from the various staff sections: intelligence, operations, supply, public affairs (a new addition), and governance (also a new addition). The outgoing battalion commander directed the meeting, which consisted of a real-time battle update that was largely incomprehensible to us because we lacked the fundamental knowledge of places and names of personnel to mentally picture what was happening. This micro-brief was followed by a painfully comprehensive “hand-off” briefing designed to bring each of us into a more complete understanding of the current state of affairs. It was organized along the army’s traditional lines of operation, and from these, it became immediately clear that this would not be similar to any training exercise we had ever encountered. The lines of operation, or LOOs, subdivided battles into areas of responsibility. Each of these areas contained certain tasks and milestones that were meant to ascribe responsibility for combat performance and to measure success. Yet our tasks were not military objectives. Rather, they read more like political science hypotheses: establish an objective police force, promote effective self-governance, and encourage economic activity.

It was notable that these goals represented truly well-intentioned ideas. The promulgation of these particular societal pillars was laudable and I believe correctly represented the “center of gravity” for establishing a stable societal nexus. The execution, however, would be a continuing overreach for us, as it had been for our predecessors. There were both moral and practical reasons for this shortcoming. First, the moral legitimacy for implementing this type of comprehensive governance really rests with the people. According to our own democratic principles, governments are formed “of the people, by the people, and for the people.” In Iraq, we formed a government of the people (assuming that they agreed with American ideology and security interests and their U.S. counterparts), by the people (the U.S. government on behalf of the “people”) and for the people (and selected U.S. contractors). This gap in a just mandate would give rise to a number of challenges in the coming months and years.

Second, the army is not equipped to “promote transparent governance.” Yes, college-educated officers and staffs can implement plans that purport to allow transparent government and economic incentives, but the actual tools for such a process reside within other government agencies. The State Department, in particular, and its subdivision the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) should be primarily responsible for advising in these areas. Yet months after the occupation began, and during my entire time in Iraq, I never once saw anyone from either of these agencies in the street.

There were contracts executed on the State Department’s behalf that often overlapped with army initiatives, as illustrated by the discussion in the first meeting. “The Al-Hamza school in Abu Discher has been painted,” said my counterpart, referring to an elementary school in a poor Shi’a neighborhood.

“Again?! What the fuck is going on here?” the battalion commander, visibly angry, demanded of his frightened captains.

“Is this not the same school that we painted two months ago?” he continued.

“Yes, sir. It is, but this wasn’t our contract. This was part of a State Department contract with Bechtel.” My counterpart tried in vain to explain that it had not been the battalion’s money that was wasted, but the commander wasn’t buying it.

“Who authorizes this shit? How is it possible that people can come onto my territory and assign contracts and I don’t know about it?!”

Silence.

The reason for this little squabble would become clearer to me as time went by, but the initial issue was obvious. Each battalion commander had a pool of money from which he could assign and authorize projects. These funds were referred to as the Commander’s Emergency Relief Projects. The usual process of assigning this money and its projects was delegated to the battalion commander and his company commanders. If a company commander in his discussions with the people decided to install new roadside lighting to simultaneously help light a neighborhood street and provide security, the battalion could hire an Iraqi contractor to install the light poles. The benefits here are obvious: company commanders have the power to immediately shape their environments to provide greater chances of military success, the Iraqi people can request and revive the social services that a functioning government would provide, and a local contractor would make money.

These amounts were not large in absolute terms, Yet the fact that the State Department and various Green Zone agencies were duplicating contracts created problems of wasted battalion assets, conflicting contractors, and an image of a disjointed agency relationship. This became particularly troublesome with each contract, as every day more and more contractors arrived at the base demanding to be paid for some work they had done for some “U.S. group.” Fake documents had become rife, and as units transitioned, the army was asked to check on projects on behalf of other agencies whose personnel usually remained ensconced in the Green Zone due to the security situation.

Herein was the real reason for the ire of the battalion commander. His troops were in the streets every day, interfacing with the Iraqis and being asked to validate the spending and contractor supervision. They were building allegiances and solidifying friendships with this money, and the battalion commander resented wasting it on something that was already going to be done by someone else. As the one in charge of this area and the man solely responsible for what occurred within its limits, the commander detested not being consulted and then being asked to deal with the complications that arose.


Four
SITTING IN JUDGMENT

MY COUNTERPART LOOKED at his watch nervously. The battle update meeting had already run for almost two hours. We were expected to be at a neighborhood advisory council meeting within the hour. It would be my first time to try to connect names and faces to the words and the projects that I had been hearing about for the last few weeks. All of the maps and the charts had remained inscrutable against the backdrop of real life. This would be a chance to venture outside of the walled compound and meet some actual Iraqis.

The meeting ended abruptly with the commander rising and raising a salute to the officers seated at the table. In an instant, chairs skidded backward, slamming into the knees of us seated immediately in the row behind. The captains martially answered their commanders’ salutes, while the remainder of us stood ramrod straight, respecting the military custom that demanded we show our allegiance and acknowledge the hierarchy at the beginning and the end of each meeting.

“Let’s go,” my counterpart called to me over his shoulder, already well on his way to the door. By the time we reached the outside exit, a mere ten steps from our meeting room, he had entirely transformed himself. His body armor, strategically hung with extra magazines, a few grenades, and a flashlight, magically covered his torso. His weapon, clipped into its harness, appeared at once casual and dangerous. Holding his helmet in one gloved hand, he donned ballistic sunglasses and shoved open the door. The blast of heat had little apparent effect on him.

I was still fumbling with my body armor. Its rich green color was in stark relief to the dust-smudged armor worn by our counterparts. Sections of the body armor that were long ago discarded as extraneous by our predecessors still hung in perfect form from mine. It had a strap to protect my neck and a triangular piece, akin to a catcher’s cup, to cover the groin. My helmet had no clip for night-vision equipment, and I had no magazines, no ammunition, no tactical flashlight, and no aiming laser—just a new M-16, with no scope. My uniform was more suited to a new recruit at the firing range, rather than a soldier on a battlefield.

We walked to the waiting trucks, and immediately one of the soldiers, politely and pointedly, made the same observation. “Sir,” he addressed me, “you can’t go out like that.”

Within seconds, he had removed the neck and groin protectors and urged me to tuck the tail of my battle-dress uniform into my pants to avoid getting the shirttail caught on anything. I did. He then handed me two full magazines, one of which I put into the weapon and one I put into a pocket. Despite the ad hoc nature of his attempt to get me “battle ready,” I immediately felt more confident.

“Don’t worry,” he added. “We will take care of you.”

That was the personal security detachment’s function. These soldiers’ purpose was to safely escort my counterpart to meetings, secure the building, and generally provide a bodyguard service.

It was obvious they took their job seriously. All three Humvees were heavily armored and heavily armed. The lead Humvee was equipped with three soldiers and a mounted automatic grenade launcher. The second Humvee had three soldiers and a .50 caliber machine gun. The middle Humvee, where my counterpart rode, was equipped with a driver, a gunner, and a M-240B machine gun. All of the soldiers looked loose but grim. They were happy to be going home soon but still very much focused on the mission at hand. The casualties of the IED attack just before our arrival were still fresh on their minds, and they seemed aware that the environment was changing.

On a command, the convoy moved toward the gate, engines roaring and dust clouds trailing. We sped through the gate to the sound of soldiers loading their weapons. A quick test-fire burst from the machine guns gave the whole exit a Spaghetti Western feel. Here, we were the cowboys riding out and shooting our way into town, which was conveniently called “Indian country,” in politically incorrect military slang. The Humvees groaned as they hit the highway, aided by the increasingly familiar “crack” of the warning shots. We wove through traffic at a breakneck pace, while the sheer size of the Humvees intimidated the overmatched cars sputtering along the highway. Once or twice, the driver used the size and strength of our Humvee to ram civilian vehicles to the side of the road. From my seat, “the nudge” was a barely palpable thump, akin to crossing a speed bump. Yet I glanced backward to see the crushed fender of the car, which left its anguished occupants stalled in the middle of the highway. Traffic was already piling up behind the damaged car.

Our convoy barely slowed, swerving back down the highway I had traveled last night. This time we turned right onto Al Dora Road, the main eastwest route. Just beyond the intersection of Highway 8, the airport highway that ran north-south, and Al Dora Road stood the power plant I had seen last night. We were about two miles from the FOB, but everything seemed so much farther under the tension of the unknown.

Just past the turn were twin symbols of the new Iraq. The first was a one-level building that looked slightly like a McMansion back in the States. Sand-colored and surrounded by a large wall, the District Advisory Council (DAC) building performed a very similar function to that of a suburban developer’s demo house. Each day representatives from the various neighborhoods met here with the local U.S. Army governance officer to discuss projects, problems, and progress in their neighborhoods. In other words, this is where they came to describe what they wanted and how they could get a piece of the American dream (Iraqi version).

The second symbol, and the more practical one to most people in the neighborhood, was the district’s only gas station, a source of many of the complaints. Across the street from the DAC building, it intermittently did business as a line of cars several miles long stretched back down the highway. Whatever was discussed in the DAC building was almost immaterial compared to the real-life indicator of societal success across the street from it. There were several measures at work in the gas station. The first was the price fixing. The official price was seven dinars per liter, or roughly seven cents per gallon. This had been the price under Saddam, and any talk of adjusting the price to better account for the lower production after the invasion or the fact that the number of cars had increased fivefold since then had been immediately dismissed. The new regime and the American overlords could not appear to be less capable of providing cheap gas than Saddam had been, and most of the people in the street could not afford to pay more anyway.

Then there was black-market gasoline—a business controlled by the police and heavily “supervised” by the council members who met with us every day. Under this arrangement, certain cars loaded with fifty-five-gallon barrels would fill up their normal gas tanks and then fill up the barrels, while paying some arranged price to the gas station operator. This price included a kickback but remained relatively low. The gas in the barrels then passed into two-liter bottles, which legions of kids sold on the highways for 6,000 dinars each. For those who did not have time to wait in the gas line for two days and could afford the high cost, these quick “fillers” provided a service at a cost that only increased the economic disparity. As I would soon learn, access to the profits from this enterprise was only one of the perks of being a council member.

As we entered the DAC building’s gate, which was guarded by a few Iraqi civilians with AK-47s, the Humvees fanned out. The soldiers quickly disembarked and rushed into the building as if it were a raid. I had barely gotten out of my seat when I could see a few of our soldiers commanding a view from the rooftop and radioing back that the site was secure. The potential for an ambush at this building, which was used as a regular meeting site, was obviously quite high, and every time the U.S. Army paid a visit, soldiers were required to secure the building as if it were being seen for the first time.

Near the wall, a small house sheltered a generator. A nearly senile old man emerged from the house with a lopsided grin. Behind him followed his wife, who was covered from head to toe in a ragtag collection of discarded clothes, along with three or four kids in an almost comical assortment of cast-off American T-shirts. The soldiers had more or less adopted these kids by bringing them sweets and clothing from the base. As we approached, the kids ran toward the soldiers, yelling their new English words. From a ten-year-old Iraqi boy in an Operation Iraqi Freedom T-shirt, I heard the American greeting that he had picked up from the soldiers. “What’s up, motherfucker?” he asked innocently.

I nearly laughed. My surprise must have been obvious because my counterpart immediately explained that the kid, named Ali, had been improving his English every day, but his vocabulary was largely limited to the conversations he heard between soldiers. It was actually a bit of a blessing because his father, Hillal, lived on the premises and was in charge of maintaining the generator that provided some stability during the intermittent blackouts. According to my counterpart, the former facility on this site had been the Ba’ath Party Hunt Club, a social club for the Baghdad elite. During the “shock and awe” air campaign, the Hunt Club had been targeted and effectively reduced to rubble, along with Hillal’s adjacent house. As a sign of friendship, the United States had rebuilt the club with a new purpose—as a meeting hall of the people—and lodged Hillal inside its protective walls to compensate him for his loss. In addition, Hillal received a salary of $100 a month for his efforts and to offset the risk inherent in his living in an “American facility.”

Likewise, the guards, three or four local guys and cousins of Hillal, received a small stipend to live in the guard shack and, at least in theory, guard the gate of the compound. For the most part, they lounged indifferently behind the wrought-iron gate and the single strand of concertina wire, really only moving to open the gate as American convoys approached. It was doubtful that any of them would ever actually defend this place, but there was no question they were in danger of being attacked as minions of the occupiers. In this moment, as we walked toward the DAC, they were actually a bit busier than normal. Cars were lining up to enter the compound, as delegates began to appear for the meeting.

One of the most flamboyant was a white Mercedes with Arabic music blaring from behind heavily tinted windows. Charging through the gate without slowing down, the car raced up beside us and slid into a space nearest to the Humvee. My counterpart turned expectantly to see three Iraqi men exiting the car, sunglasses on, body armor loosely fastened over Westerner T-shirts, and draped in weapons from head to toe.

“I thought you guys would be late,” my counterpart said, only half-jokingly. The leader, a balding and slightly portly guy named Ali, answered, “Am I ever late?”

“Wow,” I thought, “an English proficiency that allows for sarcasm. Great!”

The second Iraqi to exit the vehicle was an athletic and slightly younger guy named Ammar. He attempted to hug my counterpart, an offer that was refused. Ammar was a Sunni from the Dulaimi tribe. He had worked for the Republican Guard as a soldier and now worked as an interpreter. Although his English was the best we had, his personality was often not conducive to professional negotiation. Within seconds of arriving, Ammar was playing soccer with Hillal’s kids, until he spotted one of the guards. With absolutely no provocation, Ammar ran over and punched him in the face, administering a beating as the surprised and frightened guard cowered on the ground and tried to protect himself. The soldiers and other Iraqis pulled Ammar away immediately, but he was still yelling. It was never clear to me why that happened, but similar scenes would occur many more times during the next year.

Ali could only say, “Ammar is from Anbar province—Dulaimi tribe. They are crazy, hot blooded.”

Ammar was all that and more, but he was also one of the few interpreters who fought back during attacks as readily as most soldiers did. If all interpreters remained a bit enigmatic, Ammar was a self-destructing riddle who was one of our strongest assets and biggest liabilities.

The third interpreter, dressed in khaki slacks and a button-down shirt, appeared to be the elder statesmen. With a slender, bespectacled face plagued with a severe case of vitiligo, a skin disorder that causes irregular-shaped white patches, Sa’ad had a professorial demeanor and was markedly more professional than his colleagues.

Soon enough, the group of us—including Ali, Rambo-esque with an assortment of weapons; Ammar, sweating through his Adidas jumpsuit after delivering the butt-kicking; and Sa’ad, with the bowed frame of a practiced sycophant—made our way to the interior of the building. The cool hallways were a welcome relief from the outside heat, and the rooms were large but barren. Faux marble and concrete continued the impression that we had entered a builder’s showcase home, instead of a Baghdad meeting hall. There were two smaller rooms used for side meetings, a prayer room, and a large gathering hall. For this meeting, we selected the smaller room, though, in truth, we were the only people in the building and could well have chosen any room.

My counterpart put his helmet on the table and dropped his body armor. Ostensibly, this action demonstrated a level of confidence and trust and was meant to reduce the imperial feel that was already overwhelming. I took a seat to his side and likewise dropped my body armor. Behind us, one of our soldiers stood like an angel of death, vigilantly watching and protecting his commander, my counterpart. He was a poster boy for the Airborne soldier—tall, lean, and as hard as a Midwestern fencepost. With sunglasses perched above his rugged cheekbones and his gloved hands rested tensely only millimeters away from the trigger of his carbine, he was the very soul of American military power.

One benefit of having three interpreters in these meetings was that they were in constant contact with the council members and often knew a bit more about the political landscape than what mechanically transpired at the meetings. Each of them dealt differently with the council members, who hailed from both the erudite, English-speaking Sunni neighborhoods and the downtrodden southern Shi’a areas, and I eventually used these interpreters to get as close to as many council members as possible. Ali was an opportunistic Shi’a and a known wheeler-dealer. Given his background, most of the council members who were a bit greedier and openly ambitious preferred him as their translator. On the other hand, Ammar was the only Sunni interpreter who remained quite close to the relatively quiet but still immensely powerful Sunni neighborhoods. As for the third interpreter, Sa’ad was the only devout Muslim among them and remained the only reliable point of contact when we dealt with imams, some of whom would not even speak to Ali or Ammar on moral grounds. In addition to these micro-cultural calculations, the sheer volume of business and the complexity of personal linkages required three interpreters.

Each council was distinct and, in some way, skeptical of the other neighborhoods, routinely blaming violence on neighboring areas, rather than accepting responsibility. Although the councils were secular by design, the imams often attended meetings or sent proxies to voice their concerns. Each council had five to seven members, and today’s represented the neighborhood of Jaza’ir, a mixed Sunni/Shi’a neighborhood with a definite allegiance to Saddam. The thin strip of houses that made up this neighborhood fronted the highway and began behind the gas station.

“Who do we have today, Ali?” my counterpart asked.

“The council members want to know if their weapon permits will be good for the new unit,” Ali answered.

This pattern would be recurrent, in my later dealings with the councils. In theory, these councils were made to mirror the representative functions of democratic government. In practice, it was impossible to provide a broad enough social service system so soon after the invasion to communicate with the entire Iraqi population. The result had been a formation of these councils, with two goals in mind. First, it was important to provide the people with the means to funnel and consolidate their concerns into “power brokers” who could amalgamate and present these issues at a set time period each week. This was meant to prevent mass protests and lines of supplicants forming at the gates of our base. Second, the arrangement was to give the illusion that a government—or at least a neutral, semibureaucratic organ—was already in place and could help ease the transition fears that now filled the governance vacuum in the minds of the Iraqi people. In short, the council existed as a backbone to an Iraqi society that had been “atomized.”

In truth, the “council members” were largely self-selected, and they incessantly demanded money, weapons, and special permissions, of which the weapon cards were just a single example. The legacy of political leaders having privileges above the law colored their interpretation of public service, and Ali was exactly right about the agenda. In the last few minutes, four or five middle-aged men in poorly fitting suits had entered the room quietly, expectantly, and with the ubiquitous greeting “Salaam melekum,” or “Peace be upon you.” Each of them took his seat, while eyeing me cautiously. The knowledge of a replacement was already well circulated in the street. There was a running joke that if you wanted to know when we were going home, just ask the Iraqis. From their families in the south to the vigilant eyes along the highways, they always seemed to know when a troop shift was happening before we did.

Although my counterpart and I had agreed that I remain quiet at this meeting, several council members came over to say, “Salaam,” seeking to brand their faces early in my mind.

As the meeting came to order, the first issue was, of course, the weapon permits. By interim Iraqi law, each Iraqi was allowed to have one AK-47 in his house or car. Pistols were forbidden, however, with one exception: with a weapon card from my counterpart, a council member could carry a pistol. To facilitate and reward cooperation, my counterpart and his commander had engendered a plan whereby pistols confiscated in other raids were placed into a pool of “gifts” that were given to council members, along with the permits. The point that this was precisely one of the mechanisms that Saddam used to reward fealty seemed to be lost on most people but definitely was not on the Iraqis. In the streets, even now, the display of a pistol meant something more significant than that a person was armed—it meant he was connected. In those days, everyone wanted that.

“Captain Whiteley will be handling all of those requests next week,” my counterpart announced, while gesturing to me as I scribbled furiously. This was news to me, as it was to them.

The second issue of discussion was a vacant seat on the council. Initially, the seat had been reserved for an imam, but the rules of the DAC handed down by the City Advisory Council specifically prohibited imams from holding such positions. Instead, an imam council was established. In Jaza’ir, the council members remained divided on whether to fill the seat. Some of them protested the decision to separate the councils, rejecting the imposed secular government apparatus. Others eagerly pushed to fill the seat with business acquaintances and family members.

“Captain Whiteley will take that up next week,” answered my counterpart, in what was becoming an uncomfortable refrain.

The third and final issue was contracts. The Iraqis had become very familiar with the distribution of the Commander’s Emergency Response Program funds. CERP funds, largely pooled from confiscated Iraqi funds, allowed each battalion commander to distribute approximately $1 million per month in contracts that did not exceed $100,000 each. The program allowed commanders to make immediate improvements in their areas of operations, thus shaping the social and physical environment in their favor. In those early days, the contracting often occurred in these meetings. A council member would propose something like a light at an intersection or the repair of a sewer pump station. Because there were no Baghdad city services, my counterpart could solicit bids, which always came from a person in that neighborhood, via the council member, and the project could be consummated. One does not need to be Tony Soprano to see that this arrangement is why council members showed up, and why the interpreters risked their lives for a salary of $600 a month. By soliciting these projects, council members continually carved out bribes and kickbacks for themselves.

In large measure, everyone knew and understood the situation. The financial gain to the Iraqis translated to a political gain for the Americans. The well-attended DAC meetings served as a testament to the successful implementation of the American strategy, or at least this was proclaimed to the American people on the nightly news. Appearing unannounced once a week or so, the Green Zone civilian contractors hired by the U.S. government from various democracy-building firms would descend in heavily armored, white SUVs, bristling with Blackwater security guards, silently taking notes and nodding approvingly at the discussions of governance building.

The real business of the council, however, happened after the meetings. After an hour or so of circular discussions and passive answers, my counterpart signaled his imminent departure. As we moved to our Humvees, his bodyguard worked diligently to keep some space between us and the council members, as did the interpreters, alternatively speaking at a normal volume and yelling words that sounded insulting in any language. After reducing the group to a few final members and ushering the others toward the gate of the compound, my counterpart reached under the Humvee’s seat to produce an old but apparently functional Makarov 7mm pistol. The greedy hand of a council member snatched it almost before it had left the Humvee.

“Bullets?” The council member’s almost childish query simultaneously expressed glee about his present and a youthful uncertainty about the English word.

“No bullets now. Maybe next week,” my counterpart replied with exasperation clearly etched on his face.

Ali translated the reply into something apparently far more belligerent. The council member stooped, chastened for asking for a favor on top of a favor. He meekly thanked my counterpart, tucked his treasured new pistol into his waistband, and walked toward the gate. His slow, plodding walk resembled that of a bureaucrat leaving the office after a full day. There was obviously no residual joy from the “gift” and no satisfaction from the meeting. A practiced disinterest and a steady gait replaced the eagerness of a few moments ago.

Before the council member made it to the gate, we were back in the Humvees and rolling toward the street. Instead of taking the highway directly back to the base camp, we turned left onto Al Dora Road and headed toward the power plant and the refinery. Within seconds, we arrived at an overpass that crossed over the top of abandoned rail cars and overgrown tracks. Looking like partially decomposed beached whales, the cars showed only metal ribs, having been stripped bare during the relentless waves of looting that swept Baghdad following the invasion.

Towering above these industrial carcasses, the four smokestacks of the Al Dora power plant memorialized Iraqi self-sufficiency. Defiantly billowing smoke, the stacks were spared during the recent air campaign but had been destroyed ten years earlier in the first Gulf War. In that time, Saddam rebuilt the stacks using only Iraqi parts and Iraqi labor. Within weeks of the end of that war, the power plant had been activated and pumped electricity to the homes of the chosen ones, exalting the efficiency of the Saddam regime.

Concrete barriers now filled the road beside the power plant, behind which heavy trucks offloaded wooden crates with a Bechtel stamp. The era of the Iraqi-only power plant had ended; the era of the Iraqi reconstruction contract had begun. As we drove by, my counterpart explained that the power plant would be rebuilt in a more efficient manner that would provide more power to more people. It would require shutting down the stacks in sequence and rebuilding them. So, when Saddam was in charge, all four stacks worked, but with the Americans in charge, only two stacks were operational. Explaining the difference, which the people interpreted as a divine sign, fell to my counterpart and me. The council served as the mechanism for distributing this information to the people and ensuring that they understood “progress.”

As we continued past the oncoming traffic, the concrete overpass was narrowed from four lanes to two by a row of concrete barriers. The lane closest to the power plant was now a garden of barbed wire, orange cones, and miscellaneous plastic bags from the nearby shops. Orange-and-white taxis impatiently honked behind bustling minivans packed with families traveling home.

On the left-hand side of the road, a forlorn building surrounded by sandbags and dirt-filled wire-mesh cages stood alone in a barren field. This was the Dora Police Station, a decrepit building masquerading as a new symbol of order in Baghdad. Its impotence, both structurally and functionally, showed clearly even as we drove by. Blue-and-white trucks lay scattered around the building. The disorder was in strong contrast to the U.S. Army Humvees strategically guarding the approaches to the building. Similarly, the helmets of disciplined American soldiers barely showed above the well-constructed sandbagged machine-gun nest on the roof of the building. Meanwhile, groups of Iraqis in ill-fitting blue uniforms smoked languidly, while their AK-47s were haphazardly slung over their shoulders.

On the right side, cars were crammed into the impossibly full parking lot of a mosque. Here, too, Iraqi men with AK-47s patrolled the roof. The mosque was another institution undergoing a revival in Iraq. Since the invasion, mosques’ minarets had been sprouting among the demolished neighborhoods and the destitute people. The call to prayer sounded stridently into the evening, and the people, as was the ritual required before entering the mosque, stood in line to wash their hands and feet. Gleaming with new tiles and humming with the power of a new generator, the mosque shone its lights and directed its defiance toward the police station. The sermons, which were weekly protestations against the American presence and “American imperialism,” traveled beyond the thin police station walls and echoed in the minds of those who had chosen to cooperate with the Americans. The battle between these two heavyweights—the religious institutions and the civil institutions—was only just beginning, but the mosques certainly seemed to have a more attentive and dedicated following.

As we continued our tour, the road opened back up after the power plant, revealing a bustling market on the right and a series of huge palm groves on the left. The market represented one of the largest open-air bazaars in the city. It was possible to find everything here, from fish to firearms. The narrow mazes of stalls obscured a deeper view into the market from the road, but the smell of diesel and rotting produce swirled through the Humvee’s windows, along with the honking of horns and the general din of a population hustling to buy dinner on the way home.

Just past the market, the houses adjacent to the road became enormous. Gone were the one-story homes that defined the middle-class subdivisions. Soaring entryways, towering walls, and huge vacant windows indicated our proximity to the power plant. These homes belonged to people of status, who were often schooled in the United States in the 1960s. These were the elite Ba’ath Party loyalists who had long since left for Jordan or Syria or gone into hiding. They had received these behemoth homes in exchange for their loyalty to Saddam. Ostentatious even by American standards, they included all of the amenities of Western mansions with highly stylized architectural details. Above the entryway of one grand home, a scale-model airplane perpetually took off from an outstretched hand—it was the home of a former air force general. Other houses had similar markers of identity and stature. The fine homes and their one-acre gardens testified to the payoff that came with party prestige. Even after the invasion and in the absence of guards, looters had not violated the sanctity of these homes. Their windows remained intact and doors unopened. The lingering legacy of party power and retribution hung like an invisible cloak, warding off criminals and miscreants, holding the places intact for the eventual return of their masters.

Suddenly, the grandest of all of these homes came into view—the palace of Sajda Hussein, Saddam’s wife. Between Al Dora Road and the river, surrounded by orchards and open fields, the palace commanded a view of the two-level Saddam Bridge. The occupants had an unobstructed view of downtown Baghdad and could also survey the activity at the oil refinery. The strategic location made the palace an easy choice for a transient American base during the invasion. The several palace buildings provided a perfect place for an operational headquarters. There was also an indoor swimming pool and a basketball court sheltered inside its castle walls.

Presently, the palace was being reconstructed into a community center that could be used by community groups. Any number of nonprofits championed this transition, although the Iraqis had expressed a very high skepticism. If the houses across the street had been protected by a lingering air of fear and vengeance, then the palace of Saddam’s wife deserved the utmost deference.

