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When Dismas Hardy agrees to clean up the caseload of recently disappeared attorney Charlie Bowen, he thinks it will be easy. But one of the cases is far from small-time – the sensational clash between National Guard reservist Evan Scholler and an ex-Navy SEAL and private contractor named Ron Nolan. Two events in Iraq conspired to bring the men into fatal conflict: Nolan’s relationship with Evan’s girlfriend back home in the States; followed by a deadly incident in which Nolan’s apparent mistake results in the death of an innocent Iraqi family as well as seven men in Evan’s platoon. As the murky relationship between the U.S. government and its private contractors plays out in the personal drama of these two men, and the consequences become a desperate matter of life and death, Dismas Hardy begins to uncover a terrible and perilous truth that takes him far beyond the case and into the realm of assassination and treason.


From the treacherous streets of Iraq to the courtrooms of California, Betrayal is a magnificent tour de force of pure storytelling.
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“A man’s death is his own business.”


—Aaron Moore, First Sergeant, U.S. Marine Corps


“Injustice is relatively easy to bear; it is justice that hurts.”

—Henry Louis Mencken




PROLOGUE


[2006]




 

On a Wednesday evening in early December, Dismas Hardy, standing at the thin line of dark cherry in the light hardwood floor of his office, threw a dart. It was the last in a round of three, and as soon as he let the missile go, he knew it would land where he’d aimed it, in the “20” wedge, as had the previous two. Hardy was a better-than-average player – if you were in a tournament, you’d want him on your team – so getting three twenties in a row didn’t make his day. Although missing one or even, God forbid, two shots in any given round would marginally lower the level of the reservoir of his contentment, which was dangerously low as it was.

So Hardy was playing a no-win game. If he hit his mark, it didn’t make him happy; but if he missed, it really ticked him off.

After he threw, he didn’t move forward to go pull his darts from the board as he had the last thirty rounds. Instead, he let out a breath, felt his shoulders settle, unconsciously gnawed at the inside of his cheek.

On the other side of his closed door, in the reception area, the night telephone commenced to chirrup. It was long past business hours. Phyllis, his ageless ogre of a receptionist/secretary, had looked in on him and said good night nearly three hours ago. There might still be associates or paralegals cranking away on their briefs or research in some of the other rooms and offices – after all, this was a law firm where the billable hour was the inescapable unit of currency – but for the most part, the workday was over.

And yet, with no pressing work, Hardy remained.

Over the last twenty years, Wednesday evenings in his home had acquired a near-sacred status as Date Night. Hardy and his wife, Frannie, would leave their two children, Rebecca and Vincent – first with baby-sitters, then alone – and would go out somewhere to dine and talk. Often they’d meet first at the Little Shamrock, about halfway between home on Thirty-fourth Avenue and his downtown office. Hardy was a part owner of the bar, with Frannie’s brother, Moses McGuire, and they’d have a civilized drink and then repair to some venue of greater or lesser sophistication – San Francisco had them all – and reconnect. Or at least try.

Tonight’s original plan was to meet at Jardinière, Traci Des Jardins’s top-notch restaurant, which they’d belatedly discovered only in the past year when Jacob, the second son of Hardy’s friend Abe Glitsky, returned from Italy to appear in several performances at the opera house across the street. But Frannie had called him and canceled at four-thirty, leaving a message with Phyllis that she had an emergency with one of her client families.

Hardy had been on the phone when Frannie’s call had come in, but he’d been known to put people on hold to talk to his wife. She knew this. Clearly she hadn’t wanted to discuss the cancellation with him. It was a done deal.

After another minute of immobility, Hardy rolled his shoulders and went around behind his desk. Picking up the telephone, he punched a few numbers, heard the ring, waited.

“Yellow.”

“Is the color of my true love’s hair,” he said. “Except that Frannie’s hair is red. What kind of greeting is ‘yellow’?”

“It’s hello with a little sparkle up front. Y-y-yellow. See?”

“I liked it better when you just said ‘Glitsky.’”