We turned right and began our circle back toward the base. Tanker trucks poured forth from the refinery gates. The refinery, the third largest in Iraq, had continued to operate during the war and even now ran at near capacity. The concrete highway hummed beneath our tires. The larger houses receded into the distance. We made a hard right onto Highway 5, a four-lane divided highway that ran parallel to Al Dora Road but divided the Sunni and Shi’a neighborhoods. Looking left and right, I noticed the stark contrast between Iraqi rich and poor. To the north, houses rose two or three stories, while to the south, dirt roads wound through collections of hovels that were surrounded by pale-green pools of raw sewage. For the moment, that portion of our sector would remain at a distance.

Whatever feelings of relief one might expect from making it safely back to the base were overwhelmed by feelings of excitement and uncertainty. Even if my counterpart didn’t really accomplish much during the council meeting, he had effortlessly managed his way through its personalities and complicated dealings. The places, the names, and the ongoing projects dotted his conversations as if he had lived in Iraq all of his life. The council members knew him by name and face and, more important, really seemed to respect him. Personal recognition and respect are central in Iraqi culture. Army handouts on the subject emphasized over and over that oral promises were sacred. Apparently, my counterpart had delivered enough results to meet this threshold. How was I supposed to step into that same room, minus any real authority, and make a seamless transition? I was off the map here, with no army instruction book or training to refer to, and it occupied my mind constantly.


Five
BANNERS AND UPRISINGS

IN ABU DISHER, A POOR Shi’a slum in Al Dora, a sparse collection of houses and the sewage-strewn streets stood in stark contrast to the well-lit American base across the street. Inside the wall, Americans had running water and a working sewage system. Within a few months, KBR had delivered all of the amenities of home to the Americans, while the Iraqis were told to be patient. Convoys loaded with food and appliances such as hot water heaters and generators streamed into the FOB nightly, barrelling their way through the small market stands selling rotten fruit just beyond the FOB wall where the inhabitants of Abu Disher scraped out a living.

Our predecessors assured us that, despite this disparity in quality of life, the neighborhood remained one of the most pro-American in Baghdad and that they never had any trouble there. The old women carrying plastic sacks to the market and the laundry draped from the windows of each building did not seem ominous. In fact, I regarded the people as genuinely industrious. The roadside market always heaved and bustled. Hustlers and blackmarketeers sold a variety of strangely out-of-place goods from beneath the sun shades. Computers, for example, taken from ministry buildings, were readily available, although most of them were probably unusable, and few people in the market, if any, knew how to operate them. The pricing, as I later learned, reflected this reality, with keyboards selling for almost ten times the amount for a monitor. The reason? The keyboard had keys.

The practical challenges were considerable. Aside from the bewildering collection of odds and ends in the market, two desperate community needs struck me, both almost literally, each time I passed through. The stench of burning trash and the untreated sewage created a noxious, almost tangible cloud that hung in the streets. Just behind the market, an area of no fewer than ten acres smoldered as mound upon mound of trash sat rotting and burning in the open air. For years, this dumping ground had provided a shortcut for Baghdad trash haulers who were not going all the way to the city dump. The richer neighborhoods simply dumped their trash in the poorer neighborhoods, and this was the poorest.

Similarly, the sewage treatment plant and the associated city sewer routed Baghdad’s entire flow of human waste through these poorer neighborhoods. When the plant had been converted to a clandestine oil storage facility at the beginning of the invasion, the sewage simply ran to this neighborhood and stopped. This problem was exacerbated by the chronic electricity shortage in Shi’a neighborhoods that had been deliberately un-derwired. The pumps seldom worked, even when they were present, and in this case they had been removed by looters months ago. The resulting large and growing pools of sewage reduced parts of Abu Disher to islands of dry land. In between these dry spots, makeshift bridges of cardboard boxes and closely stacked trash bags futilely tried to ward off the rising tide and provide necessary, but precarious, passage for the locals.

It would be a challenge to convince the Iraqis that a change toward democratic governance was a better option for them than a transition to a theocratic regime. Each day of bureaucratic process pushed these families further away from the American Dream. Nightly, the men of Abu Disher sat in their homes without electricity surrounded by hungry family members. They did not have much left, save their pride. Watching the Americans bask in the glow of electricity and satellite television placed a high toll on what remained of that pride. For this reason, Muqtada Al-Sadr’s populist messages resonated well here. The sermons at the mosque across from the FOB, led by one of Sadr’s lieutenants, were well attended. With the transition of American forces, the men of Abu Disher had an opportunity to assert themselves, make their situation known, and demand respect. The time to lash out was now.

Blissfully secure in our base, however, we had no idea that Abu Disher had stepped to the edge of open hostility. Our counterparts had left, save a few stragglers. We conducted our own meeting and planned out our first night on our own. The meeting went well, with our commander reinforcing the values that we intended to abide by, cautioning us against the rough tactics used by our predecessors, and stressing our own sets of objectives along the lines of reconstruction. As committed as we were to these principles, our faith in a cooperative reception from the Iraqis evaporated as quickly as a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) can launch.

Ssssssssss—BANG!

The explosion that rattled our headquarters sounded impossibly close. Within seconds, the radios inside the tactical command center came alive. Routine chatter was displaced by urgent calls from one of our units. Everyone from the headquarters immediately glued himself to the radio, frantically looking at the map. Grid coordinates and street names came flowing through the speakers as radio operators scrambled to record the unfamiliar phrases. After a few minutes, our commander finally said what we all wanted to hear: “Let’s just get over there.”

There was a mad rush to the door, with guys grabbing weapons and vests. We ran toward the Humvees; we were the cavalry coming to the aid of our fellow soldiers. Had we really known what to expect, we would have been scared, but there was no time for those thoughts. The air was thick now with the sound of machine-gun fire, punctuated occasionally by the authoritative bang of an RPG. At reckless speeds, we tore from the FOB, driving straight into the teeth of the firefight.

It was a short drive to the scene of the firefight, barely a half mile. The streets were dark. Even the usually well-lit mosque had gone ominously black. We parked at the first intersection and dismounted, waiting for a report from the soldiers involved. They and the insurgents were in the narrow streets beyond the remaining streetlights, their presence marked by an occasional burst of small-arms fire.

We fanned out and looked helplessly into the dark. We had still not remedied the night-vision shortage. Nor had we really done much to augment the ammunition scarcity. Once again, I found myself thinking this was not the army commercial that had enticed me to join. I missed my tank.

“Whizz, whizz, whizz”—a sound like hornets flying by.

“Hmm, those sound like bullets,” I casually thought, still not quite ready to accept the fact that people were shooting at us.

“Whizz, whizz, plunk.” One hit the wall nearby.

“GET DOWN!” someone yelled, just as the hail of bullets intensified.

I found myself standing behind a metal trailer, listening intently to the bullets. They buzzed nearby in thick swarms. The noises came from everywhere, but there were no muzzle flashes to guide us to the source of this attack. It was if the night itself was spitting daggers. And quite accurately, too.

Holes began to appear near my head in the rusted steel trailer. Unlike in childhood games, it mattered what material you were standing behind, and my current hiding spot was not stopping any bullets. I looked around for new cover. I saw a sand pile and a group of cinder blocks. Either one seemed like a better option than my increasingly perforated container. I made a quick dive for the cinder blocks. The bullets followed closely. Whoever was doing the shooting had seen me run. A flurry of smacks hit the cinder blocks as I slid into place.

Crouching there, I realized I had not yet fired a round. Few of us had. What were we supposed to shoot at? In training, it was always really clear. The little human-shaped target “presented” itself in a predictable fashion. These live “targets” had no such intention. While we remained pinned down, another portion of our unit swept through the streets looking for insurgents to engage. They had as much luck as I did. Within an hour or so, the gunfire began to dissipate.

The radio reports trickled in. There were no casualties and no confirmed or even suspected kills. The whole engagement consisted of shots into, and back from, the darkness. The relief at being in one piece overwhelmed any feelings of frustration or disappointment. For the most part, everyone just felt glad to have experienced life at the end of a real attack. It had been terrifying. I felt woefully unprepared. As we turned back into the base, the mosques lit back up.

Living through my first ambush forced me to reconsider the probability of success against an enemy so determined. These Iraqis were destitute, which meant that they had nothing to lose. We had little to offer them in the way of immediate material change. At present, there was a lot of talk about ideology and political systems, but this was going to be a war to provide opportunity today. Whoever could inject tangible hope into the daily lives of these people could use the resulting leverage to co-opt them. It was a fact that the religious leaders knew well.

The next morning there was a council meeting with the leaders of the neighborhood in which the attack had occurred. I am not sure whether the attack itself was a staged precursor to the meeting or if it was simply a scheduling coincidence. Coincidences of this nature happened more often than one might expect in Iraq. The battalion command sergeant major had assembled my personal security team from a miscellaneous group of soldiers and equipment taken from the battalion headquarters. Our trucks, from the recently retrofitted fleet, lacked the the enhanced firepower of our predecessors vehicles. Because of the ad hoc nature of our little group and its piecemeal composition, the soldiers had decided to call themselves the “Misfits.” The soldiers had even spray-painted a small insignia bearing the new name onto the tan roofs and the rusted doors of each Humvee. Neither man nor machine appeared altogether prepared for the task ahead.

We arrived at the DAC building in the same way that the unit before us had. Our Humvees parked in the same spots. The soldiers executed the search of the building and commanded the roof as if they had done it for years. The only person who seemed unsure of his role was me. I held my outward demeanor as confidently as I could, but my commander had issued me the strict order to confront the council members about the aggression and to try to gain as much information as possible. I did not know how to do that.

As I entered the DAC hall, Ali, Ammar, and Sa’ad were already seated, as were five men who looked distinctly different from those who had attended the previous meeting with my counterpart and me. In the earlier meeting, the council members had been dressed in Western-style suits. Poorly made and ill-fitting, but suits nonetheless. Here, for the first time, I was confronted by a group of men in typical conservative Arab dress. Each of them wore the white dishdasha robe, sharply contrasting with his dark skin. Their heads were shrouded in the black-and-white kiffeyeh headdress and crowned with a ropelike ring.

They remained impassive as I entered, save for a few muttered “Salaam melekums,” said more as a habit than as a true offering of peace. During introductory remarks, I studied their faces for the first time, comparing them to a sheet with each person’s name and photo. Their emotions remained folded inside their heavily creased faces, creating an aura of silent defiance and steadfast resistance.

These council members were decidedly more religious. Each member obsessively twirled a small beaded rope, akin to the Catholic rosary, with each of the ninety-nine beads meant to represent a different name of Allah. The subah, flicked from wrists and twirled between fingers, created a constant whir of subconscious prayer just above the table. Further signifying their religious orientation, each subah was trimmed in green, the favorite color of the Prophet Muhammad and a sign of the Shi’a faith. We had entered the holy month of Arba’een, and Muqtada Al-Sadr was constantly urging the Shi’a people to assert themselves after years of repression under Saddam. His calls to action contrasted starkly with those of an older, much more senior Shi’a leader, Ayatollah Sistani. Sistani had adopted a more moderate tone, issuing declarations from the holy city of Najaf to be patient and let negotiations with the new government and the Americans run their course. The council members all openly claimed to support Sistani, but the marked increase of Al-Sadr posters in and around the DAC building revealed an inclination to more martial action. One could hardly enter a Shi’a neighborhood without seeing the snarling face of Sadr or the stylized montage of burning Humvees and insurgent fighters that rallied the Shi’a faithful to action.

I paid close attention to the man who seemed to command the most respect from the rest of the council. It was not Sami, the lawyer elected as the chairman, although he was the only formally educated man among them. It was the one referred to as “Sheik” and reverently addressed even in moments of dissension. With a raised eyebrow, he could silence an argument or use a simple hand gesture to start heads bobbing in accord. He was an obvious power broker, precisely because he lacked both education and a government title. Said Mallek, alternately Sheik Mallek, would never have been considered by the Green Zone an important person, but here in the streets, he was royalty. Somehow, I would need to learn from him and look for opportunities to gain his trust.

After a few minutes of remaining silent, I began the meeting with an account of last night’s ambush and the number of anti-American posters that were springing up in their neighborhood. Studiously, several of the council members asserted the absurd statement that they had not noticed the posters or even heard the firefight. Simultaneously, others began to explain why the people felt this animosity. They had ideas for remedies, carefully calculated around the military rotation. No doubt, some of these ideas had been previously ignored by our predecessors, but now was the time to ask again.

Their demands, peppered between hollow apologies and self-effacing comments, concentrated on three specific plans of action: security, social services, and employment. The first and most important item was security. They wanted to hire “neighborhood watchmen,” Iraqi men from the neighborhood, who would be authorized to carry AK-47s to “guard” the neighborhood against incursions from other Iraqis and insurgents. Second, they requested that the military fund a social-service program to remove the trash and take action to restore and improve the sewer system, because the poisonous air from smoldering trash and standing sewage made them sick. Finally, they each had a contractor, often a relative, who would be perfect for any of the aforementioned jobs. By hiring local contractors who employed local labor, the joblessness and listlessness now plaguing the population would dissipate. According to the council members, this would leave fewer people with sufficient frustration to answer the calls to violence and resistance.

These projects would be opportunities for us to distinguish ourselves from Saddam. We could show an equality of effort with respect to social services that had not existed previously. The mechanism, of course, would be the contracts flowing from the CERP money. During the transition, I had learned that we would have approval to grant projects up to $5,000 with only my commander’s signature, and considerably higher sums were possible with a higher level of authority. My commander decided that in order to be most efficient with his time and to give me some true negotiating power, I would decide which projects were worthy and which were not by using the council to offer ideas and contractors for consideration. This seemed like an arbitrary process, and it certainly was. The quality of the work was almost irrelevant. What carried greater weight was the effect on the community and the credit it gave us for addressing a perceived social injustice.

The council members were well aware of these criteria. While these pleas came flying in, the interpreters worked nonstop, sometimes translating directly, other times holding side conversations. I suspected in these moments that the interpreters negotiated a piece of the contract for themselves. I had little say in these sidebars and justified my nonparticipation by assessing the body language of the council members and the interpreters. Invariably, the conversation turned back toward me when there was a pressing need that I could address. In this meeting, the need was the same as it had been for my counterpart.

“They want to know about weapon cards,” Ali said.

The change in military regime necessitated an updating of the identification badges and the weapon registrations for DAC members. The council members keenly anticipated a new badge with the First Cavalry Division emblem and my signature. My commander had ordered our soldiers to disregard the older badges from a hodgepodge of units that had passed through prior to us. At a maximum, the units before us had spent six months in the area, leaving a littered trail of authorizations and paperwork that was impossible for us to decipher, but that the Iraqis prized as much as a certificate from Saddam himself. In some ways, their expectations and opinions with respect to the paperwork and the badging illustrated the degree to which government preference played a large role in the previous regime. A letter, a badge, or a token from Saddam represented being part of a chosen class. It meant immunity from civil law and boosted one’s social stature. Although our badges did not mean much, even to us they connoted a certain faith by the badge-holder in the ruling American regime.

“The new badges will be out in a week or so,” I answered, really just guessing.

There was no central authority for this process. As long as I could find a computer printer that worked, I could make all of the badges they wanted. To me, the process seemed like a waste of time, printing and distributing paper that carried only sentimental power. Yet watching these members clamor about the possibility of receiving new badges, especially in contrast to their otherwise stoic demeanor, I began to see the possibilities. Napoleon, who was as masterful as anyone at identifying what drives humans to action, allegedly once said, “A soldier will fight long and hard for a bit of colored ribbon.” Indeed, the U.S. Army was adept at imbuing certificates with authority and meaning and urging people to act in accordance with the promise of a colored ribbon or two. Saddam had done likewise, investing little money in the trinkets that people saw as omnipotent. Now it was my turn. With a Microsoft program and a digital camera, I could begin to establish a social hierarchy in a society that had become atomized.

“And the pistols?”

The two went hand in hand, badges and pistols. Like my counterpart, I had access to a number of weapons that could be dispensed for any reason. At the moment, I did not have any reason to give one out, although I had a Russian-made AK-47 that would be a handsome gift. I had already decided to give it to Said Mallek as a conversation starter.

I answered their eager questions with a planned air of agitation and impatience: “I will think about it.”

The meeting had already gone on for an hour, and my only accomplishment had been listening to a laundry list of projects that would make everyone’s life better. I still had not received any real information from the council members about the previous night’s attack. This was not the forum for threats, but I could sense after an hour that real business would not be conducted here. This meeting was for show and for the encouraging reports to my superiors that Iraqis believed in this system. This circle of Iraqi cooperation represented a wishing well where council members showed up and deposited their wishes, and sometimes a benevolent spirit, in the form of myself, considered the offer or bestowed a gift on them.

I mentioned to Ali to grab Said Mallek on the way out and take him somewhere private, and then I asked everyone else to leave. He and Said Mallek left together, while the remainder of the council members clustered with Sa’ad and Ammar, ostensibly trying to gather more information about this new authority figure in their lives. Who was this Captain Jason Whiteley, and what did he mean to them? I know this was the most pressing question because it was the one I kept asking myself.

Through the clusters of postmeeting huddles, I walked briskly to the Humvee to retrieve the Russian AK-47. To the uninitiated, all of these iconic assault rifles look the same, but there is a wide variance in quality. There are versions manufactured by most of the former Soviet satellite countries and China, but the Russian model remains the most reliable, the best built, and, it is important to note, the most expensive. In Baghdad, ordinary AK-47s were sold in the market for $50, but a Russian model would command upward of $150. My presenting the rifle to Said Mallek, whether he kept it or sold it, would essentially give him a vote of support that would indicate his relative value to his peers.

As I removed the weapon from the Humvee, the guards and a few loitering council members descended on me like wolves on a wounded rabbit. Even from forty yards away, they could tell that this was a Russian model. A lifetime of observing and handling these weapons gave them a keen eye for the details that even I lacked. Within seconds, outstretched hands surrounded me, voices tangled together in competing pleas of excitement and desire. I had never seen grown men so worked up. This scene was more typical of a Christmas Day toy giveaway than a conclusion of a council meeting. Immediately, I put the weapon back in the Humvee, hardly silencing the crowd.

Ammar was pushing his way to my side, swearing and shoving council members. Slowly, the situation returned to normal, as I repeatedly assured them that the rifle was not for sale, that it was for my personal use, and that there were more to come later. These were all lies. On this first day, I had not yet realized the power that I could wield by blatantly displaying my prejudice toward one council member or another. I still lacked the personal confidence to assert myself so arbitrarily; I somehow valued the more American inclination to objectivity. That would not last long. Even as I pushed my way back toward the DAC building, I could sense a certain level of agitation and helplessness. They wanted too much. They did not want to help themselves and were always demanding. I felt like a parent, watching over dozens of bratty children. I began to understand the clichéd parental reasoning of “because I said so,” and I could sense the attraction of a paternalistic government. In these times, the government of “I said so” definitely had more appeal than the government of “What would you like?”

Back in the DAC, I found Said Mallek and Ali in the mosque room, quietly talking.

“Hello,” Said Mallek said in English, momentarily stunning me.

“You speak English?” I asked incredulously.

There was obviously more complexity to this man than I had suspected. With his eyes twinkling, Said Mallek did not answer the question directly but rather began what almost sounded like a rehearsed speech. His points each hammered home the fundamental weaknesses of the current American governance approach. In an even voice, he explained the challenges that the Iraqi people now faced and the barriers to American “success” now and in the future, but his best points were the ones well known in tea houses throughout the Middle East. The coalition forces had raced to Baghdad with stunning ease. The air campaign—“shock and awe”—had relentlessly touted its efficiency at preserving some buildings and destroying others. The facts of Iraq’s infrastructure scheme, down to the locations of gas stations and power plants, had even been broadcast by Western news media. Yet six months after the invasion, people were still without water, electricity, sanitation services, and civil police. Looters had destroyed precious artifacts, and street gangs now terrorized formerly safe neighborhoods. From the Iraqi perspective, the state of affairs had been much better under Saddam. Less free, perhaps, but if freedom meant a daily struggle to survive, then stability and security would be preferred. At least Saddam provided that.

The more damaging observation was the perception that America and the U.S. military knew all of this and had allowed it to happen. Said Mallek referenced a hurricane hitting Miami as an example of the typical American response to an unplanned disaster. He illustrated the difference. Without knowing the magnitude of damage to expect from the hurricane or even its precise land fall, the United States had the capability to restore essential services within days, efficiently importing generators and potable water machines to fill the gap, while the city regained its footing. If the United States knew everything about Iraq before the invasion, then why not bring more generators, more water machines? Why did Americans disband the army and the police, only to watch the city descend into lawlessness? In short, how could we say we knew everything about Iraq, on the one hand, and that we did not expect any of these things, on the other?

The AK-47 resting in my truck seemed insignificant in the face of this withering dissertation on the perception of the American occupation. For months I had repeatedly read words like “liberation,” “freedom,” and “democracy” and believed that there was at last some truth to those words, some substance to those ideals. Those thoughts washed away within minutes, as I processed what Said Mallek said. While I did not agree with his assessment of everything—namely, that the consequences of the invasion had been intentional—I definitely saw his point. I understood immediately that this message—this version of reality—would move the population to action. This was an easier sell than the current calls from the American interim government for patience and the lofty goals that this long, painful birthing promised to deliver. The Iraqi people did not want to wait for these ideals handed down from an interim occupier that had demonstrated such little competency to date. They wanted accountability and results.

My face must have reflected my revelation because I think I caught a slight smile on Said Mallek’s lips as he turned to leave. No doubt, he was masterful at persuading people and turning them to his cause. I was more resolved than ever to learn this way of thinking and prove that the American presence here could deliver results. I hurriedly went after him and stopped him just short of the Humvee. I thanked him for his time and reached into the Humvee to hand over the AK-47. Without even extending a hand, he rejected the offer.

“I have enough of those,” he said plainly, in English. Then he added, “Bye-bye.”

My pride was more than a little hurt. I felt as if I had misplayed my hand and telegraphed that I already respected him too much. Ali appeared and eagerly took the weapon. As he examined it, I asked what I should do.

“Wait,” he said. “Things happen slower here, and the timing is not right yet to do anything.”

I sank back into the Humvee, and the soldiers filed back into their respective trucks. I thought about the meeting and the subsequent conversations. In one moment I knew what I had to do, and then I didn’t know anything. I was so lost in these thoughts that I did not even notice until we were leaving the gate that Ali had walked off with the AK-47. From the rearview mirror, I saw him showing it to another guard and then handing it over.

“He probably just sold it,” I thought, caring a lot less than I thought I would. All in all, my first day in charge had left me feeling fully exploited, and I had nothing to show for it. This was not a very auspicious beginning to my grand plan.

The month of March passed quickly into chaos. In late April the council meetings were suspended while Arba’een rituals and processions took place. The height of this religious zeal, which included pilgrims marching through the streets and beating themselves until they bled, coincided with a Coalition Provisional Authority decision to reexamine the power distribution in the provisional government. Early promises of a simple majority rule to the Shi’a were being overturned by a more complex system of vetoes and minority overrides that were difficult to explain to the layperson and signaled an additional obstruction to their accumulation of political power. This perceived reversal of an American promise reverberated through the Shi’a community, which was already riled up from the commemoration of centuries-old injustices.

My relationship with the Shi’a council members had improved more quickly than my relationship with their Sunni counterparts did. I keenly empathized with the Shi’a struggle to balance their potential for righting ancient wrongs with a more equitable approach to a power-sharing government. For the most part, the Sunni council members saw all of this as a defeat. Their power had been absolute prior to the invasion, and any agreement, whether it was simple majority rule or a more complex system of vetoes that preserved minority interests, meant ceding bundles of rights that they had previously enjoyed. The Sunni meetings were sullen and unenthusiastic. Their allegiance remained with the previous regime, and they were not willing to even entertain the idea that the American occupation was anything other than transitory—a passing blemish on decades of Sunni dominance.

During the previous weeks, I had grown more keenly aware of this division and found myself focusing on areas where my efforts were best received. Feeling pretty good about how I could perceive the events unfolding around me and growing confident about my ability to see around corners, I walked nonchalantly into the office of the battalion’s executive officer, a major I had known for years.

“If you do that again, you will be court-martialed,” the major said succinctly.

“Sir, I do not understand.”

Both of us being West Point graduates, I had defaulted into one of the four authorized responses for underclassmen at the Military Academy: “Yes, sir”; “No, sir”; “No excuse, sir”; and “Sir, I do not understand.” I had no idea what he was talking about.

“If you contact your ex-wife again via e-mail, phone, or any other means, you will be court-martialed for violating a direct order. Do you understand?” His voice was as hard as stone.

I stared blankly back at him. We had known each other for years; we had hunted together, and our wives were friends. I could sense that he felt some empathy, but he had no choice. When we arrived in Iraq, he had ordered me to cease all contact, but I had sent an e-mail asking whether she was okay. I guess she must have told his wife.

“Yes, sir. No excuse, sir.”

Two more automatic responses flew from my lips without a second’s hesitation. But there is an excuse, a voice screamed inside me. Every day I saw people destitute and risked my life to make their lives marginally better. Was I not entitled to at least reach out to my exwife, in these moments of gratitude for the life I had, and express my feelings of reconciliation? I could negotiate on behalf of the United States for projects that fundamentally affected the daily lives of thousands of people, but could I not negotiate on my own behalf with a woman to whom I had been married a few months earlier?

I was not alone in this situation. Each night the trailer that housed a bank of free phones to call the United States filled with soldiers waiting to call home. From the open booths, you could hear the longing, the fighting, the pleading, and the despair as families struggled to remain intact amid a ferocious uncertainty. The tears shed into those phones in the middle of a combat zone did more damage to the morale of the soldiers than anything the insurgency could muster. Each night these soldiers came together to be alone with their loved ones, in the company of others sharing the same pain. It was a pain of loss and sorrow that we all shared, but this never made the heaviness feel any lighter.

That evening I climbed to the roof of our headquarters building and settled myself among the forest of antennae to watch the sunset. The building, like the people in the surrounding neighborhood, had spent much of its earlier life serving as part of the Iraqi army. The peeling paint and the rotting sandbags still held painted remnants of Iraqi heraldry, although our own soldiers were applying new paint and our own symbols at a rapid clip. Like a complicated game of “capture the flag,” the former Iraqi base rapidly turned from a Saddam-themed red, white, and black to a patriotic American red, white, and blue. The new colors underscored that the victor was in residence, although the underlying structure still sagged with a certain sadness.

Next door, the heavy breath of the forklift’s diesel engine burped and sputtered constantly, as an endless flow of contractors and fatigued soldiers futilely worked to empty an ever-replenished warehouse. Convoys of tractor-trailers circled the base like mother birds waiting to vomit their contents to the swarming mass of squawking workmen before returning to find more goods at the port. The army, long ridiculed for equipping soldiers with outdated materiel, was currently diverting attention from media reports of armor shortages with these warehouses of excess equipment. The construction of new dormitories and dining facilities was nonstop. Newly built plywood and cinder-block buildings sprung up daily. Phone centers, recreation rooms, and hot food all served as markers of American logistical triumph. Holes were pounded into walls to make room for additional generators and equipment, while every building grew new annexes and additions to accommodate the comforts freshly imported from America.

The aged buildings groaned their reluctance to be part of the torrent of transformation. The straining beams, the creaking floors, and the bulging walls, fresh paint and all, threatened to collapse on the ambitious renovation. The slap of metal drills into concrete walls sent shivers throughout the building with the same metallic rasp that issued from the rounds chambering in the machine guns on the watchtowers.

Beyond the towers, cars sped past the outer wall of the base, using the dirt on either side of the two-lane highway to their advantage. Racing and weaving through the chaotic exodus that left the city before dark, the writhing mass of machines and people more closely resembled a flight for survival than an evening commute. These were the “moderate Arabs,” as the United States had stridently assured us during our training. Iraqis had been described, in the sparse training pamphlets and during the country overviews given by various intelligence agencies, as being well educated but in desperate need of a liberalizing influence. Iraqis were also heralded as “modern,” another label that Americans used so frequently that it became meaningless.

With the same gusto that was currently being applied to renovating our base, the American plan for Iraq included programs to put women in school and establish civic organizations. A myriad of programs were designed to encourage broad social participation in the new government. There were promises of elections, of new power grids that would deliver electricity to everyone twenty-four hours a day, and of schools that had computers. Above all, there was talk of “the freedom.” Any time these plans for progress became mired in details or slid off schedule, the reason was always that the pursuit of “the freedom” can take a long time. Iraqis had no experience with freedom, but they had come to appreciate the efficiency and routine that Saddam provided. This current move, chaotic as it was, did not suit them, regardless of the freedom that it symbolized. Nonetheless, the American bureaucrats were minting new plans by the minute for Iraq, and the makeover of the Iraqi populace was under way. Beyond closed doors, the triumphant American vision defaulted to an answer that was more paternalistic than progressive. Whether they wanted it or not, the buildings and the people would suffer the American vision and become “modern.”

At this time in spring 2004, the army and the politicians still believed that the insurgents were a passing phenomenon or remnants of Saddam’s loyalists. It would be months before they realized how widespread the insurgency was and how embedded in the population the distrust of the occupation was in these early days. The negativity from the Iraqi people flowed from their reaction to our heavy-handed attempt to “modernize” their society. There was also a basic human aversion to the disruption in their daily routines, which brought them to a state of rage with greater frequency than anything ideological could. Left in complete social upheaval, with little or no sense of order, Iraqi society had rapidly devolved to a more basic existence. The civic void left people gasping for answers and looking for any vestige of their old ways and their cultural identity. People clung to anything that reminded them of a more stable past. Flailing against the tide of change and drowning in the wave of new development, many Iraqis crashed back into the one pillar of stability that they still had and that they still knew: the mosque.

The daily trek to the call of the city’s numerous minarets was one of the few routines left intact, and that sense of permanence pulled in increasing numbers of disgruntled followers. Certainly, being thrust into an unknown and unstable world may prompt humankind to seek a higher being for guidance and relief. That much I understood. If many Iraqis had been secular when we invaded, they were fervently religious now. Yet my question had always been why this happens.

The answer seemed obvious, as I dwelled on the realization that I was powerless to control even my own emotions. Like most humans, I relied on a certain order that is deeply embedded in our culture. From the rhythmic beating of our hearts to the precise keeping of birth and death records, our society memorializes patterns and abhors disruption. The mere completion of an arbitrary time interval, such as a birthday or an anniversary, is celebrated with abandon and enshrined as a successful passage of time. Time circumscribes and defines the human experience. Almost universally, prisoners in solitary confinement, soldiers on deployment, and homesick college freshmen record their days away from normalcy with hard-scratched hash marks on cell walls, pencil marks on duffel bags, or reminders in Microsoft Outlook. Human beings constantly seek routines based on our past, and no place is a safe refuge from these thoughts. Even the latrines in the headquarters had a running tally of days until the next unit would arrive, and we would go home. Our awareness of time and our ability to divide it and measure it separate us from animals and make us masters of our fate. Clocks, calendars, and church bells all serve as monuments to mankind’s triumphant rise above the arbitrary chaos of nature.

The invasion had taken that control away from the Iraqis in the same way that I had just been summarily stripped of my power to express my feelings. There were no more jobs, the Iraqi army had been disbanded, and martial law arbitrarily declared curfews and closed stores. American and coalition checkpoints whimsically sprouted up between Iraqis and their homes with no notice, sometimes forcing people to stay away from their families while their homes were searched.

In this whirlwind of uncertainty, the one voice that was constant sang from the minarets, which stood as sentinels observing and ensuring that the passage of time was properly brought to the forefront of the Baghdad con sciousness. I, too, watched and listened and found myself comforted by the muezzins’ call to prayer. It was one of the few remnants of order in post-invasion Baghdad society. The mosque watched patiently as society disintegrated around it. After all, it was only a matter of time until the Iraqi people, with their lives torn apart, would look up in desperation and find a new compass. Even as a non-Muslim, I found it comforting to look at the towers and imagine that they truly represented a gateway to redemption.

From my sandbagged perch among a forest of radio antennae and satellite dishes, I sat listening to the evening call to prayer. Although at first the sounds had struck me as guttural, an almost painful cry, I now found a peace in the cadence and punctuality of the ritual summons. I relished the calls with the same eagerness that I had once waiting for the chime of my family’s grandfather clock. At first, the bells routinely disrupted my sleep in quarter-hour intervals. Eventually, I took comfort in their predictability and stability and would wake from a sound sleep if they failed to ring at an appointed time. My subconscious mind and, I think, that of almost everyone, seems to crave the order and predictability of a routine, especially if the routine promises a chance to assert control over one’s own life.


Six
TEA WITH TERRORISTS

THE SUN SLOWLY DISAPPEARED behind the Tigris River. The long fingers of the last light crawled over modern highways, raked through farmland, and loitered above the mid-rise Baghdad skyline, pausing to cast a final golden glow on the adjacent groves of tall palm trees. The contrast between light and shadow appeared to highlight the jarring dissonance between the melodious evening calls to prayer and the sporadic outbursts of machine-gun fire. The temporal twilight seemed an apt metaphor for the uncertainty gripping the city. As the last light faded, I wondered whether I should view the sunset as an act of destruction or renewal. Moreover, could you really have one without the other? Was this the way it always happened, with progress and purpose coming from catastrophe and chaos?

As lights sputtered on across the city, the peaceful tranquility lasted only seconds. A high-pitched whine ripped the night air and sent me running down the stairwell. Mortar rounds landing in and around the FOB had become as much of a nightly ritual as the sunset itself, but this was different—stronger, more aggressive, and much, much louder. The explosion shook the building and reverberated across the rooftops. I ran back to the roof and timidly peeked beyond the door, wondering whether another explosion might follow. Smoke was billowing across the street near the mosque.

I ran back downstairs to the command center. Reports had already begun to flow in from the radar set up inside the FOB. The explosion had been caused by a rocket launched from a rural area to the south. This area, known as Arab Jabbour, was home to the river mansions of the Ba’ath Party faithful, which were surrounded by huge swathes of palm groves and crisscrossed by irrigation canals. It had been a favorite area from which to launch rockets toward the Green Zone because of its remote location and the difficulty of rapid response from U.S. forces. After all, only one paved road reached down into that area, and travel along the canal roads was slow-going and treacherous. A rocket could be launched, and it would be nearly an hour before we could get there from the FOB. Yet this was the first time such a large rocket had been fired at the FOB. It appeared from the tracking plot of the launch that the dome of the mosque had been used as an aiming point to determine the azimuth, and that the rocket fell a few hundred meters short, hitting the mosque instead of the FOB.

Within minutes, the guard towers could see large numbers of weapon-carrying Iraqis converging on the mosque. Unfortunately, the attack had come at a very inopportune moment. At the mosque, an imam had just completed a sermon calling all males to fight against the Americans and defend the Shi’a people from the ongoing injustice of the occupation. This mosque was one of the more symbolically important ones in Baghdad for several reasons. First, being in Abu Discher, it was conveniently situated among the people who were most receptive to Muqtada Al-Sadr’s populist message. The disenfranchised masses eagerly attended these sermons, which assured them of the justice inherent in an armed struggle to assert their rights.

Second, the mosque was the last safe stopover for Shi’a pilgrims on their way to the holy cities of Najaf and Karbala. Buses full of devout pilgrims from as close as north Baghdad and as far away as Tehran would stop here to rest, to pray, and often to pick up an armed escort for their journey southward. In the times of Saddam, Sunni tribes from Al-Anbar province had been relocated to the stretch of highway between Baghdad and Karbala to harass and intimidate these pilgrims. Lately, these tactics had become increasingly violent as the sectarian violence grew. Stories were common in markets and teahouses that these Sunni tribesmen, dressed as police, would stop convoys and ask the pilgrims whether they were “Muslim or Shi’a,” a not-so-subtle indicator that Shi’a were not considered Muslims. These stops had included assassinations and robberies, which even forced the imams to travel in disguise.

As a result, the Sadr militia—the armed wing of Muqtada Sadr’s following—had begun hiding among the pilgrims with weapons in an attempt to give them a feeling of security. It is not clear whether these escorts provided any real security or whether it was largely theater. In any event, it was a convenient way to transport weapons and fighters around Iraq, because the United States was reluctant—indeed, nearly prohibited—from stopping these religious convoys for fear of seeming offensive. This was part of the larger initiative to avoid drawing religion into an already explosive scenario, where the Christian occupiers enforced martial law over an Islamic populace. The historical precedents for failure on this premise are many, and the analogy with the Israeli treatment of Palestinians was already headlining most sermons on the subject. The result was that mosques and religious convoys became free zones for weapons, and the open secret was that nothing could be done about it. The armed masses now surrounding the burning mosque served as a reminder that weapons and ideology combined under the domes of faith to create an explosive mixture.

Fearing that violence would rapidly get out of control in the neighborhood, my commander decided to order most of the battalion to stand by near the area while he and a select group tried to make contact with the imam and the crowd’s leadership. Because I was the one with a relationship with the secular leadership in the area—namely, the council member who attended this mosque—I was included in this emergency delegation. As we raced toward the gates of the FOB, sporadic machine-gun fire could already be heard, interspersed with the status updates from the battalion maneuvering into position around the neighborhood. Both sides were mobilizing for combat, which seemed inevitable. Yet we charged on with our convoy of three trucks to try to stop this rapid emotional escalation.

As we turned into the neighborhood and headed toward the mosque, we noticed that the crowds continued to grow. People were on the rooftops, while others peered from windows and jammed the streets. Weapons flickered among the crowd like fireflies, passing from hand to hand and showing just long enough for us to take note, then they disappeared into the throng. Although the rules of engagement allowed us to kill people who posed a threat and bore weapons, we had strict orders to hold our fire. It was a tense situation with the crowd surging toward the Humvees, which pushed deeper into the grieving throng. After a few tense minutes, we were within sight of the mosque. Several bodies were still being pulled from the wreckage, and dozens more dazed bystanders were being tended to by neighbors and relatives. As we left the trucks, the crowd pressed closer. People cried, yelled, and shook their fists at us. We were alone in a sea of anger.

It soon became clear why we were the focal point of their outrage. Through Ali, who had joined us from the FOB, we began to understand that the crowd, at the urging of Imam Al-Jaferi, had decided that the rocket had been fired by an American helicopter in response to the sermon that he had been conducting. The circling army helicopters, providing aerial overwatch for us, were the perfect foil for the provocation of the crowd. As soon as my commander heard this, he gave a quick order to pull back the helicopters. We then made our way toward the imam, who was standing like a shepherd over his raging flock.

My commander approached him directly, accompanied by me and two or three others, including Ali. Standing stoically, the imam was flanked by an entourage of armed Iraqis. More important, the crowd had grown silent. Thousands of eyes turned to the imam for direction.

My commander reached his hand out and plainly said, “Salaam melekum.”

The imam remained impassive and reached his hand deeper into his robes, leaving my commander to pull back his hand and his offer of friendship. I studied the imam closely. He was a rising star in the Sadr organization, by most accounts within the top five of the hierarchy. He was not impressed with our offer of friendship, nor was he about to relinquish, by obliging the Americans, the power of the emotional crowd that he now controlled.

During the brief encounter, I looked beyond the imam toward a cluster of men standing near the mosque gate. To my surprise, Said Mallek and two other council members were standing among the other men of the imam’s entourage. Realizing that the direct approach had just failed, I needed to get the council members to help us out as soon as possible. As we turned to head back to the Humvee, I pulled Ali aside and gave him the information about the origin of the rocket and requested Said Mallek to help us communicate our findings to the imam in a way that did not undermine his message but would also calm the streets before a fight erupted. Ali hurried over to Said Mallek, joined now by the imam, and the three of them disappeared behind the wall that surrounded the mosque.

After a few anxious moments, during which time the crowd grew boisterous again, they returned, but the imam was no longer among them. Said Mallek began to address the crowd in a booming baritone voice. At first, his mellifluous words bounced off the cacophonous crowd, but people eventually began to listen. One by one, the cries for revenge stopped. Said Mallek was now holding court, giving his own sermon and gesturing with a piece of metal in his hand. His message, according to Ali, was along the same lines as the imam’s—one of Shi’a solidarity and defiance—but the enemy had changed in his narrative. Pointing to the Arabic writing and the Iraqi insignia on the rocket fragment, he directed the crowd to the Sunni insurgents who had fired the missile. Pointedly, he did not mention that they had targeted the FOB, only that this was yet another attack on the Shi’a people by Saddam loyalists.

While he was speaking, people began looking to the sky and covering their faces. I asked Ali what was going on.

“Drone,” he replied.

I could not hear or see anything, but within seconds the buzzing of a U.S. Army unmanned aircraft could be heard above the crowd. It was amazing that the people were so attuned to these surveillance measures. Even at the height of their concentration on Said Mallek’s speech, they were aware of meddling influences that might subvert them. It was a telling display of the power of the collective consciousness, and it was clear that a common enemy would be needed to manage the Shi’a population and give their ambition direction. One by one, people shuffled back into their houses or deeper into the alleyways. By the time the drone made a second swooping pass, the street was nearly deserted.

It was this encounter at the mosque that had prompted my hijacking of the scrap metal convoy, which solidified my place within this community. The weeks since that successful intervention into the black market had been a rush of activity, with immediate and appreciable results. Instead of shooting, there were cheers and smiles in the streets of Abu Disher. Noticeable improvements in the people’s attitudes were outpaced only by the positive changes to their surroundings. At the request of two local council members, we funded two projects to install sewage pumps and generators so that the flow of sewage was managed. Thousands of sandaled feet now tread across dirt and asphalt, instead of flotillas of boxes and trash. Soccer balls now rolled down streets, where they had previously floated. The air of the neighborhood cleared more and more each day, as truck after truck removed the smoldering trash in the adjacent field. These projects, all requested by the council and funded by the army, provided more services to this neighborhood than ever imagined by its impoverished masses. And they noticed.

One day in August, while patrolling a street and noting the large number of new neon signs announcing open businesses, Internet cafés, and markets, I saw a cluster of young men standing near an abandoned field, waving. They were not waving a greeting but more of a frantic beckoning. I motioned for the Humvees to stop and got out to see what they wanted. I could not make out a word. They turned and jogged alongside a building, then headed into an overgrown alley between two brick walls. Several soldiers and I jogged alongside, aware that this was precisely the point were we had been ambushed on our first night in Baghdad. Again, we were surprised by the Iraqis, but this time it was pleasant.

Motioning toward a pile of bricks, they said, “I-E-D.”

These were the three English letters they knew we would understand and respect. These roadside bombs proliferated more and more each week, claiming an increasing number of U.S. soldiers as casualties. It was nice to have people point them out before they exploded.

Almost instinctively, my soldiers and I ducked back the way we came. None of us was comfortable being that close to a live bomb, worse yet, one that could be detonated by anyone observing our curious interaction with the neighborhood watch. We jogged back toward the Humvee, where I called in the location of the IED.

While we waited for the demolition team to come to disarm the bomb, the guys hung around, obviously wanting some form of compensation for their efforts. Unfortunately, the army forbade us from carrying any type of reward money or any loose money at all. It was the primary grievance of guys in the field that we were not entrusted with “walking around money.” The army supposedly had its reasons, propriety and accounting issues chief among them. What the army didn’t realize was that the Iraqis considered it proper to give money to someone you trusted. These kids had just betrayed some organization—an organization that obviously had weapons. In return, we could only offer them a soccer ball or a T-shirt. Alternatively, they could get a voucher and go to the FOB, wait hours (or days), and receive money, all the while revealing themselves to everyone as informants and placing themselves in even greater danger. Watching them stand near the Humvees with an expectant look, I knew that this would not be the time to disappoint them. After all, they could have just as easily signaled the IED owner to blow us up, but they made a choice to help us at greater personal cost. I resolved to do the same.

“Get those three guys into the Humvees,” I told the noncommissioned officer who was my second in command, “and be rough.”

After a quick flurry of barked orders, bewildered expressions, and confused looks, the Iraqis were in plastic handcuffs in the Humvees, and we were speeding off. While I was sitting there, I had an idea. I had given Said Mallek money several times now. The scrap metal convoy delivered money to him; the contracts in this neighborhood to install the sewage pumps were awarded to his brother, who profited very well; and the trash removal project was being carried out by members of his tribe. This had all been by design, and his influence on the council and in the community had provided a calming effect. But at this moment, I needed cash.

We drove quickly from the neighborhood, down the dirt roads that fronted acres of flooded farmland, and headed toward the compound belonging to Said Mallek. The kid in my Humvee cried and pleaded with me the entire time, but I did not bother to console him. It would not have been possible to explain to him what was about to happen, and it was not any easier to explain it to Said Mallek.

When we arrived at his house, I was out of the truck while it was still rolling, and the soldiers hurried to catch up. The dozens of young men lounging in the courtyard suddenly seemed very interested in all of the commotion.

“Weyen Said Mallek?” I asked loudly and to no one in particular in one of my few Arabic phrases. (Where is Said Mallek?)

“Salaam.” The smooth voice came from the doorway just ahead of us. Always calm, Said Mallek appeared almost out of nowhere.

“I need money,” I demanded.

I then explained to him as simply as I could that he owed me money, and I wanted the dinar equivalent of $10 (10,000 dinars) paid to each of these kids. Moreover, I wanted it done immediately. Although he pretended not to understand me, I could tell from his eyes he knew very well what I was saying. We went back and forth for a few minutes until he said, “Five,” and held up his hand.

“Okay,” I said. “Five thousand dinars.”

He reached into his pocket while I asked for the kids to be brought around. For a moment I felt bad for them. They had really helped us out, and now I could see the tear stains on their dirt-streaked faces. Said Mallek greeted them and gave each of them 5,000 dinars. Their relief almost brought them to the ground. As I turned to leave, he invited them inside for tea. The whole clan was assembling inside the house, along with its three new members.

As we drove back to the FOB, I now saw each person in the street differently. They were not merely friends or enemies. Now they all had the potential to be allies, not only passively accepting the U.S. Army but actively helping us avoid ambushes. Their only expectation was money, and I now had a rapid way to convert my contracting power into cash. The council, the contracting money, and successful combat operations had just been synthesized in this very transaction.

I briefed my commander on what had happened. He was ecstatic. We had always felt that economics—specifically, the ability to generate economic activity via contracting—would be our biggest advantage, but this newest twist, explicitly tying the contract award to helping us find IEDs and reaching back to the council members to disgorge profits, seemed to be the ideal solution. While this plan not only obviated the need for U.S. soldiers to carry cash, it also strengthened the role of the council member by making him the person who bestowed wealth and made our soldiers more secure. From that point on, all reward payments were directed to me, and I began to establish accounts with council members in every neighborhood.

To make this plan work well, two key steps had to occur. A council member needed to get a project approved, and I needed to have some idea about how much money he owed for the opportunity to have it. The process for awarding contracts remained in a nascent stage, and the criteria we had been using all along included a direct benefit to the neighborhoods. The only real question was how to get the contract awardees to agree that they owed something back. As it turns out, that part was the easiest. In the early days, each time a contract was awarded, the council member had tried to hand me an envelope of cash as thanks. I had always laughed this off as clumsy blackmail, but, in truth, it was an Iraqi custom. In my mind, we could consider it an income tax, whereby we, the acting government, would ask for the money in order to redistribute it to social welfare programs as we saw fit. Clearly, there were no laws on taxation in postinvasion Iraq. The needs were the same or worse than in any other community in the world, so why not simply make a side agreement that from whatever amount you have received from the army for a contract, a certain percentage must remain available for emergency distribution? I knew the Iraqis would not care. The interpreters probably took a larger cut for translating their bids into English. The plan was set.

That night I sat on my bed and watched an episode of The Sopranos. The people of Abu Discher were not the only ones enjoying better lives these days. Improvements to our living quarters had continued unabated. The mattresses had all been replaced, the hot water heater in the shower only occasionally went out, and the arrival of a television and a Sony PlayStation had turned a room full of captains into a fraternity house. Lying there watching Tony Soprano control his crime family with violence and coercion, I realized that we were all living in the Sopranos’ moment, sans the organization. We had our family here—the army—and across the street the Iraqis had their families, the tribes. All of us were trying to fill the power vacuum left by Saddam, in one way or another. While we were using money and occasionally violence, the other families were using violence and religion. Now if only the tribes could coalesce around some defined leaders, we might actually achieve the level of “governance” depicted in the fictional TV series about New Jersey, which wasn’t much—but it was more than we had at the moment.

The only problem was that although there were still a colossal number of burned-out hulks, no more convoys were taking Iraqi army equipment out of our sector, thanks to a crackdown on the national level. To continue to patronize the tribes that were sympathetic to coalition initiatives, we needed some new ideas. The contract ideas were good but limited. The ideas of Said Mallek seemed like a perfect solution. By starting several mass labor projects around the sector and employing a large number of people, we could start paying Iraqis directly and give them a chance to feel that they were earning a living. For the most part, people had begun to agree that disbanding the Iraqi army was the single worst decision the United States had made in Iraq. By sending home tens of thousands of fighters, unemployed and bitter, ripe for recruitment into various insurgencies, the United States had sown the seeds of the very problems it had not yet solved. Yet the deal on the table solved both of those problems; it created an “army” of job holders. The ancillary benefits of security and further ingratiation with the majority of the population made the deal a slam-dunk.

At our strategy meeting the following day, I floated the idea of the security force starting at five hundred people to guard various sites, overpasses, and intersections. They would be required to wear badges and carry their weapons openly. They would need radios and would be in contact with the American patrols that worked those areas. The idea was met with broad skepticism. We were arming and authorizing as guards the same people who had recently shot at us?

We had no real choice. Our continued progress toward legitimacy rested on our ability to provide security. The incidents of people reporting IEDs had risen, but so had the number of illegal roadblocks established by the mujahideen to intimidate the population. These roadblocks were witnessed by us only via unmanned aerial vehicles. Three or four heavily armed trucks would appear in a street and begin to stop cars, taking money, CDs, and anything Western. Occasionally, there would be an execution of a driver or two. Although these roadblocks happened no more than once every five or six days, we could never track the perpetrators, and that exposed our one weakness. We were not Iraqi. We did not live in the neighborhoods. As much as we tried to be present, we could not be everywhere. The insurgents, on the other hand, were everywhere and nowhere. They lived in the streets and could form into a striking force as quickly as lightning, then disappear like the wind. Their disruption directly refuted our claims of security and stability. In a battle for the population, it was a test of our ability to provide economic gain against the insurgents’ ability to rob the neighborhood of security. The people were scared, and they appeared ready to turn away from money and toward security. We had to offer both. The plan for our “private army” was approved.

Now for employment. This idea came from the captain in our unit who was responsible for directing artillery. In the absence of artillery pieces, his job became managing our reputation, and he was keenly aware of the same problems I had noted. His solution was a step further than anyone had yet taken. Along the most dangerous roads in our sector, exactly in the heart of Ba’ath Party territory, was the sewage plant. Contracts from the Green Zone to rebuild this plant were repeatedly being set back, due to the violence in the area and the intimidation by the local tribes. These tribes were not amenable to speaking with us. They had no council representation and seemed content to wait for the return of Saddam. They were also lethal, firing nightly rocket attacks into the Green Zone and on at least two occasions executing contractors who worked in the sewage treatment plant. They had an advantage, in that they were a twenty-minute drive from the FOB, down the only road that provided access to their territory. It was a death trap for our patrols, which had seen an increase in IEDs, and we sought a way to balance the threat.

The new idea was to dig a landfill, by hand, adjacent to the sewage treatment plant. Harkening back to the days of the Civilian Conservation Corps, this project could employ more than a thousand people. We could pay them a low wage. They would bring their own shovels, and they could start digging. Of course, we would hire someone to survey the area and give them the broad outlines, but in large measure it was about process, not result. This idea quickly spawned more ideas, eventually leading to more than five thousand Shi’a laborers sweeping streets, dredging canals, and painting curbs.

The final piece of our approach was a weapons buyback program. A similar program had just ended in an adjacent area, to great reviews. The idea was simple. I would get the current prices for a variety of weapons and IEDs from the black market, and we would offer a slightly higher rate, for one day, on an amnesty basis. This plan also sparked some criticism, particularly from members of the staff who thought this was a “weapons upgrade” program, which allowed people to get money for their weapons and buy better ones. This was a definite possibility, because weapons prices in our area had fallen considerably since April. As a matter of course, I always had our interpreters inquire in the markets about weapons and their prices. It seemed that before a major offensive, weapons prices would rise, and in periods of peace, prices would fall. So far, the data had been sparse, but there was a certainty that AK-47s that had previously cost $50 when we arrived in March had risen to $125 for a brief time and were now selling for $100. That was good news.

I called Ali and told him to pass the word about the buyback program. The response was almost instantaneous. Within minutes, my cell phone started to buzz. Caller ID said “Ali.”

“Said Mallek wants to meet tomorrow. He wants you to meet someone who knows who put the IED there. He wants to meet tomorrow at noon at the new Husseinya that Imam Sa’ad is building.”

“Okay, see you there. Be early.” I switched off.

Like most interpreters, Ali never liked to talk long when he was outside the FOB. Speaking English was akin to wearing an American flag, and it would quickly get you killed. So, I never asked any questions of him on the phone, although I had some now.

Imam Sa’ad was a name I knew well from our targeting meetings. He was quite high in the Sadr organization and had allegedly been instrumental in some of the more successful attacks against Americans in April. The Husseinya that he was building was supposedly little more than a weapons depot for Mahdi militia members to stockpile guns during periods of nonviolence. The fact that Said Mallek knew him did not surprise me, but the fact that Imam Sa’ad would meet me did. The situation changed fast here, but it had really been only a couple of months since the Shi’a intifada and only a few weeks since the standoff at the other Sadr mosque.

That night I slept well, lulled to sleep by the steady thump of explosions, while thinking about how this was all coming together. I really felt that we were on the verge of a breakthrough that would carry us through the next nine months. My boss loved the payment plan. The money never touches American hands, the Iraqis take care of Iraqis, and everyone is better off. Because I had built a relationship with the Shi’a, I had an invitation to sit down with one of the most powerful militants whom not even my boss or his boss had been able to track down in the last month. Imam Sa’ad was a legend, and my boss was more than a little surprised that we were meeting, but he understood the personal nature of Iraq. I was in the street and in the meetings. People knew me and had begun to trust me. Most important, my boss trusted me and gave me permission to agree to whatever seemed reasonable.

Back on the street the following day, I felt strangely flat. The whole process of waking up to the call to prayer, having breakfast while listening to the reports from the previous night, taking a shower, getting dressed, and going out on patrol was beginning to feel more and more mundane. The heart-pounding moments of unease whenever I entered the highway or chambered the first round were gone. My comments in the Humvee, and those of my soldiers, were markedly more ordinary. We talked about the weather, sports, and traffic, as if we were suburban commuters. We had not lost our edge, but we had just become comfortable where we were. In many ways, I welcomed the change. When you see everything as extraordinary, it is difficult to spot anything that’s out of place. When everything is normal, however, even if normal means chaos, it becomes almost instinctive to notice when something is amiss.