“Of course you did. But you’re a well-known troglodyte. Treya pointed out to me, and she was right as she is about everything, that growling out my name when I answer the phone at home was somewhat off-putting, not to say unfriendly.”

As a lifelong policeman, Glitsky had cultivated a persona that was, if nothing else, self-protectively harsh. Large, broad-shouldered, black on his mother’s side – his father, Nat, was Jewish – Glitsky’s favored expression combined an unnerving intensity with a disinterested neutrality that, in conjunction with anomalous ice-blue eyes and the scar that ran through both of his lips, conveyed an impression of intimidating, barely suppressed rage. Supposedly he had wrung confessions out of suspects by doing nothing more than sitting at an interrogation table, arms crossed, and staring. Even if the rumor wasn’t strictly true, Glitsky had done nothing to dispel it. It felt true. It sounded true. So it was true enough for a cop’s purposes.

“You’ve never wanted to appear friendly before in your entire life,” Hardy said.

“False. At home, I don’t want to scare the kids.”

“Actually, you do. That’s the trick. It worked great with the first batch.”

“The first batch, I like that. But times change. Nowadays you want the unfriendly Glitsky, you’ve got to call me at work.”

“I’m not sure I can stand it.”

“You’ll get over it. So what can I do for you?”

The connection thrummed with empty air for a second. Then Hardy said, “I was wondering if you felt like going out for a drink.”

Glitsky didn’t drink and few knew it better than Hardy. So the innocuous-sounding question was laden with portent. “Sure,” Glitsky said after a beat. “Where and when?”

“I’m still at work,” Hardy said. “Give me ten. I’ll pick you up.”





Perversely, telling himself it was because it was the first place he could think of that didn’t have a television, Hardy drove them both to Jardinière, where he valeted his car and they got a table around the lee of the circular bar. It was an opera night and The Barber of Seville was probably still in its first act, so they had the place nearly all to themselves. On the drive down they’d more or less naturally fallen into a familiar topic – conditions within, and the apparently imminent rearrangement of, the police department. The discussion had carried them all the way here and wasn’t over yet. Glitsky, who was the deputy chief of inspectors, had some pretty good issues of his own, mostly the fact that he neither wanted to retire nor continue in his current exalted position.

“Which leaves what?” Hardy pulled at his beer. “No, let me guess. Back to payroll.”

Glitsky had been shot a few years before when he’d been head of homicide, and after nearly two years of medical leave from various complications related to his recovery, he got assigned to payroll, a sergeant’s position, though he was a civil service lieutenant. If his mentor, Frank Batiste, hadn’t been named chief of police, Glitsky would have probably still been there today. Or, more likely, he’d be out to pasture, living on his pension augmented by piecemeal security work. But Batiste had promoted him to deputy chief over several other highly ranked candidates.

In all, Glitsky pretended that this was a good thing. He had a large and impressive office, his own car and a driver, a raise in pay, an elevated profile in the city, access to the mayor and the chief. But the rather significant, in his opinion, downside to all of this was that the job was basically political, while Glitsky was not. The often inane meetings, press conferences, public pronouncements, spin control, and interactions with community groups and their leaders that comprised the bulk of Glitsky’s hours made him crazy. It wasn’t his idea of police work; it wasn’t what he felt he was born to do.

Glitsky tipped up his club soda, sucked in a small ice cube, chomped it, looked across at Hardy. “Lanier”—the current head of homicide—“is retiring, you know.”

“Nobody’s that dumb,” Hardy said.

“What’s dumb? I’d retire myself if I could afford it.”

But Hardy was shaking his head. “I’m not talking about Lanier,” he said. “I’m talking about you.”

“I’m not retiring.”

“No, I know. What you’re doing is thinking about asking Batiste to put you back in homicide. Isn’t that right?”

“And here I thought I was being subtle.”

“You and a train wreck.” Hardy sipped some beer. “You talk to Treya about this?”

“Of course.”

“What’s she say?”

“You’ll just do that eye-rolling thing you do, but she says whatever makes me happy makes her happy.” At Hardy’s reaction, he pointed. “There you go, see?”