Unfortunately, this new mosque was in a part of the sector we rarely visited, but something about the neighborhood did seem wrong. There was no one in the street—no kids, no vendors, no one. My throat tightened as we drove toward the half-built mosque. These were the classic ambush indicators. Had we just been lured into a kill zone?

The thought had crossed my mind before we left and bothered me so much that I had checked to ensure that another patrol would be nearby if anything happened. Just as I was about to radio them, a convoy of Humvees darted across the distant intersection. The symbols on their side clearly showed that they were from our unit. I was immediately relieved. Not only was it nice to have company, but it also explained why the neighborhood was quiet. This was a mixed Sunni-Shi’a area, and in these types of areas the population was often more reclusive around military patrols.

As we came closer to the mosque, I could see Ali’s white Mercedes parked out back and a few figures lurking along the wall. This was our spot. I left the soldiers in the Humvee, except for two who were to escort me into the mosque and then stand guard outside the meeting room. I dropped my body armor and my helmet on the hood of the Humvee, along with my rifle. I discreetly slid my pistol down the back of my waistband and dropped a flash grenade into my pocket. I wanted to show that I respected the mosque by not appearing to bring weapons inside. At the same time, there was no need to be crazy. Worst-case scenario, I could probably protect myself and cause enough of a distraction to get out.

I walked through the gate and took in the measure of the assembled group. The men here were different from the ones in the street—it was obvious in the way they held themselves as I approached. They seemed more shrewd and calculating than most, not exhibiting the reflexive, greedy, grabby glad-handing that went on at the council meetings. Even when they smiled, it seemed to mask a deeper sentiment. Imam Sa’ad, in particular, emanated an indifference that came from broad experience or hidden leverage or both.

We walked into a huge room, filled with threadbare carpets and gilded curios, and took a seat on the carpet. Over steaming cups of tea, with our respective bodyguards eyeing each other through black sunglasses in the corridor outside, we outlined a strategy of armed security patrols and sanctioned aggression to exert our collective influence in Sunni territory. After licensing a certain number of individuals to travel with weapons in their cars and stand guard around their neighborhoods, we shared information on possible Sunni insurgents and mapped out plans to kill them or force them into another region. Ironically, this was similar to the strategy employed by Saddam, moving Sunni tribes into Shi’a areas to coerce them and to kill them arbitrarily. The most famous example of this policy was the creation of the Triangle of Death, a Sunni enclave along the Shi’a pilgrimage route where Shi’a were robbed and killed as a method of population control.

There were smiles all around as someone joked about how similar our plan was to Saddam’s but that this time the Shi’a would win. For my part, I had no real interest in the latent sectarian animosity. I just wanted to achieve some measure of balance and security, and this seemed like a way to expand a pro-American presence into a very hostile region. Imam Sa’ad had spoken little, although he seemed to consider points that I had not even remotely thought about. It appeared that he had done this type of negotiation before. Perhaps he had bargained for some form of power sharing with representatives of the Shi’a clergy from Iran, where he had been educated, or maybe more recently with his own countrymen as the followers of Muqtada Sadr fragmented into smaller groups and leaders fought for power. The meeting simply ended with a general understanding. There were no documents or handshakes or celebrations.

So the strategy session with my new Shi’a colleagues, my most ambitious initiative ever, laid out a plan that seemed destined for success. Yet I still did not know much about Imam Sa’ad, and he seemed as indifferent to me as death itself. The glimpses of people scurrying along rooftops as we left the neighborhood confirmed what I had suspected. Imam Sa’ad commanded more than respect around here; he commanded an army that was shadowing us. Unknown to the men on the rooftops, we would soon be working together. All I needed was to take this plan to the council for community approval. I would pitch the plan in three phases. First, build the security force. Second, start the mass labor projects. Third, organize the weapons buyback. As I thought about it, the plan came together in perfect harmony. We would almost literally replace weapons with shovels, then arm a force we controlled to protect the community. We had started our own government system. The council would implement this and be rewarded for it. It was a no-brainer.


Seven
MONEY BY THE BARREL

“NO WAY!” RAISING HIS considerable girth to pound on the table in the direction of the Shi’a delegates, the Sunni imam, Imam Mahmoud, usually quite calm, reacted more violently than I ever imagined.

“You know that violence against Sunni people is happening every day. Now you want us to turn in our guns and be lorded over by an army of Shi’a?” The cleric’s English was at its best, pointedly and condescendingly pronouncing “Shi’a” as if it were a disease.

Of course, the obvious point, not made by anyone at the table, was that the Shi’a had lived this way for years, being abused and intimidated by a well-armed Sunni minority who kept them so tightly underfoot that they had no chance to even practice their religion openly. It was a point that did not need to be made in this hour of triumph. The Shi’a silently acknowledged this outburst, by keeping their eyes low and their fingers flicking through prayer beads. Perhaps they even understood the imam’s frustration to a degree.

In order to keep the agenda moving, I began to outline some additional details. The sheiks or the council members would collect a supervisory fee for work done in and around their areas. This made the imam sit back down.

The conversation stayed on money. They wanted the price list for the weapons and wanted to know whether they could collect a finder’s fee for large shipments. I didn’t see why not. The conversation had started tensely, but it was no longer Sunni versus Shi’a—it was all about greed. By the end of the meeting, people could barely wait to start scrounging up weapons to sell and help people to go to work.

I thought it was a huge success. I stayed behind to talk with Said Mallek about the security force and to follow up with him on Imam Sa’ad. Heydar, another council member from Abu Discher, stayed behind to join the discussion as well. The two of them whispered back and forth with Ali. From their averted glances and nods, I could tell they were negotiating.

“Heydar wants to know the price for five hundred rocket-propelled grenades and three hundred grenade launchers.”

That was a pretty large amount, especially from mild-mannered Heydar.

“He also wants you to pick them up and deliver them to a guy he knows.”

This was a cryptic, but not wholly unanticipated, request. The Iraqis were sensitive to scenarios where they could be recorded or exposed by the U.S. Army. Selling weapons back to the army would undoubtedly place their names on a list of some sort. Although we offered the buyback on an amnesty basis, the army planned to clandestinely film it in order to learn more about the people who had access to large amounts of weapons. I was getting an education right now.

Ali went on to translate that since the fighting on the first day of our arrival, Heydar had been responsible for hiding all of the weapons for the neighborhood. Heydar, the elderly Santa-bearded council member, the guy who was always warm to me, was keeping the neighborhood’s illicit arms supply. He could see the expression on my face and gave me a wink.

Ali continued that Heydar also arranged for weapons to be brought in from other areas, especially in the Kurdish-controlled area, where the violence was minimal and the prices were low. They were brought in by truck, in an operation owned by a shadowy arms dealer called “Q.”

Ali added, “Heydar wants you to meet Q and sell these weapons. Then bring him the money.”

Another wink from Heydar. He was enjoying this. He also seemed to be following the English part of the conversation pretty well for someone who claimed not to speak English.

“No problem,” I replied, “but I want to know more about the night of the ambush. Who all was involved that I know?”

Without an interpreter and smirking like a child caught stealing cookies, Said Mallek said the words that I had long suspected, “All of us.”

Well, at least it was in the open now. The Shi’a members of the council were also Mahdi Army members—followers of Muqtada Al-Sadr. Some in the U.S. Army continued to consider affiliation with Sadr’s followers as a stand-alone offense. They routinely incarcerated and detained Iraqis for this show of allegiance. Yet I took the view that this group, though violent, had recently begun to act inside the political process. Membership alone was insufficient reason to detain someone. The way that our cooperation was developing, I thought we were co-opting them more and more. We might as well let them preserve their leadership structure because an organization is easier to control than a thousand different people.

That had been one of the defining characteristics of the Shi’a-Sunni demarcation in our meetings. All of the Shi’a imams attended a central religious school and had a fairly unified chain of authority, going all the way to the ayatollahs, most of whom were in Iran. I considered this analogous to the Catholic Church and its hierarchy, leading back to the pope. If you could get a view from the Shi’a collectively, it was more or less a binding commitment on them all.

The Sunni lacked this organization entirely. Any person could open a Sunni mosque, which I called the Protestant approach. The more secular Sunni and the religious Sunni who followed autonomous mosques were both nearly ungovernable. Their collective leader had been Saddam and the Ba’ath Party. With those two societal pillars gone, there simply had not been enough time to coalesce the Sunni spirit around a central organization. Al Qaeda in Iraq, the Muslim Brotherhood, and the Ja’ish Al-Sunna represented three growing Sunni insurgencies that tried desperately to catalyze some unification among them, but so far these remained highly confederated.

For this reason, I preferred the Shi’a, and our current arrangement suited me well. I would meet this arms dealer Q and make the sale, hoping that this would lead to another level of cooperation and understanding. At the very least, I would keep learning about this Mahdi Army organization and file all of that in our records.

Through Heydar, I arranged to meet Q at a mosque on the day of the weapons buyback program. Heydar would arrange everything and meet us there, so everyone was comfortable. The program was in two days, and we seemed set.

The next two items for Said Mallek were all about manpower. I needed a list of laborers, at least a thousand. A couple hundred were to work as guards, who would receive weapons, radios, and ammunition from me. They would answer to me, and they would be assigned to the places that I instructed. The army would fortify their positions, as required, and I would personally see to their operation. In short, I was asking for a roster of soldiers to command.

The laborers, I left to Said Mallek. I told him more specifically about the plan and requested that he be in charge of commencing the project. He agreed. The road running from the project site to his house divided formerly Sunni territory from Shi’a territory. I proposed an annexation of this land, essentially turning a Sunni area into a Shi’a area and extending Said Mallek’s personal authority well beyond its present borders.

With everyone happy and agreeing, I left for the FOB, and Said Mallek and Heydar went off to start their planning. The details were coming together nicely, and I was pleased with the level of trust I seemed to be accumulating from these guys. All jokes about my honorary membership in the Mahdi Army aside, I was collecting information at an astonishing rate. A few months ago, we did not know anything about this organization, The magic intelligence reports from the Green Zone were laughably vague, often warning in dire terms that an “Arab male of average height, driving a white, or maybe dark-colored, car is moving weapons into the neighborhood tonight or maybe tomorrow.” In the context of the recent contracts, my persistence, and this weapons buyback program, I knew I was starting to understand the hierarchy of the Mahdi Army and would learn the identity of their main weapon supplier. Like an idiot, I brought this up during the battalion’s strategy meeting that night.

“We need to pick up this Q,” said the person responsible for assigning targets or people to be detained. He added, “And Heydar.”

“No way.” My response was hostile to the very idea of betraying this meet-up. Sure, we might get Q, but Q is part of a larger organization. Wouldn’t it be better to connect with Q and learn about where he gets his weapons from? With all of the talk about weapons coming from Iran or Saudi Arabia, we still had no real person to confirm how that happened. Q could do that. He could explain how Chinese grenades manufactured a week earlier could be found in our sector. He would be more valuable over tea than behind bars. Our detention facilities, even after the Abu Ghraib photos came out, did not scare anyone.

Suddenly, I came up with a great idea. Pick up Heydar. Arrest him for being involved with the Mahdi Army. We could send a unit to do it tonight, and in the morning I would personally let him out. It would create the impression that I was on his side more than on the U.S. Army’s, and it might well prompt some additional information from him. At the very least, it would soothe his worries and those of Q that I was a trustworthy guy.

The manipulation would have been unseemly a few months back when we thought that transparency and honesty were the key values to rebuilding this society. Now everyone at the table knew that this was a different place. Here, personal allegiance and manipulation were expected. Not even a half hour after the meeting, a group of soldiers burst through Heydar’s door, put him in handcuffs, and carted him over to our detention facility. As soon as he arrived, my phone rang.

Said Mallek said, “Heydar is in your jail.”

Perfect, I thought. I expressed all of the proper outrage to make my disbelief sound genuine. Not even Ali or the interpreters had known of this plan, so my surprise seemed genuine to all of the Iraqis. I went upstairs for a hot shower and a few Sopranos episodes, reveling in my own trickery.

The next morning before breakfast, I went to see Heydar. The poor guy looked quite disheveled in his orange prison jumpsuit, with his uncombed hair and beard matted from sleeping on the floor. More important, he looked genuinely happy to see me, kissing me firmly on both cheeks when I arrived. I signed him out of the detention facilities and walked him to the front gate. The entire way he was jovial and happy, but he donned his mask of indifference as soon as we were in sight of the road. Our collaboration and friendship were liabilities to him out there beyond the wall, just as my relationship with him could become a liability to me inside the walls. I had taken a stand against having him detained for real. If he turned out to be involved in a future attack that harmed Americans, I would feel that responsibility. I didn’t linger on those thoughts, however, because I believed what we were doing made us all safer, but it was interesting to note from his body language that he must have felt the same way. If anything bad should befall his organization, to which he had given me a glimpse, he would be responsible. As he left, I got the feeling that we each understood our risks.

Ali called a couple of hours later to inform me that the meeting with Q had been moved up to today and would be at the DAC, not at the mosque. There had been some internal discord over going through with the sale after Heydar had been arrested. My ability to secure his release kept the sale on, but Q wanted it done faster and at the DAC, where presumably he felt safer. I am sure there was more to the story. Probably more hard-line elements did not want the sale to happen at all, or there was an argument over how to share the money. In any event, I had an hour to get ready for my first meeting with an arms dealer.

Arriving at the DAC, I was greeted by the guards and Hillal, as usual. There was no one else around, just the Misfits and me. We took up our customary positions and we waited. At precisely the appointed hour, a flatbed truck with a red cab rumbled toward the gate. I did not know what to expect, but my mind defaulted to “truck bomb.” I ordered everyone back and yelled to the guards to stop the truck. On command, they began yelling in Arabic and firing warning shots in the air in order to get the driver to stop.

After the first burst of warning shots ripped the air, a familiar bearded face popped out from the passenger side window, yelling in return. Of course, it was Heydar. Behind the truck, as expected, was the white Mercedes with Ali, Ammar, and Q. The guards gathered their composure and let them through the gate. As the truck and the Mercedes pulled in, I walked over and had a look at the bed of the truck as it swung into a parking space. It was empty. My face must have contorted in disbelief. I looked from face to face, searching for an explanation and thinking about the various insults I was going to unleash.

Meanwhile, the Iraqis watched me, barely containing their laughter. I was definitely the last one to know this joke, and they thoroughly enjoyed it. Q, a slightly built, well-dressed man, shook hands with me and said something unintelligible to the driver. The driver scrambled into the bed of the truck and removed a metal panel from the back of the cab.

“Have a look,” said Q, gesturing up towards the driver, who now squatted adjacent to a gaping hole.

I climbed into the bed of the truck, walked along its creaky wooden floor, and peered into the hole. I could not see anything. Confused, I looked to the driver. He reached inside and pulled out a sack of grenades. And then another and another. For a full five minutes, the driver’s torso would disappear into the hidden compartment and return with grenades or grenade launchers—hundreds of them.

I was shocked, and I complimented Q and Heydar on their ability to conceal these weapons.

“How many of these trucks passed through our checkpoints every day?” I wondered aloud.

“Many.”

The answer from Q validated one of the long-held beliefs about our shortcomings in this occupation. We searched homes, vehicles, and people, but still a truck loaded with weapons could pull into a parking lot, as expected, and we would see it as empty and wave it through. Under years of Saddam’s rule, the Iraqis had become masterful at hiding precious belongings, and we were pretty childish in how we searched. Of course, part of that was out of deference to the locals and part of it was a practical concern. We did not have the time or the desire to start drilling holes in people’s cars and walls to look for hidden compartments, although that is what would be required to find the hidden contraband stowed away in everyday objects. I continued my praise of their ingenuity and seized the opportunity and their collective gloating to take pictures to “prove how gullible Americans were.” In truth, I wanted these pictures to go out to our soldiers, so that we could at least try to find more vehicles rigged to smuggle like this one.

After the grenades had been unloaded and everyone had a laugh at the “incompetent Americans,” we sent Hillal to get food from one of the nearby restaurants. Now that I had Q and Heydar in the same place, I wanted to spend time talking with them about these weapons and the sale. We went inside and waited for the food to arrive, enjoying the steaming cups of sweet tea that had become almost an obsession with me. Into a single glass, the Iraqis would pour enough sugar to fill it almost a quarter full, then add the tea on top of it. The result was a fragrant sugar-and-caffeine rush that my body had come to depend upon.

Hillal’s sons came bursting in with bags of cooked rice and chicken, and Hillal himself offered to slaughter a goat for us. We politely declined the latter and laid the carryout food on the table. Deferring to Q, we took turns grabbing the meat and piles of rice by hand and scooping them onto a few thin plates. The plates, it seemed, were largely for the Americans, as the Iraqis were content to reach in and eat directly from the piles of chicken and rice, with no intermediate utensils. It made sense to me, so I did the same.

In between mouthfuls of moist chicken and rice, I asked all about the weapons-trading business. As it turned out, most of my theories on weapons had been correct. The biggest buyers were the mosques, which armed themselves via weapons-dealing cartels. The money came from within and outside Iraq, often carried by pilgrims from Iran or taxi drivers who made journeys between Baghdad and Amman. Similarly, the weapons would travel between regions as mosques prepared for violence. He elaborated that these particular grenades had been bound for an insurgent group in Najaf during the uprising in April, but the fighting had ended, and the prices really fell there. The offer of immunity and the fair pricing structure created an opportunity for Q to make a low-risk profit and unload the weapons. He usually liked to hold them for only a few days, and he had held them too long.

The stories went on between Q and Ali, who had known each other in previous times when they were both black-market money exchangers. Ali always knew these guys well, and as I watched him interact, it was clear to me that he was a pretty central figure himself. For all I knew, he could have connected Heydar with Q in the first place. It was a weird feeling, eating lunch with a guy who had previously participated in an attack against me, the guy who supplied the guns, and my interpreter, who, because he was in the middle of everything else, was probably involved that night as well. The strangest thing was that it was not repugnant to me at all. It was more of a sign that I had been accepted into this circle, although I was not sure what that meant or how I felt about the army.

Increasingly, I had felt at odds with some of the directives and approaches that the higher levels of the army and the State Department sent down. I found myself rooting for the small successes of the Iraqis, even if it meant helping them sell weapons while staying free of any potential identification. I did not see it as them using me or even as my using them. Rather, I saw it as our building a team that was outside of the directed army protocol, on the one side, and beyond the ongoing calls for armed resistance on the other, which were becoming ever more strident. We were defying the will of our respective masters, and I think we were all the better for it.

I arranged for the army to buy Q’s weapons, using couriers from the neighborhood so that he did not implicate himself. I would then have my interpreters deliver his share of the proceeds, minus a roughly $1,000 finder’s fee for the council members. The council members, after all, had played their part as intermediaries to the mosque leadership and the diversion of Q from his original customers to me. It was an illustrative event, insofar as I confirmed that you could buy the confidence of these organizations, and the mosques had extremely well-developed supply networks.

Hours after the buyback ended, the council members were loitering outside the DAC. Everyone was in a good mood. Sunni and Shi’a congregated amicably and waited for the Humvees to arrive. They would wait a few hours longer than expected because there had been one small complication that would reverberate for months. The volatile Ammar had been arrested. He had gone to the weapons buyback site and argued with the soldiers there, who were not from our unit. In typical fashion, he had lost his temper and started yelling. The U.S. soldiers were not amused, and he was swiftly detained, despite his credentials as an interpreter.

The suspicion among the people responsible for FOB security was that the interpreters were double agents, a distrust that had grown stronger the longer we were in country. They were all employed by a contractor in the Green Zone who was based in the United States, but there had been no formal security-screening process when they were hired. In fact, in the early days of the invasion, speaking English was sufficient for virtually anyone to get a contract for $600 per month—a lot of money in Iraq, although the work was hard and the hours long. The interpreters rode in the same Humvees as the soldiers, fought and died in the same ambushes, and generally bore the same risks. Yet they had recently been forbidden from carrying weapons or cell phones. This came at a time when the insurgents targeted interpreters and their families with increasing ferocity, with the goal of severing the link between the army and the population.

The result was that the interpreters felt betrayed by all sides, and, in some cases, they probably did make side deals with various groups or organizations to stay alive. When I went to retrieve Ammar, I was greeted by three security consultants so new in country that their cargo vests from Wal-Mart still smelled like the plastic fishing worms that had been two aisles over. They proceeded to lecture me about how they have been for some time aware that Ammar was an insurgent and that his actions today proved he was unstable. They played the retired military intelligence gambit up as high as it could go, allowing their egos to alternate between Perry Mason and George Patton. They were ridiculous in a way that made them seem harmless, but then they said the most unbelievable thing I could have heard. They told me plainly that I did not have the authority to release Ammar. I did not even know who these couch potatoes were, and now they were giving me orders. I thought it could not get any worse, until they began to describe their masterful theory on how I had personally been “turned” into an enemy operative.

I am not even sure how the rest of their story went, except that several other interpreters felt that Ali, Ammar, and Sa’ad had received special treatment for their work with the council. They alleged that the interpreters and the council members took bribes, and that I supported it. This made me a “terrorist.”

With my own personal army now standing at the sector’s every key intersection, these self-important civilians were literally traveling down a dangerous road right now and did not even know it. My mind quickly reeled through a series of actions. Should I arrange for an IED to hit their truck? Should I call up an ambush? If they wanted to see the danger of calling people an enemy operative, why not illustrate what an enemy operative might do?

Their perception of me was typical of the half-baked ideas that rained in from their arrogant ilk in the Green Zone, whether a security consultant (often a retired military officer), a veteran State Department employee getting his first taste of sunlight and reality, or worse, a newly minted one who knows exactly what would be done because he has a master’s degree. These guys and the rest of the people who sat in judgment and second-guessed the soldiers in the field were the most dangerous individuals in Iraq. Generals who had served in Vietnam as lieutenants and captains have written volumes about the “stacked helicopters” there—in civilian terms, micromanagement—and how that was one of the biggest mistakes that undermined the effectiveness of one of our greatest strengths—the initiative of the American junior officer. Senior officers’ helicopters would congregate over the battlefield at altitudes according to rank, with colonels hovering below generals, all relaying orders to the poor lieutenant who was trying to slog with his platoon through the rice paddy.

The books on this chapter of our history unanimously agree that this should never happen again. Yet in typical army fashion, it not only happened again but was far worse. After the Abu Ghraib scandal, the scrutiny of our operations intensified. Each Iraqi who was interrogated or stopped by a U.S. patrol had to be recorded, digitally photographed and inspected by a medic, and offered treatment for even incidental bumps and bruises. The unmanned drones followed our patrols, with people from the Green Zone often asking the drivers on the radio reserved for tactical communication why they went right instead of left or why they had stopped so long in a certain location. This type of surveillance of our own troops further separated those in combat from those in the FOBs and the Green Zone.

Now the guys in the field felt as if they had to avoid two equally stealthy enemies. Instead of interrogating people and bringing them in, we started taking them to different holding facilities in the sector, places where they could be interrogated without the threat of an unmanned aerial vehicle recording a soldier punching someone “for no reason.” The classic overreaction to Abu Ghraib had destroyed our trust of the system, and now these consultants were even living in our FOB and questioning our contacts and methods, based on nothing more than rumor and “twenty years of experience in the DOD.”

I mustered every last ounce of my willpower to politely tell the consultants how I could not care less, and I left to find my commander. Like me, he shared a fiercely independent and autonomous view. Our methods had created one of the more peaceful sectors in Baghdad, and we had managed to do what few others had, which was to gain and sustain a dialogue with the former combatants and their leadership. If the interpreters were on the take, then who really cared? Iraqis were not Americans and did not see interpreters as translation devices that mechanically changed Arabic to English. They preferred certain individuals and expressed trust for interpreters as human beings. It was a distinction sometimes lost on the “Green Zone Guys,” who allocated interpreters as if they were spare parts.

As I briefed my commander on the incident with the consultants, he turned purple with rage. In seconds, we were striding toward the brigade commander’s office. I waited outside while the two senior officers talked it out. Less than five minutes later, my boss stuck his head out and told me to go get Ammar, then get all of the other officers into the conference room. I was a bit confused but happy that this issue seemed to be working out. I went across to the detention facility and told Ammar he could go, and then I told the experts where they could go, which was a warm, but not tropical, destination of biblical reference. Ammar also had a few phrases to say to them, but I shut him up and sent him to the DAC to tell everyone that I would be there in an hour. Ammar turned and hollered at some other interpreters walking toward the gate in order to get a ride, then stopped short.

“They took my money.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Those guys, when they put me in there.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll get it,” I reassured him.

This was not good. The rules had specifically prohibited interpreters from selling back weapons, because the intelligence officers and the “experts” wanted to track who was selling and what their connection was to the known nebulas of insurgents. Of course, we knew that as well, which is why we had the DAC guards and Ammar sell Q’s weapons. Even though my boss knew of this plan, some of the nuances were better kept from him until this all blew over, except that the money was the current topic of the briefing.

“And he had almost $5,000 in cash when we stopped him.” The officers in my battalion were all seated in the battalion conference room as the security consultants droned on about how they had saved us from an imminent threat—namely, Ammar. The consultants had even put together a slide show of data on all of our interpreters. The pictures of Ali, Ammar, and Sa’ad, taken from their badge photos, beamed back from the projector. As they droned on, I imagined them getting ambushed on the outside and amused myself by thinking about how fast they’d run in those new boots.

“And so these three interpreters will not be allowed on the FOB and will lose their employment with the contractor,” the head consultant pronounced.

“And you three will not be allowed in the battalion area, “mumbled my battalion commander loud enough to be heard by all.

Our brigade commander, who had been seated in the rear of the room, gestured for my battalion commander to follow him outside. A few uncomfortable minutes later, the two commanders reached a compromise whereby we would abide by the security consultants’ report in exchange for receiving more interpreters in the future. The security consultants left smugly and accompanied the brigade commander back to the brigade headquarters. Their answer to a perceived security anomaly had been the ejection of our three interpreters, which showed little regard for the intrinsic value that the interpreters had acquired in terms of trust and institutional knowledge.

I am sure the consultants felt like heroes who had saved our lives, but as soon as they left, we hatched our own plan to subvert their civilian overreach. My commander had a simple but effective plan.

“Just tell Ali, Ammar, and Sa’ad that we will pick them up in sector from now on. As for the money, we’ll find a way to get them paid. For now, they can be neighborhood watch supervisors. Doesn’t that pay $600 per month?”

It really paid less, but I got his point. He understood that these guys were assets to us, and insofar as he still felt they were worth having around, we would keep them around. The increasingly bizarre rules of this FOB were chafing us all. When we arrived from Kuwait, the basketball courts in the middle were used and people walked around without their body armor. Now, because a suicide bomber had blown up another mess hall in another part of the country, we were ordered to wear body armor at all times while outdoors. There was no more basketball, soccer, or running without your body armor. On selected days, we even had to wear the body armor while we ate. This was probably bearable for the office workers, who put it on to go eat and go to the barracks, but for those of us who wore it eighteen hours a day in sector, it was backbreaking. Literally, we could no longer remove the body armor except to sleep. The insidious hand of FOB security was crushing our spirit and endangering our tactical operations by depriving us of key interpreters. My commander pushed back hard.

“And go get that money back, as well. That belongs to somebody, doesn’t it?”

My commander meant that someone had sold his weapons and was waiting for this money to arrive. Just because Ammar had been detained with it did not mean that the seller was not still waiting for his money.

Retrieving the money would be a pleasure. Ammar also had some pretty nice pistols confiscated, and I wanted to get those. I walked back over to the detention facility, where all of the weapons and the confiscated items, including the money, were stored. Another policy change in the last few weeks was that we were now to turn in all confiscated weapons at this central collection point. This really hampered my ability to hand out weapons to the people as tokens of our gratitude, so my unit largely ignored this rule, but we were running low.

The sergeant in charge tried to supervise me while I took the money and Ammar’s weapons, but as he turned to process another prisoner, I slid six more pistols into my backpack. This is what it had come to; we were stealing from one another inside the FOB, fighting the war inside the wall. Sadly, this civil war between the field units and the FOB units, emboldened by the contractors and the lifelong diplomats, came at precisely the time when we were the most successful we had ever been with the Iraqis. Our soldiers were safer in the streets than they had been a month earlier, and that had nothing to do with “how to properly screen an individual for a security risk.”

The trucks were already running when I threw the bag full of pistols and money into the backseat. The Misfits understood the deal better than most. They were on every mission with me and knew that we had a good plan going. They had seen the changes in the street and heard the stories from other soldiers in our unit. No patrol could enter the streets these days without crowds clamoring around and asking for “Captain Whiteley.” My prestige increased daily in the street, and people understood the concept of a person in charge, not a unit. Our arrangement made the transition government structure transparent and easy for everyone.

“Captain Whiteley!” The kisses came in quickly from the scrum of sheiks waiting for me at the DAC. Ammar, sullen, was there, as was Ali, holding a backpack full of the loot from the buyback. Ali, Ammar, and I went into a small room inside the DAC with the money and the receipts. Ali’s former life as a money exchanger was on display as the bills whizzed through his hands faster than any counting machine, sorting the bag of bills into stacks that corresponded to names on our list. One by one, the council members came into the room, discreetly took their money, thanked us, and left. It was a sign of respect that they did not count it.

After I distributed the gains from the buyback, the mood in the council was high. Almost everyone had received a taste of the proceeds. In the army, the buyback was being heralded as a tremendous success that made the streets of Baghdad safer. The ordnance disposal unit had gathered all of the weapons that we had collected, except a few that we plucked out to give away as gifts to our new neighborhood watchmen. They then detonated the pile in a remote area near the FOB. The huge explosion and plume wafted across the skyline, proclaiming that the tools of violence had been destroyed.

Back in the FOB, my phone rang constantly as dozens of people arrived at the gates of the FOB to see me, each promising to show me a cache of weapons. Although the buyback was over, it really only now rang true to the people. They had watched skeptically as their neighbors traded in their weapons to the Americans and received cash. No one (except Ammar) had gone to jail. No one had been tortured. Now a whole new wave of people seeking cash began to show up, and the only name they knew was “Captain Whiteley.”

I was no longer interested in these weapon sellers, even when they described themselves as possible informants. Iraqis have an insatiable demand for attention, and once you met a person, he would return daily seeking favors and offering bribes. It taxed my patience and took my time, and I was not alone. No one, or at least very few people, responded to visitors at the gate. The visitors would come in, check in with an interpreter, and then take a seat in a small waiting room, where they would sit all day. Sometimes people would see them, other times not. In the beginning, I had seen everyone, eager to be helpful, but I now spent my time only with people who could help me. These unfiltered masses were no help to me, one on one. Their stories of woe and begging annoyed and frustrated me. I had a standard message for them to see their council member, unless something was really extraordinary.

“This guy says he has a car bomb.” The soldier on the phone was calling from the front gate, and he sounded excited.

Well, this might be extraordinary. Car bombs had been a recent development here. They really only showed up near the Green Zone. On my way to the front gate, I stopped by the ordnance disposal unit and told them what was going on. There was no way I was walking out there myself to see whether it was a car bomb. Like me, the soldiers in this unit were excited. They had a special remote-controlled robot that could verify that it was a car bomb, and they always liked to use it.

While we waited for the ordnance guys to get their robot and inspect the car, I brought the informant into the FOB so we could chat. Using the interpreter from the gate, I asked where and how this guy had found the car bomb. He had a very long and rambling answer, but the one phrase that kept reappearing in his story was the “Yazeen Mosque”—a Sunni mosque directly across from the FOB that harbored anti-U.S. rallies and could conceivably be a headquarters for al Qaeda in Iraq.

A large explosion startled everyone, as the ordnance team detonated the car bomb. The informant looked at me expectantly, and I made arrangements for him to receive his money before he left. I thanked him and walked back over to my headquarters. I needed to find a way into that mosque.


Eight
ALLEGIANCE

THE DAC MEMBERS WERE SO ecstatic from the buyback that they wanted to throw a party at the former palace of Saddam Hussein, which was now being billed as a community center. The palace compound was guarded by several nephews of a council member whom I paid to be part of my facility protection service. It was a place that I often used as a meeting point, because it gave me an exclusive, safe area to meet with Iraqis who did not want to be seen at the FOB or the DAC building.

I also benefited from the legacy of the palace itself. Although Saddam had hosted feasts there as well, its location on the Tigris made it a useful place for the Hussein family to dispose of dissidents’ bodies. There still remained a great deal of that aura of imposed loyalty here. I sensed that the Iraqis were more respectful of the power of this building than they were of the power of the FOB. The palace’s imposing walls and foreboding legacy fit well within my emerging belief system that fear and respect were complementary inside Iraqi society. I noted that the stronger and less forgiving one became in Iraq, the more security one enjoyed. At the moment, my reputation approached its zenith. The people in the neighborhoods knew my name, the council members were enamored of the prospect of making more money from me, and the facilities’ protection teams had been working out well, although they had come under increasing attacks in recent weeks.

To help the Iraqi neighborhood guards and continue to build their effectiveness, I had overseen the installation of several fortifications that they could use. The U.S. patrols had also routinely resupplied them with water and food. We were building a pretty reasonable coalition, and nothing, not even the new policy in the FOB or the increased scrutiny of the program by Green Zone officials, was capable of derailing it. In the end, we achieved positive results, and those results mattered. The people in our sector were more secure, and the soldiers were better off. In order to showcase this success, we invited not only my boss, but also his superior to the party held that night at the community center. The previous unit had paid to renovate the two cavernous buildings, as well as the indoor swimming pool. On the evening of the party, the council members hung lights and set up an outdoor music system.

The night was warm and the atmosphere friendly. By the time the commanders had arrived, the music was playing, the food was set out, and a group of young women danced wildly on the steps of the palace. It was the type of evening and party that most Iraqis there would never have attended. It would have been unthinkable a year earlier to host a Western-style barbecue like this, with all of the new power brokers of Al Dora in attendance, none of whom was a Hussein family member.

The Iraqis took turns currying favor with the commanders, neither of whom was as accustomed to their sycophantic groveling as I was. From various pockets and bags, the Iraqis produced trinkets, cheap jewelry, and baubles for the commanders, which they sheepishly refused. Even more amusing was watching the commanders attempt to dodge the traditional kiss on both cheeks from the bearded masses—the Arab “man-kiss.”

The Iraqis’ conversation with me centered on the future of the community center. Most, if not all, of us wanted this to be a place where the families of Al Dora, especially those living in the urban areas with no green space, could come and enjoy a day outside. The idea of a safe place for children to play and picnic was idyllic in this war-torn area. A vocal minority of council members, however, wanted it to become a men’s club—a posh retreat for enjoying alcohol and women that would hearken back to the previous regime’s paradigm for a display of power and wealth. Most of the advocates in this camp alternated between joining the conversation and joining the women on the dance floor, who were more than willing to provide additional services for the newly influential men of Al Dora.

When a few of these enterprising young ladies made their way toward the laps of our commanders, they decided it was time to leave and said their farewells. My commander, however, had a special request of me. A young, socially awkward soldier was often the butt of many of our pranks. He was likable and genuine, and my commander thought that the soldier just needed a “manly experience.” My boss had recently discovered him with a stack of porno magazines and, while ridiculing him, learned that he was a virgin.

“Can you get him laid?” my commander asked with a huge Texas smile. He already knew the answer.

“Well, I probably need to stay out here tonight and make sure the party winds down, so we could use an extra hand,” I replied, exchanging a knowing glance.

By now, the pro-alcohol Iraqis were drunk, having mixed various bootleg liquors into their soda cans all night. It reminded me of a high-school party where everyone was dancing badly or awkwardly socializing, while surreptitiously sipping booze from a Pepsi can. I motioned to Ali to start moving these guys along and get them home. Drunk driving had become a rite of passage in Baghdad these days. After curfew, American patrols stopped all cars that were being driven erratically and found many drivers who were too drunk to stand, but in the words of one particularly inebriated Iraqi, “This is freedom, isn’t it?” Yet too much of this freedom had resulted in drunk driving deaths every day or drivers failing to stop at coalition checkpoints and subsequently being killed by soldiers who thought they were suicide bombers.

There were half a dozen hours left until daylight. I had about as many soldiers under my command and a directive to get someone laid. I briefly chatted to my senior noncommissioned officer and informed him of the plan. We pulled the trucks back toward the pool, did another security sweep of the entire area, and positioned a couple of guys on each roof. We had secured this palace so many times, it was like second nature to us. We placed a few antipersonnel mines down in some strategic spots and then let the junior guys join the girls in the pool.

The young soldier clumsily looked around. As the place emptied, he had grown noticeably more nervous. This was his first night out of the FOB. I put my arm around him and walked him toward the girls. They were giggling and flirting, talking to Ali about American soldiers and how much they loved them. The entire festivities, including the services of the girls, had been paid for with the proceeds from the weapons buyback program, courtesy of the council. These young women were hired to do a job tonight, and, by my count, none of them had performed just yet.

“Which one do you think is the prettiest?” I asked the young soldier.

“That one,” he replied, bashfully indicating a small brunette.

“Good choice,” I said.

I gestured to the girl and then to the soldier.

The girl’s clumsy attempt at being sexy and the awkward way in which she pulled him toward her and around to the back of the building, all suggested that this was a new occupation for her. But their partnering up broke the ice. The remaining soldiers and the rest of the girls dove into the swimming pool. Every so often, a pair would disappear outside the building and return about fifteen minutes later. It was a good time. The senior noncommissioned officers and I took turns walking outside and surveying the security of the compound from the roof. For security purposes, there was no way that I could allow anyone or anything to get close to this building. The soldiers had worked hard for months and tirelessly sacrificed for me; now it was time for them to relax. The young soldier, having lost his fear and conquered his lack of confidence, was a new man, making jokes and, I think, making several more trips outside with different ladies.

Things were going well, until Ammar’s phone rang. He suddenly got deadly serious. The conversation went back and forth, but it was over in seconds. He looked at me, visibly shaken.

“Someone just told us to get out of the pool because this is house of Hussein family.” His English was breaking, he was so shocked. “They knew my name and your name.”

This was a strange call, and I could understand his fear. Despite our successes with the Shi’a, the Sunni had steadfastly remained loyal to the memory of the Hussein family, and it was not all memory. The caretakers of the mansions and the people around them still received money from the Hussein supporters in exile. Something big was lurking in the background there, but we could not get close enough to see it. The Sunni were gathering their forces, and we had just insulted them with an orgy of our own in a Hussein palace.

“Let’s get everyone out of the pool,” I said quietly but urgently. Minutes later, the soldiers were dressed, as were the whores. Interestingly, the girls dressed as religious women, in black from head to toe, and their pimp dressed as an imam. As they left, they looked absolutely devout, except for a piece of torn red lace dragging from behind one of the girls. They left the gate and walked toward the highway. By the time they climbed into a van, it was impossible to believe that they were not pilgrims on a holy mission. It was another lesson in not believing what you see.

Quietly, we repositioned the Humvees and settled in for the night. Whoever knew we were here could easily ambush us on the way out, and I preferred that to happen in the daylight. Meanwhile, we would set up here and watch the night grow older. During the next few hours, the phone calls to Ammar started to come in from various Iraqi agencies, decrying our presence and the gathering, claiming the compound to be the residence of the new “governor of Baghdad.” It was unclear to me who this was or what it meant. Frankly, I did not even know such a person existed. For as long as I had been in Al Dora, I had introduced myself as the governor of Al Dora, because I was the governance officer and the de facto leader of our only governance structure. For all I knew, this was just another scam.

Finally, the calls ended in a threat. The governor would be at the palace in the morning, and if we did not want trouble, then we would not be there when he arrived. Ali made a few return calls while I relayed this breaking news to my commander. After a few frantic phone calls, two things were clear. First, there really was a governor of Baghdad, although his precise duties were largely unknown. It appeared to be a Green Zone creation that gave each of the State Department positions an Iraqi analog. Second, the meeting with the governor would be tomorrow at the DAC.

This pattern of posturing and threats was inherent to Iraqi politics, and I viewed it as a test of authority for me. The council members had all been here tonight, and in addition to the disagreement over the future use of the facility, there had probably been some discomfort at the presence of the prostitutes. Yet there were actually a million other reasons that people might not have been pleased with the evening—the most likely one being power. It was clear that someone in our little group had called this governor and made some type of deal. He had been alerted to the possibility of taking this complex, newly renovated, as his own. The man knew as well as I did that once it was his, it would remain so, whether or not he was in office. In these days of murky rules and power plays, no one in a position of strength gave anything back without a fight.

Such a rise in Iraqi nationalistic pride was almost to be expected since the return of the national flag outside Iraqi government facilities earlier in the week. That had been a sad day. I had stood at the police station with a number of other soldiers, Iraqi and American, watching the Iraqi flag ascend the flagpole. You could feel the electricity race through the air; it was as if the spirits of the people swelled with each centimeter the flag climbed. By the time the flag reached the top and began snapping proudly in the breeze, I could barely recognize the Iraqis. They seemed taller, more capable, and, most important, more dangerous. The return of their sovereignty, as commemorated by the hoisting of their flag, signaled, in many minds, the end of the occupation. If they previously had looked at us simply as if they wanted us to leave, they appeared positively homicidal now.

After the raising of this flag, most Iraqis I spoke to, even the learned ones, expected us to be gone as quickly as we had come. The reality, of course, was much more complex. The police were incompetent, the Iraqi army was absolutely without function, and yet somehow we were supposed to turn this entire operation over to them. By order, there could be no more missions unless an Iraqi group went along. This usually meant three Iraqis sat in the truck while the Americans completed the raid.

It took fewer than twenty-four hours after the flag raising for the relationship between Iraqi police and U.S. soldiers to grow strained. It had become customary for me to stop by the gas station across from the DAC building after the meetings. It was a social center for the Iraqis. With eight decrepit pumps, it ran for eight hours a day, while people often stood in line for two days or longer. The single biggest complaint of the people was this line for gas. The obvious solutions were to raise the prices and cut the demand or run the pumps longer and increase the supply. At least, those were the capitalist solutions.

The Ministry of Oil had no interest in supplying more gas to the domestic market at a subsidized price and preferred to continue attempting to export larger and larger quantities. This fed into the cycle of corruption because influential people could always cut to the front of the line and generously overpay for their gas, giving them an advantage that they desperately needed to validate their new status in society.

One priority that the council members had wanted to settle was whether they could use their council identification tags to move to the front of the gas line. In the beginning, I had said no, believing in the promotion of a more egalitarian society. Now, however, I had arranged that my signature on an identification card could get any Iraqi to the front of the line. It had taken a few personal visits to the gas station. Because my presence there was unwelcome by the gas stationer manager, I went by as frequently as possible to remind him that he did not control me. It was quite the contrary—until the flag was raised.

I was on my way to meet the governor at the DAC building when I noticed no fewer than twenty Iraqi policemen loitering in the gas station parking lot. We pulled into the middle of the parking lot, and I got out of the Humvee and looked around. I did not recognize any of the police from my neighborhood. One of them, a captain himself, walked over while eating a steaming bowl of soup. Between spilling sips, he gestured at me and Ali, dismissively saying something in Arabic. The people stopped pumping gas. Crowds walking by on the sidewalk froze. It was not necessary to speak Arabic to see what was happening here. This was a showdown for legitimacy. Who was in charge now, the Americans or the Iraqis?

I slowly removed my sunglasses and counted his men. All of them, armed with AK-47s and Glock pistols issued by the coalition, tried to look as intimidating as possible. Behind me, there were my three Humvees, each with a heavy machine gun and with six soldiers spread out around them. Without looking back, I knew where each of the Misfits was positioned. We had been doing this every day for months now, and we had become an extremely proficient fighting force. I liked my chances in this showdown. Moreover, I was not about to start giving away the respect it had taken me months to earn. The silence grew louder as everyone waited for my response. The Iraqi raised his dripping spoon again, bringing another heaping mound of greasy soup toward his mustached mouth. His bristling smile was pulled back in smug satisfaction at his courage, and his mouth opened to nonchalantly accept another spoonful of lunch. He expected to taste victory, but his spoon never delivered its contents.

Before the spoon reached his mouth, he felt my gloved fist shatter his nose. He stumbled backward, covered in blood and broth. People screamed and ducked behind their cars. As Ali began waving his pistol and yelling, I fired a few shots into the air from the AK-47 I now carried and pointed toward the street. Some of the Iraqi policemen ran to their trucks, while others ran where I’d pointed. With their leader down, they were content to leave.

Stunned and confused, the Iraqi captain barely recovered his footing before I kicked him, not even allowing him to find his legs. My soldiers were acting in concert now by herding the straggling Iraqi policemen toward their vehicles. A few thrown fists and some arbitrary gunshots into the air or the ground near the policemen sped the process along. After a few tense moments, the police were gone and a spontaneous applause erupted from the crowd. This was confusing to me, because I would have expected people to be disappointed with the outcome. An elderly women soon explained the situation to me.

As she approached, she held out a piece of bread. I accepted the bread, and she kissed me on both cheeks, leaving my face moist. She was crying. She explained to Ali that as we were arriving, the policemen were trying to take her jewelry from her. The police had been at the gas station for hours, stopping cars and demanding money. If the occupants did not have cash, then the policemen took their jewelry. We had arrived on the scene just as one of the policemen was attempting to take her ring.

We heard more stories like hers as we walked up and down the gas queue. Not only would the police take personal possessions from people at the station, they demanded a surcharge for the gasoline and generally terrorized the population when the U.S. Army wasn’t around. The stories were heartbreaking and illustrated the very real problem with telling Iraqis that they were sovereign. Besides costing us our hard-fought legitimacy, it was placing the general population in the hands of mercenary caretakers.

More than once, I saw people admiring my AK-47. It was a gift from a council member that I often carried in these scenarios, when impressing a crowd was important. Fully chromed, it was imprinted with a Ba’ath Party crest and a likeness of Saddam Hussein. It was rumored to look exactly like one that his son Uday used to carry. The Iraqi people respected the M-16, but they revered the Saddam-era weapons. They had been inculcated with respect for his image, and the mere sight of the chrome AK would start people flattering me and complimenting my actions. It was as if the mandate to rule passed through these symbols once borne by the Hussein family. I decided to make it clear to the Iraqi people just who was in charge.

“No one pays for gas while we are here.” That was my order to the gas station manager. I knew that he had been routinely overcharging these people, deliberately putting his generators offline to lengthen the queues and increase the people’s desperation. He was charging a hundred times the official amount, and people paid it because it was the only place in southern Baghdad, other than the black market, to buy gas.

“We need permission from Ministry of Oil…,” the gas station manager began in a faltering voice, no doubt with the bloody memory of the last Iraqi to defy me still fresh in his mind.

I pretended not to hear him as I unholstered the Taser. I aimed it away from him and pulled the trigger. The blue spark it created, with its violent snapping sound, still scared even me. The station manager relented.

“As long as I am here, I am in charge.” It was a statement of fact that was met with a defiant stare from the gas station manager. He would have to account for the gas pumped today and make up the revenue from his own illicit takings. Two wrongs, one solution.

Back outside, I told Ali to spread the word that the Al Dora council was happy to give everyone free gas today. There were smiles all around as people began clamoring among themselves, not believing their good fortune. I sent Ali to the nearby houses of several council members to bring them here to further solidify the rumor that the free gas and the freedom from the robbery of the Iraqi police were a gift from the DAC council. I thought it might help build their credibility.

The problem with being a council member was that until now, if you took credit for your job, then you became a target of insurgents. As a result, few people even knew who their council member was or what he could do for them. It was difficult to grow the power and influence of the council members if they were always hiding when important events like this occurred. I understood their reluctance, but things had to change at some point. Because this gas station showdown had been purely a display of force, I could not imagine a drawback to aligning the council with the winning side. After all, force always begets allegiance in Iraq.

This same strategy would be tested later that day at the meeting with the governor in front of the council as a whole. Could he take the palace from me, or could I hold it for the council as I had promised? The implications for my reputation going forward were enormous. If I were unable to protect my property, how could I protect the people who were loyal to me? I resolved to hold the property at all costs and to find the person who had called the governor in the first place. There was obviously a defector in my group seeking favor with a rival power broker; this was destabilizing and dangerous. I would have to find him and make an example of him, before his disloyalty got more extreme and my tenuous position of authority became imperiled.

The showdown at the gas station had proved that the tide of Iraqi loyalty was turning and there was a fierce competition on now for the legitimacy to demand obedience in the street. Fueled by a resurgent sense of nationalism, most Iraqis seemed conflicted about whom to support. On the one hand, they should support Iraqis because it was their country. Yet the potential pitfalls were obvious. Conditions since the invasion had been chaotic and anarchic. The society had abandoned any idea of collective sacrifice for a longer-term gain. Instead, as the police demonstrated, people who assumed positions of power relative to their peers—council members, for example, or policemen—would rapidly exploit their positions for as much as they could. They did not yet have a feeling of duty. The high level of personal risk, not knowing who might be in charge tomorrow, and the general desire to help one’s own family first all worked against the efforts to build stable Iraqi institutions.

On the other hand, the Americans were widely perceived as just. The risk of our looting and extorting simply did not exist, but we were foreign and eventually we would leave. Attacks on markets and mosques in tolerant neighborhoods by religious extremists underscored the danger of being overreliant on the Americans; the Iraqis would be here long after the Americans are gone, and they would remember this betrayal. So for the short term, the time line with which we were dealing remained twisted into an insolvable puzzle. The best outcome for everyone would be a stable Iraq run by Iraqis, but no one, Iraqi or American, was comfortable putting the immediate future in the hands of the Iraqis. Insofar as we were expected to help this transition, I was unwilling to cede one inch of real authority to any Iraqi, for any reason.

I walked across the street to the DAC building to prepare for the meeting with the governor. Inside the walls of the DAC compound, the guards who had watched everything were abuzz with excitement. No one liked what the new police force was doing.

My commander arrived shortly afterward, and he was slightly less impressed. “People from the Green Zone are calling and saying Iraqi police are getting beat up and the gas station is giving away free gas. What the hell is going on?”

I gave him a quick recount of the story, including the crowd’s reaction. He said he could appreciate the position I had been in and understood the support of the people in line.

“Let’s do that every week,” he said, meaning, I assumed, forcing the gas station to run free—not breaking a police officer’s nose. “I think it is a good policy.”

And just like that, the worries and inquiries of the Green Zone and the special consultants dissipated into thin air. They wrote lengthy papers and had endless PowerPoint presentations about how to legitimize the Iraqi police force, but around here we were still the only law that mattered, and that included the governor.

His dark-blue Mercedes was one of a four-car caravan that arrived militantly in the asphalt parking lot—just like a proper government convoy. The cars glided to a stop in front of my commander and me, both of us with our respective security teams. To my left, the Misfits were augmented by my commander’s own six-soldier detachment and arrayed in a defensive, yet threatening, position.

The doors swung open. From behind the dark-tinted glass, heavily armed Iraqis in suits emerged and moved purposefully toward us.

“Put your weapons on the ground,” one of our sergeants instructed in English.

He received no response. The governor’s security team moved closer and after two steps brought themselves within feet of us. Jaws tightened on all sides as the security teams sized each other up for an advantage. As the governor—a smallish man with a smug smile—emerged from the car, the sergeant repeated his order, and again it was denied.

This time his words were followed by a flurry of action. Tasers fired from either side of me, hitting the first two bodyguards squarely in the chest. Their muffled cries were drowned out by the harsh clicking and rasping of raw electricity pouring into their bodies. Their bewildered colleagues, momentarily frozen by the suddenness of the attack, were quickly brought to their knees as the soldiers fell on them, violently disarming them and driving them to the ground. Where there had just been a fairly official delegation, there was now only a series of splayed suits pressed against the pavement by the booted feet of the U.S. soldiers. Only the governor remained upright, although his repeated swallowing and fervent side-to-side looks showed that he was not comfortable with what had just happened.

“I will tell General,” the governor promised.

His threat sounded more like that of a whining child. We had just taken his toys, and now he was threatening to tell Mom. Unfortunately for us, he did have the capacity to actually speak to U.S. Army general officers and their civilian counterparts. Nonetheless, we had established a pattern of not really caring who people threatened to tell. There were always two sides to every story. The way I saw this one, a gang of armed men had threatened us, and we reacted in self-defense. I am sure my commander felt the same way, because he seemed equally unimpressed by the warning that the governor would contact a superior officer.

This was really all part of the pre-meeting charade, in which the governor tried to discern exactly what level of authority my commander and I had. It was clear he was speaking as much to the council members huddled near the building’s entrance as he was to us. He was trying to undo the hierarchy that we had built in the eyes of the Iraqi people, specifically the council. Although each of us, my commander and I, did answer to superior officers, I had carefully created an image in the Iraqi society that I was the sole arbiter of power. My boss, the commander, could not be bothered to intercede on anyone’s behalf, and I had to preserve the image that my boss was above the local fray, in order to deter efforts by Iraqis to play us against each other. This was the governor’s move now, to show that we were not comporting with a hierarchy that could force us to obey, while he was fully powerful. I am not sure how the council members interpreted his actions, but watching his entire security detachment lying motionless on the ground while my commander inattentively listened and blew cigar smoke in his face probably did a lot to discredit the governor’s attempt.

After that exchange, we all went inside to discuss the future of the community center—except the governor’s bodyguards, who remained prostrate. The governor presented a blizzard of papers with official seals that discussed zoning and land use and his rights to use the residence. The council members passed the papers around and looked at one another quizzically. I studied their faces. Someone here must have known the governor from before and told him about the center. As the conversation went back and forth, I watched carefully, but Iraqis could be remarkably impassive.

The governor and the council debated the center’s ownership for almost half an hour. According to my own research, no one could predict how the Iraqi government would eventually designate and use the former Hussein properties. The army had occupied some and renovated some. The squatters had occupied and destroyed others, while some stood intact and were looked after by caretakers from the former times. At the moment, the government effort—and where, in my opinion, this governor should have been spending his time—was on drafting the rules for an upcoming national election in January and a constitution that would establish property rights and the settlement of property disputes. Many of these questions would be answered by those documents. Talking about law, especially Iraqi law, as the governor droned on about it, was as pointless as talking about life on the moon. Yes, it might make things easier to understand, and it is a fun hypothetical discussion, but enforceable laws simply did not exist in a meaningful way at this time.

At precisely thirty minutes, I gave my commander a nudge and told him we should leave. He stood up, and the rest of the table, sans the governor, rose in unison. By leaving early, my commander displayed that his time was more valuable elsewhere, and the Iraqis’ overwhelming demonstration of respect and acknowledgment left no doubt who had prevailed in this room. The governor had come in with a fair amount of bravado, and he would be leaving with only remnants of that confidence. The same calculus conducted by the people in the gas station had just been conducted in this conference room. Once again, I saw Iraqis eschew the opportunity to back one of their clearly corrupt leaders in favor of continuing a relationship with the American administration. Twice, in as many hours, I had witnessed the people choose to support what we were doing, and I was more convinced than ever that we were doing it better than anyone else—Iraqi or American.