“I can’t help it,” Hardy said. “It’s eye-rolling material. Have you talked to Batiste?”

“Not yet. He did me a favor making me deputy chief. I don’t want to seem ungrateful.”

“Except that you are.”

“Well, I’ve already put in three years there and it’s not getting any better.”

“And homicide would be?”

Glitsky moved his glass in a little circle of condensation. “It’s who I am more. That’s all. It’s why I’m a cop.”

 

Finally getting to the reason they’d come out in the first place.

“It’s just so different,” Hardy said. “I mean, two years ago, I’ve got two kids and a wife waiting for me when I come home. We’re playing Scrabble around the kitchen table, for Christ’s sake. Watching videos together.”

“If memory serves, you couldn’t wait for that to end. It was so boring.”

“Not that boring. And even last year, the Beck’s off at BU but at least Vince was still around at home and we’d give a nod to a family dinner a few times a week. Now he’s in San Diego and Frannie’s a working fool and . . . it’s just so different.”

“Empty nest,” Glitsky said.

“I thought I was going to love it.”

“Well, there you go. Wrong again.” He shrugged. “You’ll get used to it.”

“I don’t want to get used to it. I want to love it the way it should be.”

“How’s that? Should?”

“You know, like go out on dates with my wife, and do fun nonkid things on weekends, stay over places, go back to being my carefree old self.”

“Who? I don’t believe I ever met him.”

“You know what I mean. It just doesn’t seem right.”

“What? That Frannie’s working?”

“No. No, she’s wanted to go back to work forever after the kids moved out. I’ve been totally behind her. Going back to school and everything. I mean, we’ve been planning on it.”

“But you just didn’t think it would take so much time away from you?”

Hardy sipped beer, swallowed, blew out heavily. “She’s a good woman,” he said. “I’m not saying she’s not.”

“Few better. If you do something stupid with her around this, I’ll hunt you down and kill you.”

“I’m not going to do anything. I’m just trying to get my head around where we are now. It’s like her job is her life all the sudden.”

“You ever hang out with yourself during a murder trial? Miss a few dinners, did you?”

“That’s not the—” Hardy’s tone hardened. “I was bringing in all the money, Abe. I was supporting everybody. That’s not the situation now.”

“Oh, okay. You’re absolutely right. It was different when you did it.”

Hardy twirled his glass on the table and stared out across the dimly lit bar. Even going out with his best friend to talk about himself wasn’t turning out to be such a party. Things were going to have to change, and as Glitsky said, he was going to have to get used to it. Hell, things had already changed under his nose and he’d barely seen those changes coming. “It’s never easy, is it?” he said.

Glitsky chewed some more ice. “What was your first clue?”

 

After years of aggravation and frustration, Hardy had finally broken down and rented some enclosed parking space in his neighborhood. The full double garage was still a long block and a half from his home and it cost him nearly four thousand dollars a year, but its door opened when you pushed a button on your car’s visor, it was closer than most of the parking spots he would wind up finding on the streets anyway, it did double duty as a storage unit, and, perhaps best of all, it removed both the family cars from the immediate threat of theft or vandalism, both of which his family had been the victim of three times in the eighteen months before Hardy had plunked down his first rent check.

The walk home tonight wasn’t bad, though. He’d stopped after the two beers with Glitsky; his caseload was light at the moment and so he was unencumbered by his usual forty-pound litigator’s briefcase; the night was brisk and clear. His two-story “railroad” Victorian on Thirty-fourth Avenue up by Clement was the only stand-alone house on a blockful of apartment buildings. It sported a white picket fence and a neatly maintained, albeit tiny, lawn. A flower-bordered brick walkway hugged one side of the lawn; four steps led up to the small porch, a light on by the door. More flowers grew in window boxes.

Hardy let himself in and flipped on the hall light. The house was called a railroad Victorian because the ground floor was laid out like a railroad car. All of the rooms – living, sitting, dining – opened off the long hallway on Hardy’s right as he walked through the house to the back rooms.

Turning on more lights in the kitchen and family room behind it – the house was dead still – he automatically checked in on his tropical fish, sprinkled some food on the water’s surface, and stood in much the same attitude of passive repose he’d adopted after his last round of darts earlier that night. After a minute of that, he took a few more steps and found himself in the corner that held the doors to both Rebecca’s and Vincent’s rooms.

He opened the Beck’s first. She’d slept in this room only a couple of weeks before when she’d been home for Thanksgiving, but there was, of course, no sign of her now. The bed was neatly made, the bookshelves organized. Vin had been home, too, and his room was pretty much the same as his sister’s, although somehow louder in his absence – it was more a boy’s room, with sports and music posters and lots more junk everywhere. Mostly, now, both of the rooms just seemed empty.

Checking the phone for messages (none), then his watch, Hardy called Frannie’s cell and got her voice mail. She turned her phone off when she was with clients. He said, “Yo. It’s quarter to nine and I’m just starting to cook something that I’m sure is going to be fantastic. If you get this and you’re on your way home, let me know and I’ll hold dinner. If not, you snooze, you lose. Love you.”

Hardy’s black cast-iron frying pan hung on a marlin fishhook over the stove, and he took down the ten-pound monster and placed it over one of the stove’s burners, turned the gas on, grabbed a pinch of sea salt they kept on the counter next to the stove, and flung it across the bottom of the pan. Whatever he was going to make, salt wouldn’t hurt it.

Opening the refrigerator, he rummaged and found mushrooms, an onion, a red pepper, some leftover fettucine with a white sauce he remembered as having been pretty good. He threw away one heavily mildewed tomato, but that still left two that were probably salvageable if he cut them carefully. Unawares, by now he was humming the tune to “Baby, It’s Cold Outside”—driving home, he’d been listening to Steve Tyrell’s standards on his CD player. The freezer held a four-pack of chicken-and-basil sausages that he loved.

In five minutes, he’d chopped all the ingredients, put them in the pan, added some random herbs and spices and several shakes of Tabasco sauce and a half a cup or so of the Zinfandel he’d opened. He’d just turned the heat down and covered it when the phone rang. Certain that it was Frannie, he picked up on the second ring. “Bob’s Beanery.”

A male voice replied. “I must have the wrong number.”

“No, wait! I’m sorry. I thought it was my wife.”

“Mr. Hardy?”

“Speaking.”

“Mr. Hardy, this is Oscar Thomasino.”

“Your Honor, how are you?”

“Fine, thanks. Am I bothering you at an inopportune time?”

“No, but whatever, it’s no bother. What can I do for you?”

“Well, admittedly this is a little unusual, but you and I have known each other for a long time, and I wondered if I could presume slightly upon our professional relationship.”

This was unusual, if not to say unprecedented, but Hardy nevertheless kept his tone neutral. “Certainly, Your Honor. Anything I can do, if it’s within my power.” A superior court judge asking an attorney for a favor was a rare enough opportunity, and Hardy wasn’t going to let it pass him by.

“Well, I’m sure it is,” Thomasino said. “Did you know Charles Bowen? Charlie.”

“I don’t think so.”

“You’d remember him. Flashy dresser, bright red hair, big beard.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell. He a lawyer?”

“Yes, he was, anyway. He disappeared six months ago.”

“Where’d he go?”

“If I knew that, he wouldn’t be disappeared, would he? He’d be someplace.”

“Everybody’s someplace, Your Honor. It’s one of the two main rules. Everybody loves somebody sometime, and you’ve got to be someplace.”

During the short pause that ensued, Hardy came to realize that he’d overstepped. His tendency to crack wise was going to be the end of him yet. But Thomasino eventually recovered to some extent, even reverting to his own stab at not-quite-cozy informality. “Thanks, Diz,” he said. “I’ll try to keep those in mind. Meanwhile, Charlie Bowen.”

“Okay.”

“Yes, well . . . the point is that he was a sole practitioner. No firm, no partners, but a reasonably robust caseload.”

“Good for him.”