Back in the FOB, we celebrated by trudging over to the mess hall and eating deliciously sloppy spaghetti. The incidental drippings on our sweaty and dirt-covered body armor too closely resembled blood for my taste, but those thoughts were swept aside by the euphoria of having faced down some major challenges to my authority and the broader plan of stabilizing our sector. The incident inside the FOB with the contractors was history, and we rarely even saw them slink through the mess hall anymore. The police had been put squarely back in their place, and the people noticed. Most important, the governor and the threat of losing face in front of the council had been thoroughly dismissed in a great show of strength and solidarity.

“The governor of Baghdad was killed in a complex ambush after leaving the district of Al Dora.”

The newswire on our confidential Internet was the first story I saw after dinner. Apparently, after the governor left the DAC building and was traveling across town, his convoy was stopped and machine-gunned by unknown assailants. He and most of his bodyguards were killed.

I walked into my commander’s office and handed him the news. He looked up at me, smiling.

“Did you set this up?” Although I was flattered that he might think I had the tactical acumen to pull off the ambush, it was well out of sector, and I had not even considered it.

“No, sir,” I answered a bit defensively.

“Tell everyone you did,” he replied and held up his hand for a high-five.

I slapped hands with him, and we exchanged knowing smiles. Attacks on our soldiers were down, our respect in the community was up, and we were slowly forcing people to accept that the council—and through it, the U.S. Army—was the sole provider of security and stability in the region. In short, we were winning the war of propaganda. Letting the people think that our power could have a governor assassinated for being disrespectful added to that myth.


Nine
NEW ARRIVALS

THE SUMMER HEAT AND THE SUCCESSFUL council alliance—building program faded slowly into October. Life became fairly routine. The dramatic showdowns during the summer had created a pretty wide circle of autonomy in which I could work. The trust level between my commander and me was high, while the trust level between the Iraqis and me was arguably higher. I had spent so much time in the sector now that I had started to grow more comfortable with the Iraqi culture and religion than I was with my own.

Countless times, I had sat down with the male members of an Iraqi family in their home and enjoyed a dinner from a communal pile of rice and lamb. I had become accustomed to the shows of deference and even practiced them myself. Reaching up to my forearm into a pile of rice, I would grasp the most succulent piece of meat I could find and hand it over to the elder sitting at our table. There was an order and a simplicity here that I understood.

For the most part, the women and the children sat apart, in a separate room. Quite often in my visits to more rural homes or more religious families, I would not see the women at all, just a door held open and a tray of food emerging toward us, pushed through in front of a heavily veiled head that was gone before the door even began to close. This culture became my home and my center line—so much so, that when I drove through the Christian neighborhood and saw women with their heads uncovered, it struck me as vain and out of place. The Western style of these neighborhoods appeared to violate the integrity of the area. I found myself strangely hostile toward the one neighborhood that should have reminded me of home.

In addition, I had taken to wearing the traditional black-and-white checkered scarf, or kiffeyeh, as part of my uniform. It had been a gift from a shopkeeper along the way, and in these cooler months, it fit nicely under my body armor and felt quite warm. Not to mention the visual connection it gave me to the rest of the population. I had assimilated myself so much that people hardly noticed anymore that when I made my nightly trip out to the row of plastic portable toilets, I carried a bottle of water instead of toilet paper. One of the more curious dimensions of personal hygiene here—and personal hygiene was supremely important—was the cultural decision to eschew the use of toilet paper for running water, in the Middle Eastern fashion. I had been skeptical of the efficacy of this approach until I tried it. This process was fantastically refreshing, and I felt the way a baby must feel when he is cleaned with a wet nappy. I was all smiles.

One evening, bottle of water in hand, I made my walk toward the row of blue toilets. The air was getting cooler, and the nights were getting longer. We were approaching Ramadan, the holiest season in the Muslim year. The District Council had held several elections in the last few months, and, as a matter of course, each time it elected a member from my council as the president. No doubt, the relative affluence of my council members helped them solidify the council politics in their favor. Increasingly, I had even started to receive council members from other areas, who were anxious to find out how I could help them.

I settled in to the portable toilet, pulled out my Arabic field guide, and studied it against the faint blue light created as the security lights shined through the blue plastic of the toilet. The alphabet remained inscrutable when written, but the phonetic phrases were starting to make sense. I had not progressed as quickly in this language as I had hoped, while the speed with which the Iraqis were learning English astounded me. Grown men, who spoke little or no English eight months ago, could now carry on a conversation with relative ease, provided it was confined to the subjects that we most often talked about: money, jobs, and weapons. As I sat crouched over the book, with my body armor still snugly around me, I focused intently on the curving letters and tried to block out the stench of the warm urine puddles and the cleaning chemicals that mixed in pools at my feet.

The explosions jolted me from my studies. One after another explosion screamed in through the thin plastic walls. It was a mortar attack and a big one. We had not had any mortar rounds land in the FOB in a while, and even then, it was one or two smaller ones, off target and hardly noticeable. These, however, were coming in fast and in abundant quantity—more than a dozen, if I was counting correctly. But I really was not counting. I was battling with a far more basic calculation. The rounds were so close that I could hear the white-hot shrapnel whizzing past me. There was no way to know whether one of those pieces would slice through the wall and through me like a warm knife through butter. At least I had my body armor on, but my pants were around my ankles.

Amid the whirring hisses and thumping mortars, I contemplated the age-old question of all mammals in a threatening situation. Do I stay or run? The mortars had continued for longer than normal this time, meaning that the insurgents were firing them from a place where they felt safe and they were refining their aim. It was definitely getting uncomfortable to remain exposed here. God forbid that this would be how my military career ended, pants down in a chemical toilet. It would be very Elvis but still somehow not too appealing. Making a run for it would entail some serious gyrations and the wholesale abandonment of personal hygiene, Iraqi or American style. It was a tough call. Then came the silence. It was over. I didn’t linger to enjoy the moment, though. I was sanitized and back inside before anything else could surprise me.

The duration of the mortar attack confirmed some rumors that had been circling for a week or so in the markets. A growing number of insurgent groups from outside our area were seeking a presence in our neighborhood, and they were actively recruiting. It was evident that the Sunni factions felt a certain solidarity with the city of Fallujah in western Iraq, where a large army offensive was fighting a determined resistance. Daily images of air attacks and civilian casualties fueled a public animosity. Convoys of donated medicine and food were sent to Fallujah from all over Iraq, always interspersed with weapons and fighters. Anguished compatriots scrawled cries of angst and support on the walls of Sunni neighborhoods. “La la Allawi, Nam Nam Zarqawi,” (No no Allawi, Yes yes Zarqawi), and “Fallujah Fight!” proliferated overnight.

It was the homage to Abu Musab al-Zarqawi that worried me. Back in May 2004, a video titled Abu Musa’b al-Zarqawi Slaughters an American appeared on an alleged al Qaeda website in and around the markets and the teahouses of Baghdad. It showed a group of five men, their faces covered with kiffeyehs, beheading American civilian Nicholas Berg, who had been abducted and taken hostage weeks earlier. As recently as last month, Zarqawi was also believed to have personally beheaded another American civilian, Olin Eugene Armstrong. As the U.S. Army moved closer to Fallujah, Zarqawi had grown more defiant and declared “all-out war” on the Shi’a and dispatched numerous suicide bombers throughout Iraq to attack American soldiers and areas with large concentrations of Shi’a militias.

Accordingly, groups of Fallujah fighters who had escaped the coalition encirclement set up in anticipation of a second offensive had relocated to Shi’a Al Dora. These savage fundamentalists made our neighborhood, which was now working well with the U.S. Army, a primary target. Their posters of dying American soldiers and burning World Trade Center towers started to appear in the market, as did numerous low-quality DVDs of successful attacks on coalition soldiers. Fallujah fighters had a well-deserved reputation for violence, and their public relations campaign was in full swing.

We were not the only people taking note of the new arrivals. The Shi’a council members had become increasingly hard to find, and patrols reported seeing fewer and fewer of the neighborhood watch units stationed at their normal posts. This, coupled with the increased mortar attacks, meant that we all needed to spend more time in the streets to offset the malevolent influence of the insurgent wave building beneath the surface and to reinforce our commitment to protecting innocent people.

Accordingly, I decided to roll out immediately to check on the devolving situation in the street. Staying here and getting attacked by mortars while I was trying to use the bathroom had been uncomfortable enough. There was no reason to wait here for another round of explosions. Actually, there was little time between explosions any longer. Almost continuously and from across the city, explosions rippled and popped like sparklers on the horizons, with light and sparks dancing innocuously over the carnage and confusion below. I decided to check first on the neighborhood watch units stationed on the overpass. The abandoned overpass was close to the Sunni neighborhood where the most pro-Fallujah people lived. Of all places, this would be the first one affected by the shift in demographics.

As we approached the overpass, I could not see a single person where there were normally dozens. We pulled off the concrete and drove up the unfinished dirt ramp onto the overpass. Garbage from the MREs (“meals ready to eat”), batteries, and assorted junk food tumbled lazily through the dusk air and swirled against half-filled burlap sacks. The heaps of unbagged trash stood witness to the absolute lack of discipline in these Iraqis. Fires smoldered in the many places where garbage had been gathered and lit for warmth on the previous night. I had not been up here in a few days, and I was shocked at the disrepair. My last instructions had been for the shifts of guards to fill the sandbags and begin fortifying this bridge in anticipation of increased attacks. You would have thought that the opportunity to improve one’s chance of survival would have motivated the guards to fill the bags and barricade themselves. Yet the dozen guards who had crammed themselves into the makeshift bunker that one of the American patrols had built earlier in the week were even less ready for combat than the half-filled bags were.

We deployed the Humvees to the far end of the bridge, and I hopped out to find twelve grown men crammed into a space no larger than a child’s playhouse. They were terrified, praying, and apologizing, all in Arabic. It was obvious that they had spent their time eating all of the food and then retreated into the shelter to wait out the night. It would have been comical, were it not so pathetic. They were like sheep.

Disgusted, I radioed for one of the nearby patrols to stop by with an interpreter, so that we could figure out what was going on. Because we were all out in sector this evening, it was only minutes before three more Humvees showed up. While the interpreters jumped out, the soldiers looked around in disbelief at the amount of trash on the bridge. Almost instinctively, they began stacking the sandbags, yelling and directing the Iraqis to get the sandbags filled and the trash picked up. It was not a minute too soon. As the interpreter was condensing their jumbled nonsensical pleading into coherent English sentences, I began to understand that they had been visited by several Wahabbi extremists who promised to kill them and their families if they were still on the bridge that night. They were too scared to leave during the daylight, so they were waiting until dusk to run home. They had already stacked all of their uniforms in a pile in the corner.

This was unbelievable. During the last few months, American patrols had become accustomed to seeing guys with AK-47s on this bridge and had grown used to the fact that we were on the same side. If that had changed and an insurgent group was positioned on the bridge, they would have been able to surprise the first American patrol, at least. Partly furious and partly exasperated, I did not even hear the first bullets hitting the chain-link fence that stretched up from both sides of the bridge. The fence had been installed by the original contractors to prevent people from committing suicide, but in postinvasion Iraq it was also useful for deflecting rocket-propelled grenades. The bullets flicked through the fence and skipped over the pavement.

The guards kept saying that the gunfire was coming from the minaret of a Sunni mosque, but that seemed almost impossible. The mosque was at least six hundred meters away, which was almost sniper distance. A trained sniper seemed too sophisticated for the insurgency. More familiar bursts of fire came from the opposite side of the bridge, from a white late-model car parked in an alley between two houses. Here you could clearly see several men in black masks firing AK-47s, with the puffs of smoke leaving the barrels and the sounds of firing chasing seconds later. They were well beyond their effective range but not beyond that of our heavy machine gun.

“Light ’em up,” I said to the gunner of the .50 caliber machine gun.

This antivehicle machine gun, which used a bullet that was larger than a human finger, had served valiantly since World War II. It now barked its authority across the open field. Round after round tore into the white car and sent the masked men running in different directions. Under normal circumstances, I would have been more reluctant to fire such a weapon into a populated area like this. The bullets would likely pass through several houses before coming to rest and would cause significant collateral damage. Yet something about the absolute unpreparedness of the guard force, their impending desertion, and the growing feeling that we were under attack from a mysterious force allowed me to indulge in this heavy-handedness to make a statement.

I watched three masked men disappear behind several houses. Beside me, a guard spun suddenly and collapsed. Blood spread quickly from his shoulder, as he lay crumpled in a pile. Soldiers and guards alike flattened themselves against the pavement on top of half-eaten packets of peanut butter and crackers and behind the half-filled sandbags.

The machine gunners crouched so low in their hatches that they barely stuck out. Their heads looked like turtle shells. The rest of us were gripped by the fear that we were now one bullet away. The injured guard was leaning against a Humvee now, shaken but stable. The bullet had passed through his shoulder cleanly, and our medic felt that he would be fine. Standing behind the door of my Humvee, I scanned the horizon for any logical sniper position. The cityscape was a medley of rooflines, drying laundry, and antennae. It would be impossible to find a sniper in this jumble. It would also be difficult to be a sniper on this level. The obstructions, the blowing clothes, and the wires would make such a tough shot almost impossible. The only place it made sense was—and I hated to admit this—from the minaret. Maybe these guards were scared for a reason. Maybe they actually knew what they were talking about, and maybe I should have given them the benefit of the doubt, but they were gone now. They had collected their wounded comrade and starting walking off the southern end of the bridge into a Shi’a neighborhood and toward home. The sun had set, and they were invisible long before they reached the houses. The great defection was starting, and the night was still young.

After putting out a warning to all of the units that the bridge was no longer occupied by a security force, we spent a few minutes driving the trucks around the fortifications and discussing what to do about the shelters now standing empty. An insurgent hiding in one would present a serious problem for us, but we had no means to secure them. Manpower was already stretched thin, because we were required to keep more and more trucks in sector to monitor the bubbling animosity. We resolved to destroy the shelters later, but that would require time and some heavy earth-moving equipment. We had to get back on the road. The sniper had gone quiet when the sun went down, but there was no need to stay up here any longer than necessary. We had ceded a piece of key terrain, and it did not feel good. All of the military convoys passing through our sector were now exposed to a higher risk. The bridge, which once felt like a friendly checkpoint, now looked ominously sparse.

As we sped away, I wondered whether the other guard units had received similar threats, including the ones deep in the heart of the Shi’a neighborhoods. I did not have to wait long to learn the answer. As the patrols rounded through the respective neighborhoods, the radio reports confirmed no guard sightings at most locations. Yet that was only part of the story. Bodies were starting to crop up in streets and alleyways. Every half hour, patrols reported being flagged down to find groups of men with their hands bound, decapitated, or with their throats slit. Although the details were slowly emerging, at first there seemed to be no commonality among the victims—they were teachers, butchers, carpenters—but then we realized that they were all Shi’a.

The Shi’a neighborhoods were under attack, as the Wahabbi made good on their promise to bring death—starting tonight. The streets were eerily empty as we turned toward Abu Discher. About a quarter of the way up the road, a Chevrolet Suburban was parked on the side with its brake lights still on. We approached it quickly because vehicles of this type were not common.

In fact, I knew of precisely only one in our sector, and it was owned by Sheik Mahmoud, a contractor and a council member who had a pronounced love of all things American, including this huge SUV. From the slumped position at the wheel, he appeared to have passed out from too much arak, the bootleg Iraqi liquor prevalent on the streets these days. I shook him through the open window, but he was unresponsive. Growing increasingly nervous, due to the earlier attack and the rumors of death flying rampant tonight, I prodded him again, firmly. That is when I noticed the blood—crystallized crimson pools that stretched down the far side of his starched white dishdasha. Pulling his headdress back, I could see that his face had turned purple with pooled blood from being slumped over. His eyes were glassy and unmoving. The small hole behind his ear marked the point where death had entered in the form of a small-caliber bullet. His life had blown out the opposite side, staining his robes and gluing him to the seat of his beloved American car.

There was nothing else to do, save radio this in and keep moving. The next stop was the cluster of guards near Said Mallek’s house. Their proximity to the Shi’a mosques and Said Mallek’s house should have provided them with ample protection, but because the road they guarded led directly into Sunni territory, they sat at a dangerous intersection. We rounded the corner toward their post and scanned for any guards. There was no one. Then from the bushes I noticed the beam of a flashlight, and slowly the guards emerged, six in all, looking sharp and alert. For all of the terror ringing around the sector, here at least was a spot of normalcy. We waved to them and continued our journey, wrapping back around toward the FOB. It was just after midnight. The night seemed to be quieting down after the flurry of madness at sunset.

We darted across the highway and into the shadow of the FOB wall, when all of a sudden heavy machine-gun fire tore through the night. It was close, and there was a lot of it. We whipped the Humvees around and raced back the way we came. Bounding over the railroad tracks, we saw people gathering in the street where the guards had been near Said Mallek’s house. We passed through them and got out. Another patrol from the area raced in from the opposite direction. Riddled with bullets, the guards’ bodies were still warm. Family members pressed their crying faces into the bodies of their loved ones, while my soldiers began searching around the perimeter. The interpreter from the other patrol learned that three cars had passed by and opened fire in a very textbook ambush. From the spent shell casings, we confirmed that they had used at least one large-caliber machine gun. This was bad news for several reasons. First, this attack had happened on the doorstep of Said Mallek and the FOB, which meant that the enemy was audacious. Second, this heavy machine gun, in conjunction with the suspected sniper from earlier that evening, basically confirmed that we were dealing with a new enemy who was well equipped and well trained.

I needed to find a solution to this problem, but to really do that, I needed my own interpreter. I had not seen Ali all day, and Ammar was not answering his phone. I tried calling it again, but Ali answered. It was two in the morning, but he did not sound sleepy; he sounded almost worried. “Where are you guys?” I asked.

“We are in the hospital. Ammar has been shot, and you have to come take him to the Green Zone.”

Ali went on to say that Ammar had been left for dead near his home in one of the Sunni neighborhoods. Ammar had lived dangerously close to the Sunni mosque whose minaret may have been the sniper’s nest. He was afraid that the gunmen who attacked Ammar would follow him to the hospital to finish the job, and he pleaded with us to come get them both.

This was a tricky position. The hospital in the Green Zone did treat both Americans and Iraqis, but usually only Iraqis who either worked for the U.S. government or were wounded by U.S. forces, including suspected insurgents, in some cases. Since his firing, Ammar had been confined to an unofficial role beyond the FOB, and he had been wounded by an Iraqi.

After I told my commander what was going on, he did not even hesitate. “Go get him.”

One reason that people were loyal was that they expected to be taken care of if they were hurt. This was truer than ever in an Iraqi system that prized paternalism. The ongoing attack was as much against our legitimacy and to undermine our ability to provide security to those who helped us as it was a sectarian uprising.

The hospital was in northern Baghdad, well beyond our sector and buried in a maze of streets we did not know. On a chaotic night like this, it would be a tense trip. The highways were empty, except for a few American patrols, as we raced north toward the high-rise canyons that led toward the hospital. As we tore through their desolate streets, I looked up nervously. There were so many windows, so many floors, how would we even begin to defend ourselves here. I prayed that we would not have to fight and urged the convoy on faster, bargaining that reckless driving was preferable to becoming an easy target.

A half-hour later, we pulled into the driveway of a mammoth building with groups of people huddled outside of every entrance. The vast socialist structure of the hospital stood cold and unfeeling above the hundreds of wailing people who were looking through the piles of bodies being dropped off at the overflowing morgue. The cool weather kept the smell down, but the salty smell of blood still wafted intermittently through the air. Leaving the trucks parked with gunners at their stations, six of us walked toward the front door. We passed like ghosts through the grieving crowds. We sensed no animosity toward us; these people now just longed to see their loved ones in whatever condition they might be. Respectfully, we moved quickly beyond them and into the great marble hall.

The entryway differed from every other hospital I had ever visited. There was no reception desk, no bustling nurses. This was more of a warehouse than a hospital. It was a place where dying people were stockpiled until they passed away and were picked up by the crowds outside. There was no hope here, except in one place, and that was on the grizzled face of Ali, who met us at the steps and guided us up three flights of enormous stairs.

We did not say much. The threat of the returning gunmen seemed real enough to keep all of us focused on getting Ammar out as quickly as possible. On the fourth floor, we exited the stairwell to find some semblance of a hospital. Here were doctors and nurses, all of whom immediately objected to our presence. We did not even slow down to hear their objections, which no doubt entailed a berating on how many people our occupation had pushed into this understaffed building.

Ammar looked terrible. He was covered in gauze and hooked up to an oxygen tank. Scabs had formed all over his arms and legs. Ali explained to us that the hospital lacked the anticoagulant that would allow an intravenous tube to remain inserted for long periods, so every couple of hours the needle had to be moved to a fresh location and reinserted. By the looks of his arms, this had already happened dozens of times. It looked as if the bullets had primarily hit him in the shoulder and his arms because the gauze in those areas was soaked through with blood. He was weak and barely conscious, but we had no choice. We had to get him to the Green Zone. If he could survive that trip, he would live. If he did not make the trip, he would at least die faster than he would here, where the rudimentary medical care would prolong his pain for a few days before infection took him under.

After we removed his tubes, two soldiers carried him toward the door. A doctor appeared to protest, only to have Ali wave his pistol in his face. The whole situation was absurd. We were kidnapping a guy from a hospital, so that he would not be killed by his assailants or by the germ-ridden hospital itself. We had our guns out, in a hospital, violating the dignity of the hallways of healing with our implements of pain and despair. This was the night from hell.

The soldiers liked Ammar, despite his frequent histrionics, and they treated him as a fellow combatant. They carried him down the stairs with as much determination as if he had been one of our own. We carefully placed him in the Humvee and drove into the rising sun and toward the Green Zone. We were exhausted by the time we reached the hospital there. By our passing him off as an interpreter who had been badly wounded while serving with us, he was admitted without question and taken immediately to the urgent-care ward.

The entire aura of the sector was definitely different now. What had started as a simple drive around the sector had turned into a twelve-hour patrol of attacks, cataloguing dead bodies, and transporting wounded, but we needed to make one more stop on the way back to the FOB. While we had Ali to interpret, we had to summon the council members for an emergency meeting.

The soldiers ate breakfast in the hospital and caught up on some well-deserved sleep. Ali and I hit the phones, trying to get everyone together at the DAC in the next hour. The task proved difficult. The carnage had shaken the faith that the council members had been investing in our system. The Wahabbi fighters and Sunni extremists had immediately cowed the populace with their macabre displays of violence. Even my well-armed Shi’a allies were scared.

These attacks also affected me on a personal level. They represented the loss of an investment. I had allied myself with these Shi’a figures, made them influential, and attached my name to them. In Iraqi lore, these council members, neighborhood watch units, and interpreters all existed as proof of my ability to provide security and prosperity. Yet in one night, a council member was dead, the guard force was routed, and one of my interpreters was in the hospital. This violence against people under my protection sent a very clear message: Abu Floos cannot protect you.

It was true. I saw diminishing support for my leadership, as phone call after phone call went unanswered. In the end, the only people who agreed to meet were, predictably, the council members who were also members of the Mahdi Army. Said Mallek, Heydar, and a few other lesser ones would be in a mosque in Abu Discher in a half hour. They would not leave the neighborhood, and they would not be seen at the DAC. I already knew what they were going to demand.

“We need cars.” The consensus of the assembled militia leadership was hardly surprising. During the initial talks about the neighborhood watch program, the great debate had been about stationary versus roving guard units. They had argued then, and now, that stationary guards were just targets. My concern had been that authorizing guys who had previously fought the U.S. Army to stand around with weapons was risky enough, let alone putting them in cars and making them mobile hit teams. Nonetheless, they were obviously the last of our allies, and we had to reinforce them where we could.

I agreed to write authorization letters for six cars, each to carry no more than three people and no pistols, only AK-47s. During traffic stops, rifles were easier than pistols for the troops to spot and therefore could be monitored. The cars would be confined to the Shi’a neighborhoods and could not go marauding into Sunni territory on revenge killings. Given the number of dead Shi’a in the street last night, I knew that vendettas were a definite possibility, although nothing about the group’s demeanor gave this away. Two imams, three council members, one U.S. Army captain, and an interpreter had just conceded that we were all on the run now. There would be no more holding of ground and imposing our will on the surrounding areas. We had been stripped down as being less efficient, less trained, and less lethal than our adversary. These council members thought that mobility was the answer, and I hoped they were right. The truth is that nothing would have made me happier than some devastating attacks on the homes harboring these newly arrived fighters who had brought so much bloodshed to our streets.

I wrote the letters and handed them over. Our business was done. Ali stayed because he could not go back to the FOB, and he was safe here. The rest of us made our way back to the FOB to sleep for a few hours and digest these new arrangements. We should have known that it would not abate just so we could better process it. No sooner had we dropped our body armor off in the foyer of our headquarters than my commander told me to send the Misfits to pick up a BBC television crew from the Baghdad Airport. They were to bring the crew back here to embed with one of our units. I was floored. My guys were hardly rested. Making the hour-and-a-half trip to the airport and back that evening hardly seemed fair.

Unfortunately, there was no one else left, so the job of retrieving the reporters that evening fell to my soldiers. They would have the rest of the day to recover before going back out, and most of them enjoyed the large shopping complex in the airport base. That would give them something to look forward to. I would spend the next couple of hours explaining my theories on the demise of Iraqi social order in a special targeting meeting attended by all of the company commanders and my battalion commander.

“It’s Ramadan.” The sentence floated out like a self-defining revelation.

It was Ramadan; that was true. The holiest month of the Islamic year had started only a few days ago. Its imminent arrival had been preceded by a deluge of briefings on the observances of its customs, as well as an array of histograms comparing the violence that had surrounded Ramadan in previous conflicts. Although there were many competing arguments about violence during Ramadan, the most cynical view seemed the most appropriate. Ramadan, like all holy months, is a time of commitment and renewal. It is analogous to the month of Lent in the Catholic calendar, when fasting brings you more in line with your faith and strengthens the ties to your religion. Ramadan is a month of martyrdom and commitment to Islamic ideology and, more important, a time of victory for Muslim armies. The nights have specific meanings and are afforded names that correspond with their attributes. Depending on your particular interpretation, these names and promises were either literal or metaphorical.

We were only days away from the “Laylat ul-Qadr,” or “The Night of Power,” a time when those who are martyred have a greater assurance of a place in paradise. The consensus was that the Sunni insurgency was recruiting people for some massive attack. On the conference table lay the most concrete evidence we had to date of a new insurgency: a plastic AK-47, a plastic replica of the burning World Trade Center, and a cartoonish picture of a successful ambush against American soldiers. Black trash bags full of these items leaned against the wall, spilling such propaganda for kids like toys from an evil Santa Claus. One of the patrols had picked up these recruiting tools from a market during a routine search. According to locals, the toys had been the central attraction during the Sunni insurgents’ previous night’s meeting and recruitment drive. Similar to our using soccer balls and T-shirts, the insurgents used toys to target children to join their cause. The soldiers who found the bags were first clued in that something was amiss when children who routinely waved hello now pretended to shoot rocket-propelled grenades at them. Instead of kicking soccer balls, the kids pantomimed throwing grenades. Clearly, something had gone awry the night before.