“True, but his disappearance hasn’t been good for the court. Or for his wife and daughter, either, to tell you the truth. His wife’s hired her own lawyer to file a presumption-of-death claim, which, between you and me, has very little chance of getting recognized, in spite of the fact that it would be convenient for the court.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because when sole practitioners die and go to heaven, the bar inherits the caseload and has to dispose of it.”

“What if they don’t go to heaven?”

“Most lawyers argue themselves in, don’t you think? I know you would.”

“Thanks, I think. Your Honor.”

“Anyway, I know it’s just housecleaning, but Bowen had a ton of work outstanding, and that work needs to get done. And while we’re not going to issue any presumption of death until he’s been gone a lot longer, last month Marian Braun”—another of the city’s superior court judges—“ruled that his disappearance rendered him legally incompetent, and just yesterday the state bar suspended his ticket at the court’s request.”

“So now they’ve got to farm out his cases. If he hadn’t returned my calls for six months and I was his client, I would have fired him by now.”

“I’m sure some of his clients may have done just that, but not all by a long shot.” Thomasino sighed. “Charlie was a friend of mine. His wife’s going to need whatever he still has coming from his cases. I’d like to be sure that the bar puts those cases in the hands of somebody who I know will do the right thing by her. Anyway, bottom line is that I ran into Wes Farrell today at lunch.” This was one of Hardy’s partners. “He said things at your place were a little slow. The good news is that you can probably count on some percentage of Mr. Bowen’s clients hooking up with your firm. Not that any of ’em will make you rich.”

Reading between the lines, Hardy knew what the judge was saying – that this was grunt administrative work. The court probably had appointed the majority of Charlie’s clients, indigents up for petty crimes and misdemeanors. Nevertheless, the court would pay for every hour Hardy’s associates spent on the criminal cases anyway, and if the civil cases made any money, the firm could expect reasonable compensation. And it was, again, an opportunity to do a small good deed for a judge, and that was never a bad idea.

“You could probably get them all assigned out or closed in the next couple of months.”

“I’m sold, Your Honor. I’d be happy to help you out.”

“Thanks, Diz. I appreciate it. I know it’s not very sexy. I’ll have it all delivered to your office within the week.”

“How much stuff is it?”

Thomasino paused. “About sixty boxes.” In other words, a lot. “But here’s the silver lining. It’s only half as much as it appears, since half the boxes are one client.”

“Tell me it’s Microsoft.”

A soft chuckle. “No such luck. It’s Evan Scholler.”

“Why is that name familiar?”

“Because you’ve read all about it. The two guys who’d been over in Iraq together?”

“Ah, it comes flooding back,” Hardy said. “They had the same girlfriend or something, too, didn’t they?”

“I believe so. There’s a bunch of juicy stuff, but you’ll find that out soon enough, I guess. But in any event, Diz, I really appreciate you doing this.”

“I live to serve the court, Your Honor.”

“You’re already up on points, Counselor. Don’t lay it on too thick. Have a nice night.”

Hardy hung up and stood for a moment, musing. The judge’s line played back in his mind: “There’s a bunch of juicy stuff” in the Scholler case. Hardy thought he could use some juicy stuff in his life about now. If his memory served, and it always did, Scholler’s situation was even more compelling than the bare bones of the murder case, because of its genesis in chaos and violence.

In Iraq.






PART ONE

[2003]









[1]



Burnt-Orange Sun Kissed the horizon to the west as twenty-six-year-old Second Lieutenant Evan Scholler led his three-pack of converted gun-truck support Humvees through the gates of the Allstrong Compound in the middle of an area surrounded by palm trees, canals, and green farmland. The landscape here was nothing like the sandy, flat, brown terrain that Evan had grown used to since he’d arrived in Kuwait. The enclosure was about the size of three football fields, protected, like every other “safe” area, by Bremer walls – twelve-foot-tall concrete barriers topped with concertina wiring. Ahead of him squatted three double-wide motor home trailers that Allstrong Security, an American contracting company, had provided for its local employees.