Most of the battalion had come back into the FOB for dinner and to refuel the Humvees. Our plan was to keep people out in sector more frequently during the night and hope to deter another evening of bloodshed. The reports of violence had slowed down during the afternoon and the early evening. By the time the evening prayers began, it seemed like everything was returning to normal. Walking back from the mess hall, a few of us hoped aloud that the previous night had been the insurgents’ offensive—their one night of fury.

A ripping explosion and a blast of light knocked away any hope that the peace would last. The explosion was so far away that the light reached us first, followed a few seconds later by a rolling baritone explosion. It was easily the biggest explosion we had seen. We ran for the headquarters and started monitoring radio transmissions. The reports came quickly because the bomb had gone off near the Green Zone and in a fairly wealthy residential neighborhood close to several Middle Eastern embassies. From the early reports, it had been a car bomb. We had yet to see one used in our sector. Then came the report that explained it all. It had been a fuel tanker rigged with a bomb. The damage was so widespread that the yellow-gray cloud was visible from our FOB almost two miles away. It looked as if the insurgents had at least one more night left in them.


Ten
FIGHTING AND FASTING

BECAUSE THE MISFITS WERE picking up the BBC crew at the airport, I had nothing to do that evening after the targeting meeting except listen to the radio squawk about the damage from the exploded fuel truck. I tried to determine what connections we were overlooking. I went next-door and stared at our family tree. Some of these lines represented blood ties, and others simply implied an association. I had colored in the Shi’a ones a long time ago, and they remained far more developed than our Sunni linkages. I focused my attention on those Sunni gaps. The insurgency was Sunni, and we knew so little about them. The only definite linkage we had were the imams at two mosques, who were both known to preach a Wahabbi brand of Islam. That was it. The entire corpus of our Sunni knowledge came down to a slim set of data and innuendos. It was a poor showing for our having been here for ten months. Now we were reaping the benefits of not knowing what was going on.

As if to emphasize how clueless I felt, another shockwave rolled through the building and knocked the dust loose from the shelves. I went to the foyer, half expecting to see the ceiling caved in. The sound had been so immediate and so demanding that it could only have come from close by. To my surprise the building was fine, and the foyer was full of curious people—no debris, no destruction. I walked outside and everything looked normal there, too. In a moment of relief, I thought that maybe it had been a controlled detonation. Those occurred from time to time, as engineers and demolition experts blew up confiscated weapons and explosives behind the FOB.

Unfortunately, there was no such luck. The flurry of activity forming near the barracks suggested that something was going on that was by no means “controlled.” I turned back to the foyer just in time to see my commander charging my way, looking determined and pulling his body armor on. He grunted in my direction. I knew him well enough that I guessed I was joining him for the ride—wherever that may be.

I grabbed my body armor and my rifle, both of them still where I had put them down that morning. The body armor, damp and disgusting, smelled like a mix of locker-room sweat and hospital antiseptic. I felt almost nauseated to pull it back on after I had showered, but I had no choice. The trucks had already started, and my commander was ready to roll. Flailing one arm through the vest and the other toward the door, I ran to catch up. I jumped into the backseat with excitement—the way we rushed out to deal with incidents sometimes felt foolish and other times dangerous; this time it just felt mischievous. There was no target, I had no clue what was happening, and the explosion was so loud it did not even seem real. Everything about this trip had a weird feeling to it.

We were on the highway and driving toward a Christian neighborhood before I started to understand what had happened. In fact, I would say I did not understand it completely until we turned the corner off the main street to where a church had stood a few hours earlier—not a small church, either, but a large church complex that straddled an entire block. Even though I was not as familiar with this part of the sector as the other soldiers were, I distinctly remembered that the church had dominated this area and had been across from a small park. The Humvee stopped, and we got out. Even though it was as dark as pitch, the smell of burning metal guided me toward an open space where the church used to stand.

The explosion had almost completely leveled the church. It was breathtaking. During the initial bombing of Iraq, many buildings in what was to be designated the Green Zone and in other parts of Baghdad had suffered direct hits. These buildings still stood, some a little tattered, but they stood. Apparently, they had reinforced-concrete walls that had helped them withstand the blasts from above. Almost nothing was standing here.

As I approached the church, each step I took crinkled with broken glass. There was twisted metal everywhere, and I saw occasional splotches of something that looked like chewed bubble gum. A huge piece clung to my boot, and I tried in vain to scrape it off by dragging my foot. I finally reached down and grabbed it. Between my ungloved fingers, it felt like boiled chicken skin clinging to my fingers and sticking to everything it touched. Slowly, I realized that this was not chicken skin—it was part of a human body. The fractured and shredded remains of dozens of human bodies lay among the rubble. I started to vomit. At least when I had dealt with death before, the bodies had remained more or less intact. To annihilate the human body into pools of gelatinous goo seemed to cross some personal boundary. I shook off the nausea and began to move quickly onward. I tried to step on larger pieces of glass, as if each crunch of glass meant I had avoided stepping on human pieces.

I picked my way toward the parking lot and took in the damage. The blast had cleared a remarkably broad path. Cars lay overturned and smoldering. Walls had disintegrated into piles of bricks, and the entire facade of the church simply no longer existed. Soldiers were showing up from all over the sector, summoned here for a search-and-rescue effort. Within minutes, it was clear to most of us that there would be no rescue. The gaping hole in the asphalt marked the exact point where the car bomb detonated, right at the front door of the church. A search party went out to look for the engine, apparently because measuring how far an engine flew was the most reliable test for the strength of an explosion. As they ventured off and other soldiers began to spread out into a perimeter, I noticed a group of Western civilians picking their way through the rubble. The Misfits must have joined in the search and brought the camera crew along with them, I thought. What a great night for them to join us—just when everything was going to hell.

The lurking violence that had deposited more and more Iraqis in the morgue and filled the coalition hospital with wounded soldiers had given way to a night of car bombings. The holy month was turning out to be the most restive so far, but there was not much left for me to do here except say a prayer and move back to the FOB. It was in moments like these when a tactical retreat represented the only sane solution. We would go back, regroup, and start over tomorrow. Things were clearly still changing here, and they were not changing for the better.

The next morning we had to make a trip to the Green Zone. Despite the radical deviation of the last few days, it was past the first week of the month. I needed to pick up the money for the interpreters. Those who had remained with us deserved to get their money on time. Plus, I would be able to stop in and check on Ammar. The Misfits looked worn out because they had been down for only a few hours after last night’s airport run and the church bombing, but they were in good spirits. The Green Zone, for all of its faults, was a secure area, and they could spend some time relaxing while I settled the accounts.

One of the other captains, also from Texas, came along to attend to some separate business in the Green Zone. The rest of the battalion recovered and prepared for whatever might happen next. Reports of car bombs had come in from everywhere last night. We did not drive to the Green Zone down the normal route, winding through the streets and checking on people as we went. Instead, we took only the highways. The surface streets were getting more dangerous by the day. Despite the increase of IED attacks on the highways, I decided that speed and the time of day would provide us with sufficient defense and were preferable to navigating the neighborhoods right now. Mid-mornings were usually pretty busy with traffic. Most IED attacks came during less busy times, so the insurgents could better target military vehicles. The few times I had seen IEDs detonate during busier times, the blast inevitably hit an Iraqi car. This collateral damage not only cost the insurgents sympathy from the people—a fact I am not sure they cared about—but it also cost them an IED. I know that they cared about that. More important, on the highways we could swerve. In the narrow confines of the surface streets, there was often barely enough room for us to squeeze past a parked car. Now that I knew a parked car could be a bomb capable of leveling a building, I decided the highways were a safer place to travel. I hated that the insurgents had successfully manipulated our movements in that way. I wanted to disregard the car bomb as a new threat on a changing battlefield, but the greasy stains on my boots turned my stomach every time I looked down. I did not want any of us to be turned into an atomized memory on somebody’s boots. Not if we could avoid it.

We conducted our ritual entry of the Green Zone, exchanging passwords and clearing weapons. We wove through sandbagged corridors and past Iraqis waiting to be searched. There were definitely more armored vehicles around this time, because the car bomb threat had made its way to this point as well. Then, just like that, we passed into the serenity and tranquility that characterized the Green Zone. People were jogging without body armor, and girls in tank tops stretched out on the grass while taking a break from their desk jobs at the U.S. Embassy. It was so far removed from the life we lived that I could barely process what I was seeing as normal. Every month we came here, and every month it was the same experience. A trip to the Green Zone was like visiting another planet. We stopped the trucks in the shade of a huge tree adjacent to a palace wall, and the soldiers immediately took off their gear. Children ran up to us selling bootleg American DVDs for a dollar. They had some willing buyers in soldiers who wanted to make FOB life more interesting.

Meanwhile, back in our sector, an informant alerted one of our patrols that a second church was about to be bombed. My commander, sensing an opportunity to engage the insurgents, ordered all of the patrols in the area, including several helicopters, to the church. The road from the FOB to the targeted church was a straight line running through the heart of Abu Discher past the Yazeen Mosque and the huge field that we had cleared of burning trash. On the left, blocks of apartment buildings that housed displaced Palestinians loomed over the developing battlefield. Although this area was less than a mile from the FOB and had never been particularly violent for us, the informant seemed credible, so the decision had been made. Our unit would confront the insurgents here and attempt to stop this bombing.

Within moments of arriving in the area, the helicopters sighted men hiding behind the walls that ran parallel to the road leading from the FOB to the second church. The men were waiting for the convoy of American Humvees to approach. They streamed like ants from the parking lot adjacent to the Yazeen Mosque, carrying weapons into their fighting positions. They were so engrossed in setting up the ambush that they probably did not hear the helicopters until the rockets whistled in to their hiding spots. Freely firing their machine guns and their rockets, the helicopters alerted the patrols and continued a withering attack on the would-be assailants. The devastating attack surprised and destroyed the ambushers, definitely saving the lives of a few soldiers who rumbled down the road just out of range of the ambush zone.

Because we were in the Green Zone, out of communications range from Al Dora, this entire attack happened without our knowledge. I had signed for the several thousand dollars that I would distribute to our interpreters this evening. The soldiers had conducted their business and eaten lunch. All in all, it had been a pleasant break from the action. We drove back out the way we had come, past the joggers and the palaces, beyond the sandbagged entrances and the armored vehicles. We cleared the last turn, and the bolts of all of the weapons jammed forward. We were back on our turf now, and around here we carried loaded weapons.

We took the direct route back again, using the highway, looping around the traffic circle made famous by the statue of Saddam Hussein that had been pulled down by U.S. Marines to the delight of jubilant Iraqi crowds the previous year. We crossed the Saddam Bridge, a double-decker behemoth, with traffic flowing north across the top of the bridge and south through a lower level. Given that I was becoming increasingly worried about car bombs, it did not seem to be a good idea to go through the lower level. There were just too many ways to get trapped down there. For some reason, the top seemed better. At least up there we could maneuver more easily if we had to reverse course. So we turned up the wrong direction of the access ramp and began shooting into the air. Cars swerved left and right as our convoy of Humvees fired warning shots. We hurled insults and bore into traffic from the wrong direction. This was another complication of the Baghdad commute; you had to worry about American patrols usurping the road.

We sailed back into Al Dora and our familiar environs. We coasted past the community center and toward the unguarded overpass. Reaching it, we came back into communications range. I heard rapid radio traffic about an attack and another one about an IED along the highway. The sea of brake lights ahead of us indicated that the lines of vehicles had come to a dead stop. We could not afford to be stuck in traffic because we would be a sitting target. I glanced over and noticed that we were close to a spot we often used to cut across the highway, a break in the cement barriers. Cutting through these breaks had become a bit more dangerous because the Iraqis realized they were good places to put IEDs, but we did not have much choice. I had to decide quickly whether to stay here and get bottled in or shoot through the gap and hope for the best.

“Take the cut-through,” I said, indicating that we would take the surface streets back to the FOB, essentially heading straight for the other patrols that were reporting the completion of the firefight and cataloguing the results of the helicopter attack. In a flash, the Humvees turned and raced for the gap, barreling across the oncoming lane and deflecting a few cars with the crunching noise of a sedan smashing into an armored door. Cars smashed into each other in our wake, but we did not have time to stop. The reports of dead bodies were steadily coming in now, and clearly we were missing an important piece of the puzzle.

We would enter the sector near the second church, the one that had been threatened with the bomb earlier, and drive west to the FOB, essentially taking the exact reverse course that the ambush had been designed around an hour earlier. We would therefore be behind the enemy, although I didn’t know it at the time. From a few hundred meters away, nothing seemed strange or out of the ordinary until we turned onto the road leading back to the FOB. As we headed onto a divided, two-lane street, we saw a group of several hundred people standing around a smoking bus. This was not normal, and I immediately realized that this was one of the puzzle pieces that made sense of the radio reports. There had been an accident of some kind, I thought. This area had been so peaceful, I could not even hypothesize that there had been an attack or any violence here.

I stopped the convoy and got out. The crowd was livid. I saw several bodies in the bus and a few more on the ground. I still had no idea what had happened, but something did not feel right. Dead bodies had become routine, but the crowd was more menacing than normal. The tension and the palpable rage were so uncomfortable that I decided to go back to the FOB and learn what was going on. I did not want to be in this crowd for another second. As we accelerated away from the mob, I breathed a sigh of relief.

A half-mile down the road, soldiers were spread out in a defensive perimeter. We pulled over when I saw my commander’s Humvee. He was standing over a dying Iraqi and pointing at a pile of equipment. There were radios, bulletproof vests, vials of morphine, and plenty of ammunition. He was evidently no ordinary street fighter. I looked around. There was a burning car farther down the road, several more bodies, and the soldiers from our unit going in and out of houses. There had been an ambush.

“The crowd down the road is pissed,” I said, stating the obvious. “There are also several more dead bodies down there.”

“Go get them,” my commander said flatly.

“Go get them?” I asked incredulously. I could not believe he wanted me to go back into that hornet’s nest and attempt to remove dead bodies. Under normal circumstances that would incite violence. Given the last twenty-four hours, it would be a bloodbath.

“Are you scared?” he asked, not really as a challenge, but more as a sincere question. The answer was yes.

“What do you think?” I asked my most senior noncommissioned officer.

“We can do it, sir.” His answer gave me reassurance. I looked at the Misfits. They were fearless, and in such moments we depended on one another for reinforcement and support.

I asked a few more questions about the specifics, but ultimately my commander decided the bodies were not important. We would look for anything like radios, weapons, and medicine, in and around the bus, to help us determine the identity of the attackers. That seemed like a reasonable request, so I gathered up the Misfits and told them the plan. The other Texas captain elected to stay with us, because he also sensed that something was not right around the bus. And another weapon might be useful.

We loaded back up and started to roll toward the bus. We felt extremely uncomfortable to know that we had just driven through an attack zone, and now we were going back into it. I could not shake the ominous feeling that was so thick in the air. Then I saw them—two indicators in one glance—and I knew we were in trouble.

We had entered a wide-open area, where massive power lines lay draped over enormous towers to bring electricity from the power plant. The area contained only one small, squat building, and a man was running toward it—a long-limbed figure dressed in black from head to toe and wearing a black mask. Gangly and awkward-looking, he was almost as thin as the rocket-propelled grenade launcher he was carrying. I could not believe I was actually seeing him in the light of day. It was only early afternoon, yet here he was running across an open field—the same faceless insurgent who was plastered on every piece of propaganda. Until now, we had encountered insurgents only at night and had only seen them up close dead, so they had become almost mythical. Yet here was our “Sasquatch.”

“KILL HIM, BABBITT!” I yelled.

The insurgent was running for a weeded marsh behind the house. Specialist Travis Babbitt brought the machine gun to life on the roof of the truck. I saw the tracer rounds rake at the hooded insurgent as he entered the reeds. He was still standing when I last saw him. I called for the three trucks to pull up, side by side, and orient themselves toward a far row of houses. We needed to assess the situation. I partly dismounted while I called the engagement back to my commander. We had seen only one guy, we had engaged him, but…I did not finish. The air erupted into bullets and explosions. Not like anytime before—this was a more determined effort. The bullets were not simply whizzing past us; they were digging into the trucks and the road. They were precise, and they were coming from everywhere. We returned fire at blurred figures moving in the distance. Rounds from both us and the insurgents hummed into the walls of the adjacent neighborhood buildings.

I tried to figure out our next move and spun around instinctively, only to see six more masked men fewer than twenty yards away and closing fast, firing their AK-47s from the hip.

“BEHIND US!” I yelled and fired into the torsos of the attackers.

Bodies contorted in anguish. The survivors aborted their attack and stumbled back behind a wall. I reloaded quickly and looked up. Something was missing. From the din of the battle—the exploding grenades, the shrieking shrapnel, the whistling bullets—something was missing. The machine gun in my truck had stopped firing.

“Babbitt’s hit!” the other captain yelled as he pulled his six-foot-six frame over the armored sideboards into the bed of the Humvee to assist Babbitt.

Bullets continued to whir past, and I spotted another group of insurgents behind us, but the captain’s words trudged into my mind slowly, as if they were being dragged through cement. I raised my rifle, firing into several more black figures, feeling each recoil and watching each round eject as I tried to catch a glimpse of Babbitt over the back of the truck. This open-backed Humvee was one of the few remaining of its type. It was still one of the retrofitted models from the early days and was due to be replaced in the near future. Babbitt had been particularly exposed up there, but he had always liked having the visibility and the responsibility. Now he was lying beneath the gun he had so carefully cared for. The other captain was starting CPR. He had been a paramedic. He could save Babbitt, I told myself. But deep down I knew he was going fast—way too fast.

We had to get Babbitt out of here, but, unlike during previous engagements, this enemy was not retreating. They advanced from all sides and had pushed the rest of us into a defensive posture, crouched behind the open doors of the Humvees.

I keyed the radio. “WE NEED SOME HELP HERE!” I crouched behind the door, wincing as a rocket-propelled grenade exploded just behind us, deafening me. “WE NEED IT NOW!”

Radio protocol was out. Calm under pressure was out. We were a few minutes away from a catastrophic ending. Fortunately, as I looked up, my commander and his three trucks were barreling down on us. The synergy between our two groups was remarkably high, and we often fought together. They did not even slow down as they passed us. Their armored Humvees were groaning under the strain of racing engines, while their machine guns ripped into the cluster of insurgents just beyond the field.

I signaled to the next two trucks that I had to evacuate Babbitt. They would link up with my commander and continue to fight. In the next few minutes, although they seemed like an eternity, the surge of American vehicles changed the momentum of the battle. Three additional Humvees, followed by five or six more and dozens of U.S. soldiers, poured into the fight, but I did not see any of it. We had to get Babbitt to the FOB, a five-minute drive back through the ambush zone, by ourselves. One truck. Any IED, RPG, or even small-arms attack would be devastating to us. This was the type of chance that every insurgent wanted, a lone American Humvee with no machine gunner making a run for it. I hated to give the enemy this chance, but we had no choice. We traveled with only three soldiers per vehicle, and we simply did not have another man to divert to the empty machine gun while I coordinated the medical evacuation. We turned and headed toward the FOB. I prayed for a smooth, fast ride.

As we raced back through the advancing Humvees, my head swiveled back and forth. The streets were empty. Only the swirling dust from the speeding Humvees challenged us for sole possession of the road. As we neared the last intersection before the FOB, I glanced over at the Yazeen Mosque. There I saw the imam coolly standing outside the wall with a cell phone and pointing in the general direction of the fighting. I had seen enough senior officers in combat to recognize field leadership when I saw it. He was giving orders to his fighters farther down the street. In a moment of forgetfulness, I turned to yell for Babbitt to kill him. The imam was on the road adjacent to the driver’s side, and I could not shoot him from the passenger’s seat.

A quick glance over my shoulder reset my priorities. The CPR was almost impossible at this speed. Screams of frustration came from the bed of the truck, where the captain battled against jarring from the road at our breakneck speed. I radioed the FOB telling them that we were coming in “hot”—there would be no gate entry ritual. I urged them to do what they could to clear the road, because we were not slowing down. The medical facility was right next to our headquarters building. We blasted through the gate, blowing the horn and swerving around groups of soldiers who were completely unaware of what we were dealing with.

We skidded to a stop beside our headquarters, and staff officers and soldiers came pouring out. Before I had even swung myself from the truck, they had lifted Babbitt out. Several pairs of hands were completely removing Babbitt’s body armor, so he could better go onto the stretcher. The doctors were here now as well. They cut off his top, letting loose a torrent of blood. My knees buckled. Each labored breath from Babbitt sent sprays of blood in several directions. The rattling sound of death chased each spurt, and I knew this was the end. Even as they ran him inside for emergency surgery, I knew he would not survive. I had seen a lot of deaths, but this one was the most personal.

Meanwhile, the battle still raged on, with several more soldiers getting hurt badly, and my commander calling for reinforcements. A group of soldiers asked whether I wanted to link up with them and go out, but I could not just yet. I wanted to stay close by and see what happened to Babbitt. I could not face going back out at the moment. A few hours later, during which time I monitored radio reports of casualties, I received word that Babbitt was dead.

Shortly thereafter, the Misfits returned from the battle, having spent the previous hour searching for an enemy who had disappeared and combing through the battlefield for clues as to what had happened. I gathered them together. They told me how just beyond where the trucks had stopped they found a dead sniper, killed by machine-gun fire and still clutching a Dragunov SVDK sniper rifle. It was significant because as they produced the rifle and we took a look at its 7.62x54R bullets, it was clear that this was the type of bullet that had hit Babbitt. Only a bullet this size could penetrate both sides of body armor, as the bullet had done to Babbitt’s. There had been an entry and an exit hole much larger than one would expect from an AK-47.

That Babbitt had been killed by a sniper was a tragedy, but the rest of the story inspired us all. It was obvious that the sniper had hit Babbitt almost immediately after we pulled up, but Babbitt must have returned fire into the sniper’s nest after he was mortally wounded. The burst of machine-gun fire that killed the sniper and the original angle of our truck meant that Babbitt had saved at least a few other Misfits, by holding back death and successfully challenging his attacker.

I asked everyone to join me in a vacant office. I think they all knew what news was coming—that I would confirm that Babbitt had not made it. As I turned to walk in, one of the members of the BBC crew asked whether they could film this impromptu eulogy. I conferred with the noncommissioned officers. All of us felt that it would be fine. We hoped that Babbitt’s family could watch and know how much we respected him and how well he had performed his job. There are not many comforts in losing a loved one, but we hoped that it would be of some solace for them to know he died well—fighting a soldier’s battle, while saving the lives of others.

Everyone huddled together, and I broke the news that Babbitt was dead. I trailed into some story about staying strong and carrying on, but even then my voice was breaking and the tears were flowing. This was no stoic army speech on the inevitably of death, for we were a group of friends and colleagues who trusted and respected one another. There was no shame or loss of respect in the showing of emotion; in fact, the opposite was probably true. A callous delivery of the facts would have been disrespectful. Not a man in the room had a dry eye when we walked out, and no one walked out less of a man. We would still fight as hard and sacrifice as much as we had done previously, but we did so knowing that we had lost a loved one, and it was okay to grieve for that loss.

I needed some air. I walked out into the late evening with the words from Babbitt’s eulogy still clinging to the back of my throat. I stood out on the veranda of the headquarters, looking at the night sky, lost in my own thoughts, rerunning that afternoon and replaying everything in slow motion. People moved past and around me, but I could not hear them or barely even see them. The tears still stung my eyes, and the sadness stripped me of every pretense of manhood. I needed someone to tell me it would be all right. I wanted to run home like a scared boy who had been bullied at school and needed his mom to comfort him. There was no solace to be found here, though. In fact, the thought of my family only made me think of Babbitt’s. I barely even knew of his personal life. I think he had two kids. What did his tattoo look like again? My mind spiraled into an obsessive rut, trying to remember every word he had ever said. I tried to bring him back in my mind to have those conversations again. The finality of his loss left me without a plan. I quit. I wanted no more to do with this war.

More people gathered on the porch now. The guys from the BBC, soldiers, even a few interpreters hung around glassy-eyed and quiet. Everyone reflected on the absolute irrationality of it all. I distractedly swirled some cold army coffee around a Styrofoam cup and sipped it through gritted teeth. The bitterness of the coffee matched my mood and left me staring blankly into the cheap cup. Objects—my uniform, my boots, even the coffee—seemed at once imminently familiar and strangely foreign. Maybe it was from seeing Babbitt’s gear leaning against a nearby wall, only feet away from the blood that a soldier was washing out of the Humvee.

After losses like this, the book says you should move on quickly. I am not sure you can do that when an identical copy of everything you wear, everything you own, is being folded into a pile and placed into storage. The only difference is that the name stenciled on the sand-colored belongings says “Babbitt,” not “Whiteley.” How long would it be until we all ended up like that—a pile of military-issued camouflage, crumpled in a corner, utterly spent and waiting to be sent home? Looking around again at my listless comrades, I felt that in a way, we were already “dead.” This war had killed us all, crumpled us and set us aside to wait for our trip home. We were merely shells of our former selves, empty uniforms, waiting to be shipped back to our families.

A hand on my shoulder shook me back into reality. I looked up to see my commander. His eyes met mine, and I could tell immediately that he knew how much I was hurting. I am sure he wanted to say something comforting or consoling for everything that had just transpired, but instead he just handed me a note, slapped me on the shoulder, and walked away. I unfolded the white piece of crumpled paper with two lines of writing. The one line of scrawling Arabic script I could not make out, but below it, printed and tagged with an evidence number, was the translation: “Car bomb for Captain Whiteley is ready. Will use immediately.” A picture of one of my former council members was attached to the message, identifying him as the person on whom the note had been found during a raid on an insurgent cell.

Slowly, I began to shake off the weariness and the sorrow that had anchored me to the floor. As I held the note, I felt my spirit soar and dip like a tethered balloon that had broken free on a breezy day. Part of me wanted to stay in the FOB. Who could blame me? I had been personally targeted. It would be irrational and irresponsible to go back out, especially to take the Misfits into harm’s way, knowing that the odds of a targeted attack were extremely high. Yet another part of me felt a more primal response of rage and defiance.

My thoughts formed into an aggressive montage of confrontation and condemnation. For a few moments I daydreamed my way back through the ambush. This time I would kill everyone, even people who had not been there, such as this former council member. If he had phoned me before I received the note, I would have gone to see what he needed. This was the fundamental flaw of my entire philosophy. Through my creative financing and fearless influence peddling, I thought I had gained the upper hand in this fight for loyalty. I was wrong. My Shi’a alliances were cowering in their homes, afraid of the Fallujah fighters, and at least one Sunni council member had taken out a hit on me. Maybe it was always meant to be this way, but I had believed that it would be different. In any event, I was no longer protected by my reputation or by any Iraqi friends.

I gathered the Misfits to tell them that the danger had gone up a few levels. I read them the note, gauging their reactions. Each soldier remained stoic and unimpressed. In their minds, we had been stalked by this omnipresent and invisible danger since our first day in sector. The fact that Death had sent us a note did not change the fact that it had always been there, prepared to make an impromptu visit. At the end of the meeting, I asked everyone to think closely about whether they wanted to stay on the team, and I gave each of them a free out to change assignments. There were no takers. The enemy had hit us hard, but everyone wanted a chance to hit back. We would do so as a team, and we would do it soon. I wanted to thank them, to hug them and encourage them, but nothing needed to be said or done, except to get ready to go back out. We were not going home yet, and we would not lie around waiting to be sent home in a box. Tonight we would sleep and recover, but tomorrow we would fight back, for ourselves and for Babbitt.


Eleven
BALLOTS AND BANALITY

“ONE KIA.”

It was not even breakfast, and the three most dreaded letters had come across the radio for the second time in two days. KIA—killed in action. Like firemen, we had been on alert and soon streamed out of the FOB toward the ambush. The long drive on a dangerous road would take us all the way south into the rural area, which was crisscrossed by canals. The Misfits tucked our three trucks in behind my commander’s trucks, and we joined about twenty more trucks answering the distress call. Babbitt had not even been dead twenty-four hours and we were racing toward another ambush.

Devastating attacks on a patrol, followed by the entire battalion pouring in to assist it, were suddenly becoming too routine. By the time we arrived, the medical evacuation helicopter was gone. The remaining soldiers, covered in blood, smoked cigarettes with shaking hands and recounted a devastatingly sophisticated ambush that had destroyed three American Humvees, killed one soldier, and injured three others. We swept through the area, but, as usual, there were no signs of any insurgents. Right then and there, we gathered the leadership together and crafted a plan to retake the initiative in this sector. We would counterattack decisively and forcefully by raiding every house in the vicinity of each of these attacks and forcing the population to take sides. A low-level string of houses and vehicle-repair shops was across the street and would be our first target.
Like wolves, we fanned out and walked toward the garages where dozens of men watched us warily. We easily outnumbered them, three to one. We did not say a word as we approached. Most of the mechanics walked a few steps to meet us in front of their garages, probably thinking that we were coming to talk. But they were sadly mistaken. As soon as we came face-to-face with them, our fists flew and the sounds of crunching bones and howls of pain echoed up and down the line. I handed off my rifle to a soldier, clenched my gloved hand, and drove it into the face of the nearest mechanic. This was no longer an army bound by rules of engagement and serving a higher purpose. This was a gang of men sending a message to the people who had watched a deadly ambush take place just meters from their homes. Their surprise was obvious. With frantic, scared bloody faces, they stared back at us and into the rage-infused vengeance that swept down upon them.

My commander sent word for a bulldozer to demolish the house closest to the attack. Within half an hour, only rubble and ruined lives stood adjacent to an open field that was still marked with an orange panel for the medical evacuation helicopter. Further inspection led us to a walled palace where spent shells and empty food containers showed it to have been one of the attack points. The commander ordered a company of soldiers into the house. We would use it as our own base while we conducted our counterattack. The bulldozers churned through the destroyed houses and began pushing over the palm groves that had hidden the enemy only hours earlier. Gallons of diesel fuel were sprayed on all vegetation, followed by incendiary grenades to light it on fire. The inferno devoured acres of date palms and cast an eerie glow of orange smoke throughout the area. This was hell now, and it was spreading rapidly.

From the well-appointed confines of our new makeshift base, we laid out a second objective. It was being described as a sweep of the area, but to everyone in the room, it was a hopeful opportunity to exact some revenge for the previous days. We breezed through the tactical update, because there was not much to say that we did not already know. We would return to the area of yesterday’s ambush, where Babbitt was killed. We would be looking for any signs of insurgents’ presence, including more bedding than normal, large quantities of food, or anything that might suggest that a lot of people were staying over as guests.

Using a cell phone left on one of the dead insurgents, one of our interpreters had faked a phone call to the last dialed number and requested directions to a safe house. Although the directions had not been very helpful, the interpreter concluded that the insurgents were not from this area and had not been here long. He attempted to ask questions based on well-known streets and landmarks, but the insurgent on the other end of the line was not familiar with those places. From this, we surmised that they would not go far from where they had fought us. We needed to find them before they left.

We loaded up in the Humvees with a sense of reluctance and hatred that made it difficult to concentrate. There were the obvious reasons to be afraid. The bullet holes in the doors and the spent shell casings still bouncing around reminded me of every shot of that fateful first ambush—and of the fact that the gunner standing above me was not Babbitt. All of this created a surreal sense of unease as we drove back through the ambush site. Yet what enraged me the most was the nonchalance in the neighborhood. People strolled down the sides of the streets where men had just died—both Iraqi and American. There were no flowers and no signs of remembrance here. I am not sure what I expected, but in the United States, I always noticed the white crosses that dotted the highways to mark the tragic loss of lives that occurred on those spots. I guess I expected there to be some homage, at least, to the battle that had raged here and to the lives that were lost. Yet the hardscrabble lives of the people in this area continued unchanged.

That last thought was foremost in my mind as the Humvees stopped in front of the target houses. I looked back to where Babbitt had taken his mortal wound. It had been a perfect vantage point for an ambush. The insurgents had been able to see us clearly from the minute we drove back. How they must have waited for the ideal moment when they could unleash their barrage.

As we jogged toward the nearest house, my vision became blurry. My heart raced with the possibility that there would be another ferocious shootout waiting behind the door. This time, though, we would not be surprised. We would be the ones on the attack. Without any hesitation, I gave the order on the run to kick in the door. We streamed into the house, yelling and motioning for everyone to get on the floor.

I ran up the stairs, shoving aside the women and the children who poured from the upstairs rooms screaming and pleading. At the top of the stairs, turning into an open room, I felt the warm rush of homicide. Normally, I prided myself on being cool and calculating, but seeing this room devoid of furniture, with row after row of mattresses on the floor, confirmed that we were in the right place. This is where the insurgents had slept and planned their attack. Over the radio, we heard that the raid in the house next door had discovered no people but room after room of stockpiled weapons and medical equipment.

Farther down the corridor from me, commotion and shouting drew me from the empty room and into an overwhelming scene. Wounded men lay on makeshift beds, while several self-proclaimed doctors attempted to treat them. Soldiers grabbed these doctors and their patients and began roughly binding their hands and forcing them against the walls. I felt an animalistic instinct that scared me. I grabbed one of the doctors, who described himself to an interpreter as a surgeon, and began a barrage of questions. With each denial he made, I pushed the doctor more firmly against the wall, using the full weight of my body armor to force the air from his lungs in a long, low sigh. I reached for his fingers, standing like a bunch of carrots behind his back. Then I smiled as I pulled his thumbs backward until they almost started to crack. “Tough to treat insurgents without opposable thumbs,” I thought. As the doctor began to cry out, I continued to ask questions that went unanswered.

The room around me was chaos. The doctor’s companions matched his cries as the fury of our soldiers found a home in their joints and their flesh. The hard sound of gloved fists into soft bodies echoed in the room. As the denials and the stonewalling continued, I noticed a table full of used surgical implements. The scalpels and the pliers had a secondhand, outdated look. Some were covered in rust and others in blood. I grabbed a scalpel from the table and began to fantasize about driving it into the doctor’s lying tongue and pleading eyes. I wanted to hear him admit to helping with the ambush. I wanted the opportunity to avenge Babbitt. My mind was a maelstrom, with reason seeking to overcome emotion. If ever there was a time for an execution, it was now. I raised one of the scalpels toward the doctor’s eyes. My most base, primal desires were firmly in control now. Watching his nostrils flare with fear, I could only imagine how my wildly dilated pupils must look, their excitement contrasting with my cold expression.

Somehow, though, with the scalpel inches from his face, the face of my adversary, I realized that this was not the way. The way of force and vengeance had already failed me. I needed to stop while I was still human. I thought that I had found a way to control everything. I thought that we had made the insurgency responsive to the dollar. Instead, we had just blindly run down the same road that the insurgents had trod, acting out in anger and undisciplined violence, conducting mass punishments and reaping very little reward. Somewhat apologetically, I slightly loosened the binding on the doctor’s hands and handed him off to be put him into the back of the truck for transportation to the detention facility. Although I had no faith in the interrogators’ ability to learn anything of value from him or any trust that the doctor would even be held for longer than a few days, it was our system, and I would default to it.

Meanwhile, down the road, the Iraqi army had finally been wrangled into each of the Sunni mosques, and they had discovered a huge weapons cache in one, the Yazeen Mosque, and had killed the imam in another. The details were sketchy on the shooting of the imam, but given his reputation and his missing hand from an errant bomb-making venture, no one asked too many questions. As for the Yazeen Mosque and its weapons cache, it was simply something that had to be seen to be believed. By the time we arrived on the scene, a full hour after the initial raid, Iraqi soldiers were still hauling out boxes full of weapons, bombs, and medical equipment. Several men, bleeding and bruised, sat in the back of an Iraqi army truck.

For all of our moments of zealous anger, nothing compared to unleashing the Iraqi army, which was 100 percent Shi’a, on a Sunni mosque that was suspected of assassinating Shi’a pilgrims. The beatings were merciless, but we only feebly objected. The emerging facts, in the form of this illicit weapons depot, confirmed what I had seen as we drove past with Babbitt dying in the back of the truck. This had been the command center of the attacks. The only disappointment was that the imam who had directed them was gone. Apparently, he had fled for Fallujah during the previous night and left his minions to guard the mosque. We had them and the cargo, but the brains of the operation had escaped. For all of the great photo opportunities, it remained a hollow victory.

Hollow, yes, but a victory nonetheless. Across the sector these victories rang in. I don’t know whether the recent battles had emboldened the insurgents so that they stayed around to fight longer than they should have, or if luck was finally on our side, but the number of successful engagements in a single day set a new record for us. Even as we watched the mosque cache being dismantled, a report of another engagement in a different Sunni neighborhood near the DAC came in. One of the tanks on patrol spotted several vanloads of insurgents emptying weapons from a different mosque and killed them all. A short distance away, an insurgent ambush aimed at one of the patrols was set up in the wrong direction, which allowed the patrol to come up on it from behind, again killing all of the insurgents. These small victories lifted our spirits. We were finally seeing dead insurgents, and it felt good to know that we were no longer punching in the dark. We were hitting them back.

I rode up to the latest engagement area and noted that the mosque was the one near Ammar’s house and from whose minarets the Iraqi guard on the overpass had been shot. There were only six major Sunni mosques in our sector, but they all seemed to be involved in this upsurge of violence. The fact that weapons were being unloaded from only one meant that the insurgents realized the protection afforded by the mosques had run out and that they were changing hiding places. I stood over one of the dead Iraqis who was wearing a black mask. The insurgents looked so inhuman wearing these masks, like the faceless enemy that they had been for months. I reached down and pulled the mask away. The bearded face of a portly man in his late fifties looked back at me. Back home, this type of guy would hardly be out mowing his yard, much less running weapons into a combat zone. It spoke of the level of commitment these people had, that a middle-aged man would risk his life for something he believed in.

The care packages and the yellow ribbons never stopped flowing in from home, especially now that we were close to the holidays, but how committed where the American people to this war, really? The Iraqis were all in, apparently, willing to die to liberate their homeland, to defend their religion, or for whatever purpose. My own emotional investment was on the wane. Like the temporary release of punching a pillow, the joy of finally bleeding the insurgents left me feeling more tired and not at all satisfied. The insurgency, like the pillow, could withstand my blows, taking and taking, and then it resumed its former shape. Meanwhile, I was wearing down.

Later that evening we returned to the palace we now occupied, instead of returning to the FOB. We were continuing our presence in the area to deter any attacks. From our interrogations, we had learned that the narrow dirt road skirting the river provided the insurgents with their primary ingress routes. We would blow up the road and cut their access to the south, forcing them back toward the highway, where we were better able to man checkpoints. At least, that was the plan.

The engineers made their calculations and set out to conduct the demolition of the road. I took time to stroll through the palace. It was such a strange place to be. The flatware was all silver, the dishes all china. Its splendor backed directly onto the Tigris, where three powerboats were docked, waiting for their playboy owner to return. In the barn, which housed not only thoroughbred horses but also several sports cars and all-terrain vehicles, a small family of caretakers lived a bare existence. It should have seemed odd to me that they would live in the shadow of such opulence, but I understood the two-tiered loyalty structure that defined Iraq.

The first tier of loyalty was to Saddam Hussein and his family, a loyalty based on fear. Even though U.S. forces had captured Saddam and killed his sons, people here still thought they would return. It was beyond their ability to comprehend a world without the Hussein family, and rumors of them being seen in a market or on a street dominated local conversations. The power vacuum, in the eyes of the Sunni people, was transitory. The customary rulers would return, so it was best to respect the rules as they had been left.

The second tier of loyalty was to Iraqis. These people would not defy their old masters by taking liberties with their houses, but neither would they object when fellow Iraqis used them to ambush Americans. Forced to choose sides, they would always choose the Iraqi side. That much was obvious now.

We heard a distant rumbling boom as the road was cut. A cheer went up from the soldiers in the palace. It felt as if the tide might be turning in our favor. The counterattack had defanged the mosques. We had succeeded in killing several dozen insurgents. Now we had cut their escape route. The tranquility of the night reinforced that perception, because no mortars fell on us, and only the gentle rushing of the Tigris River disturbed the stillness.

The next morning we were scheduled to return to the FOB and attend the memorial service for the dead soldiers, Babbitt and Specialist Raymond White, the soldier who had died in the second ambush in Arab Jabbour. Before we left, we made a quick check of the cut road. Surprisingly, we drove right over the area that had been blown up. With the road unguarded for a few hours, someone with a tractor had filled the crater and returned the road to a usable condition. I almost laughed. This was the perfect Iraq moment. Everything we endeavored to do was reversed within hours. If we built something, it was torn apart; if we destroyed something, it was rebuilt. It all goes back to loyalty and legitimacy. We had neither.

I thought about that more carefully as I sat folding and unfolding the program for Babbitt’s service. I could not get my head around the consequences of the last few days. Two dead soldiers, a half-dozen more wounded, and scores of Iraqis, innocent and combatant, left dead in the street. It all came back neatly to blowing a huge crater in the road, only to have it refilled the next day. The physical changes we exerted on our environment, the buildings we built or tore down, the councils we consecrated, and the relationships we forged came and went on a whim. Yet the emotional changes we endured were much more permanent. I discovered that my soul was much less resilient than a dirt road that could be blown apart and put back together.

Outside the FOB, normal traffic and activity had resumed and moved on from the bloody events of the previous week. As usual, the black-market gasoline and heating-fuel vendors lined the street selling their wares from plastic bottles for stratospheric prices. We had given up chasing them from the highway long ago. Despite our best efforts to push them from the roads and to destroy their illegal market, they reappeared like weeds, sprouting from cracks in the cement as soon as we passed. The business was just too good. Watching them hurriedly pull their wares from the street, one could see a microcosm of the American occupation. American forces could expend a lot of effort, eliminate the black market in fuel, force the gas station to run twenty-four hours day, and supervise everything. In these moments it might seem that the Americans were winning, that order was taking root, and the society as we planned it was beginning to develop. Yet the surge of progress, if we could call it that, would evaporate as soon as the requisite manpower stepped back into the Humvees. The American systems simply could not run themselves.

I had descended from the euphoric feelings of power and pride that had radiated from the walls of the palace and the halls of the District Advisory Council. Those places felt hollow to me now. I could while away my time, a lifetime even, without ever making a meaningful change, despite all of the glad-handing and the embraces of faux respect. I thought back to the schemes and the backroom deals that I had brokered with an air of authority and an optimism that I would get satisfaction from making friends and prolonging my survival. How quickly those deals had vanished at the earliest signs of strife.

The people had lost faith in me as Abu Floos, if they had ever really had it. They had given up on America being anything other than the latest occupier, and the illusory promises of change meant less than the struggle to defend an Iraqi identity. Living in squalor for the second straight year, the people saw my gifts for what they were: a quick fix. Like all addicts, the people had initially exhilarated themselves with my products. Now they had wanted more, and I could not deliver. The moment that the Sunni fighters arrived, I was unable to deliver security to the people who had dared to believe in me. That included the soldier whose dog tags now hung from an upended M-16 over a pair of beat-up combat boots.

The service was coming to a close, but the hardest part now lay directly in front of me. At the end of military memorial services, each attendee can walk to the front of the chapel and salute the memorial to the fallen warrior. The boots, neatly laced, will never walk another step, and the rifle, barrel down, concedes that the soldier’s last shot has been fired, but nothing can prepare you for the emptiness that the hanging identification tags create inside you. I walked slowly up to the memorial, feeling every heavy step as if it were my own last one. When I was close enough, I reached out and touched the tags. They felt cold and lonely. They had lost the warmth that comes from being snug against the chest of their owner. They no longer had the jingle that they characteristically make when they dance to the rhythm of a morning jog. They were silent witnesses to the loss that we all felt. I drew back my hand and saluted crisply, turned sharply to my left, and walked out into the fresh air.

Soon I was joined by my commander, who needed to talk off to the side. We took a walk away from the headquarters and toward the perimeter. He lit one of his omnipresent mild black cigars and started to describe our latest “problem.” The first problem was of our alleged excessive violence. One lieutenant thought that the actions of our unit during a beating we had administered were criminal and had filed a report. The second problem was that several National Guard replacement officers who were reviewing our contracting schemes were convinced that some were illegal. My commander wanted a plan to handle both of these problems before they spiraled out of control and put any of us in real danger.

I could not believe my ears. I thought that the consultants who arrived to certify the interpreters had been annoying and out of touch. To hear more of the same type of questioning from people in our own unit, on the day of a memorial service, really made me question where some people put their priorities. Then I remembered how we had felt during the first days after we arrived. We had been so judgmental, so righteous in our assessment of our predecessors’ actions. I thought that maybe the way to handle this was simply to talk to the National Guard guys, one on one, which I offered to do on behalf of the commander. After all, the council was not meeting during Ramadan, and, given recent events, it was not clear that it would ever recover to its previous level of commitment from either me or the Iraqis.

We walked back over to the headquarters, and I went directly into the office where the new officers were adjusting their belongings and settling in. At a glance, you could tell that they were more suited to life in a training environment than life over here. They were polite but standoffish and mistrusting. Their job was to conduct civil affairs and look after the implementation of various construction projects. Frankly, it created some redundancy over the job that I had already been doing for eight months. Neither of us trusted that the other side could do the job as effectively as we could do it ourselves. For my part, I tried to discourage them from applying American standards to the projects and not to upset too many of the ongoing projects in our sector. Their curt response underscored the latent animosity between these types of new arrivals and veteran combat units.

Unfortunately, their presence created more chains of reporting and indicated that the occupation was shifting into a more bureaucratic, less effective model. In preparation for the elections in January, more and more of these “specialists” arrived on a daily basis. Some of them were civilians, and others were in Army Reserve or National Guard units, but all of them had been back in the States or hunkered down in their respective camps while we battled the insurgency. Moreover, none of them had been in country for more than a month, so to hear them spewing judgments on our operations and threatening legal action right after arriving was simply too much.

It was precisely this type of bureaucratic thinking and programmed optimism that I had fought so hard to overcome in the early months. Granted, these contracts had not worked well for us under the recent pressure, and maybe for that reason I understood these new officers’ posturing. I thought they knew so little that they were dangerous only to themselves, but I did take offense at their alleging that our conduct had been improper. I was still really emotional about losing a soldier and was grappling with the failing systems that we had built. More than they would ever know, I felt the sting of the shortcomings, but it had nothing to do with the technicalities on which they were fixated.

After the New Year, security assumed an even higher priority. Sunni and Shi’a divisions became increasingly prominent as neighborhood watch security teams proliferated. Some of these teams had been, of course, my own creations, hastily conceived as a way to protect neighborhoods and mass labor projects from insurgents. They had been created after the initial Sunni attacks, as a means to provide a mobile security monitoring force that made the council members feel more comfortable. But they had disappeared when they were needed most, and for the last two months, everyone had forgotten that they existed. It was funny how, back when I thought I was smart, I had tried to grow Shi’a influence by strategically placing Shi’a militias at potential flash points, as if they would actually fight and defend their neighborhoods. I had equipped and authorized them and cared for them as if they were my own soldiers. After a few incursions by the Sunni militia, they had abandoned us wholesale. Strangely, the Shi’a hit teams and the roving neighborhood guard units seemed to be back now, but they had grown out of control.

The guards had been useful before, to protect the labor projects and to defend their neighborhoods, when the threat had not been direct. We even felt some satisfaction in knowing that they had been responsible for some of the dead Sunni bodies that had showed up in late November. As we approached the elections, however, these attacks seemed completely arbitrary. There was a new war being waged, as Shi’a and Sunni attacked each other with greater ferocity, and we had no idea how to slow it down. Bodies appeared in the streets on a daily basis, and bombs in the market interrupted the daily commerce. The council meetings were suspended during Ramadan, but they remained sparsely attended even after the New Year. Like other projects, the councils became a relic of 2004 and existed in name and form only. The contracting duties had largely shifted to the new civil affairs specialists. I had nothing more to do with them and no means by which to try to reinvigorate any local interest in the American agenda. It was just as well, because I had continued to move deeper into a state of indifference and indolence since late November. This existence had been unthinkable a few short months ago, when my energy would not allow me to be out of contact with the people for more than a few hours.

In preparation for the elections and in light of the sectarian violence plaguing the neighborhoods, rumors circulated that the Sunni insurgency would return to prevent polls from operating in Shi’a neighborhoods. An opposite rumor actually proved to be more accurate. The Shi’a militias had actively intimidated Sunni neighborhoods, which already appeared to be boycotting any talk of elections. The conspiracy to undermine the elections reached even higher with a super majority of politicians and administrators representing Shi’a factions seeking to use the elections to cement and legitimize the power of Iran-educated and -trained leaders. I had decided to monitor the election from the headquarters, in order to have a better sense of the total picture Iraq-wide, plus I had already checked out from this job. Or so I thought.

Hours before the election, there were no ballots in several of our Sunni neighborhoods, a fact that caused panic throughout the Green Zone. The voice on the other end of the line nearly went apoplectic when I made my recommendation. I had offered to simply redistribute some of the ballots from our Shi’a neighborhoods if required, although I did not anticipate that anyone would turn out in the Sunni neighborhoods. The Shi’a conspiracy, if it was not merely gross negligence, was a redundant factor in this case. No Sunni person would be seen legitimizing the elections by casting a vote. Sunni politicians were boycotting this vote, and I would be surprised if the Sunni people were not as well.

As the State Department and various voting consultants planned how to deliver ballots without having them touched by Americans in order to preserve the appearance of Iraqi independence, I decided to get out in sector and see what was going on. The Misfits were out already working with another officer to coordinate all of the polling site data, so I was forced to hitch a ride with my commander. I told him about the problem, and I think he laughed. He picked up the radio and ordered the battalion operations office and the Misfits to go to the warehouse, load up all of the ballots, and find the few election monitors who needed physical prompting to leave their safe confines and deposit them all in their assigned schools for the polling.

No one ever asked how the ballots were delivered, nor did they really care. The following day we found boxes of unmarked ballots on streets and stacked next to schools. There were easily enough unmarked ballots to change the result of any election.

“I wonder what the State Department’s plan is for these ballots?” I thought, as children began playing with them as if they were toys.

The children were not the only Iraqis who saw the elections for what they were. They did not change anything. The people still struggled to find safety, the lights did not work, and sewage was still flowing in the streets. The national elections were trumpeted internationally as the true turning point in Iraq. Yet both the Iraqi people and I had grown weary of these “turning points.” Each one only led them down a road more crooked than the last. The dissolution of the CPA, the transfer of sovereignty, the half-dozen constitutional conventions, the weekly council meetings—all had been hailed as turning points, and each one ended in confusion and delusion. There was no way that any realistic person could look at the situation in Iraq and see the elections as anything other than the rubber-stamping of a proxy government for the United States.

Soon spring would be creeping back into Baghdad and with it the end of my tour. The DAC had been completely transformed; there were no Sunni members now, and the only woman was the wife of another council member. Talks of contracts continued unabated, but gone were the discussions of governance and elections.

Iraq now had its third prime minister in two years, and hundreds of American advisers had rotated through the various ministries. My unit was preparing to leave, and the impact on the council was destabilizing. I had been the first person in charge of the council for more than a few months. For nearly an entire year, I had eaten with the council members and laughed with them. I had tried to make them believe that I could help. I had even convinced myself that this was true. We had written our own rules, and we had tasted success.

As I introduced my replacement, everyone realized that Iraq could not exist like this—always temporary, defined by rotations, changes, elections, and conventions. There was no stability, and there was no hope. The only constant was the mosque, and it was only there that the Iraqis placed their faith and their allegiance.

I did not say good-bye to optimistic politicians who wanted a better future. I said good-bye to people who had tried the American way and lost. My friends, such as they were, had learned that not even a constant flow of dollars can fix all of their problems. In the end, only Iraqis know the road ahead. Whether it is fundamentalist or not, I cannot say. My only impression is that it is a road that I could not show them. My way, the American way, of councils and contracts, had provided a year of reassuring headlines to the American public but a lifetime of heartache to the people of Iraq.


Epilogue

I HEADED BACK TO THE UNITED STATES via the same roundabout process that had taken me to Iraq. This time Camp New York in Kuwait was not filled with wonder and hope but, rather, resignation. I had never felt such complete failure. My best had not been enough to stem the tide of blood or even to change lives for more than a few fleeting seconds. Still, there was a part of me that wanted to go back to Baghdad. I thought about volunteering to stay on with another unit. I thought I could make a difference if I just had more time—and more of chance to become “more Iraqi.” Against the backdrop of my own failure to make a difference the first time, I am not sure whether this was a true desire to help Iraqis prosper or a request to retake the test and pass. I had seen a small window of change in myself and could not help but wonder what would happen if I committed myself to being as Iraqi as possible. The dynamics were changing all of the time, though, and Baghdad as I knew it last year was completely different from the Baghdad that awaited the new replacements heading north.

When the plane finally arrived back at Fort Hood, our families greeted us with hugs and tears. There were speeches and yellow ribbons and American flags. It was a hero’s welcome, but I didn’t feel it. It seemed wrong to me that we could simply eject from Iraq without committing to a solution. The military’s repeated rotations there did not give us the continuity necessary to really understand the issues. Once again, I found myself longing to be back. I did my best to set all of those memories behind me and seek out the things that were important to me now, my family and my new life starting law school. Ironically, I no longer felt that close to the Americans around me, and even my family felt further from me than some of the people I had grown to trust in Iraq. Everything about life back in America seemed pretentious, from the carefree way we could drive on the highways to going shopping without any concern for safety. The downside to not facing these dangers was that American society appeared isolated and selfish to me. Whereas in Iraq, families lived together for generations, shopped together, and huddled together in tea houses and on porches, in America cars whizzed by with single occupants, and solitary people pushed their way through life without saying a word to one another. The vivid independence of each American stood in contrast to my recent Iraq memories and made me increasingly uncomfortable. I was not ready to accept this level of entitlement. The disparity between my life in America and my recent experience gnawed at me until I could no longer stand it. I needed to leave again.

A few weeks later, I left the army for good and left the United States for the summer. I rented an apartment in Barcelona, in a sweaty neighborhood in the Arab quarter where the families were piled onto one another. Throughout my building, I could hear their fights and their almost ceaseless chatter and smell their cooking. It was perfect. The return to American society had been too quick, too stark a contrast to the disorder and lawlessness to which I had grown accustomed. In Barcelona I had sought a confusion that would remind me of Baghdad. From my window in a trash-strewn street, the characteristic beats of Arab pop danced between the sounds of the chopping knives of the halal butcher shops. I went downstairs to find comfort in the scrawled Arabic letters on the billboards and the placards and in the steaming cups of tea available in every shop.

I lost myself in these streets as I had during my first days in Baghdad. I wandered until I was exhausted and then drove myself even farther. Whether I was running from something or looking for someone—a council member, perhaps—I can’t say. All I know is that I took comfort in the crowds of men wearing dishdashas and women wearing veils. It felt like home to me, and I became comfortable. Eventually, I began to write. I wrote to memorialize, I wrote to remember, but most of all I wrote so that people would understand that hope was being built and destroyed not in the Green Zone or on CNN but under the table in windowless rooms. The future of Iraq would not be decided in palace halls or conference rooms but in the hopeless streets of forgotten places that Abu Floos knew well.
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