Pulling up to the central temporary building, over which flew an American flag, Evan stepped out of his car onto the gravel that extended as far as he could see in all directions. A fit-looking American military type stood in the open doorway and now came down the three steps, his hand extended. Evan snapped a salute and the man laughed.

“You don’t need to salute me, Lieutenant,” he said. “Jack Allstrong. Welcome to BIAP.” Calling Baghdad International Airport by its nickname. “You must be Scholler.”

“Yes, sir. If you’re expecting me, that’s a nice change of pace.”

“Gotten the runaround, have you?”

“A little bit. I’ve got eight men here with me and Colonel . . . I’m sorry, the commander here?”

“Calliston.”

“That’s it. He wasn’t expecting us. Calliston said you had some beds we could use.”

“Yeah, he called. But all we’ve got are cots really.”

“We’ve got our own on board,” Evan said. “We’re okay with cots.”

Allstrong’s face showed something like sympathy. “You all been on the road awhile?”

“Three days driving up from Kuwait with a Halliburton convoy, four days wandering around between here and Baghdad, watching out for looters and getting passed off around the brass. Now here we are. If you don’t mind, sir, none of my men have seen a bed or a regular meal or a shower since we landed. You mind if we get ’em settled in first?”

Allstrong squinted through the wind at Evan, then looked over to the small line of Humvees, with their M60 Vietnam-era machine guns mounted on their roofs, exhausted-looking and dirty men standing behind them. Coming back to Evan, he nodded and pointed to the trailer on his right. “Bring ’em on up and park over there. It’s dorm style. Find an empty spot and claim it. Showers are all yours. Dinner’s at eighteen hundred hours, forty minutes from now. Think your men can make it?”

Evan tamped down a smile. “Nobody better stand in their way, sir.”

“Nobody’s gonna.” Allstrong cocked his head. “Well, get ’em started, then.”

 

It had come to darkness outside through the windows, but even inside, the noise never seemed to end. Planes took off and landed at all times. Beyond that constant barrage of white noise, Evan was aware of the hum of generators and the barking of dogs.

He’d gotten his men fed and settled and now he sat in a canvas-backed director’s chair in the spacious double-wide room at the end of a trailer that served as one of Allstrong’s personal offices. His gaze went to the walls, one of which was filled with a large map. On the other, commendation and service plaques, along with half a dozen photographs with recognizable politicians, attested to what must have been Allstrong’s illustrious military career – his host had been Delta Force, finally mustering out as a full-bird colonel in the Army. He’d received two Purple Hearts and the Distinguished Service Cross. No sign of marriage or family.

Evan, taking Allstrong’s measure as he pulled a bottle of Glenfiddich from what appeared to be a full case of the stuff behind his desk, put his age as late thirties. He had an open face and smiled easily, although the mouth and eyes didn’t seem in perfect sync with one another. The eyes tended to dart, as though Allstrong was assessing his surroundings at all times. Which, now that Evan thought of it, probably made sense after a lifetime in theaters of war. Allstrong wore what he’d been wearing when they’d met outside – combat boots, camo pants, a black turtleneck. He free-poured a stiff shot into a clear plastic cup, handed it over to Evan, and splashed a couple of inches into a cup of his own. Pulling another director’s chair over, he sat down. “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter,” he said.

“It’s not bullshit,” Evan said. “They weren’t expecting us.”

“Two hundred and ninety-seven men and they didn’t know you were coming?”

“That’s correct.”

“So what did you do? What did they do?”

“They had us camp just about on the tarmac at a holding station in Kuwait. We had all our gear with us. They put us on the ground until they figured out what we were here for.”

Allstrong shook his head, either in admiration or disbelief. “I love this glorious Army,” he said. “Who’s the commander down there? Still Bingham?”

“That was the name.”

“So you’re telling me they had you weekend warriors running your asses off stateside – hustling you out of your day jobs, rushing you through training – then packed you up in a 737, flew nonstop for twenty-two hours, Travis to Kuwait – and it’s all hurry up! move it! we need you over here!—and you get here and nobody knows you’re coming?”

“That’s right.”

“So what’d they do?”

“You know Camp Victory?” This was a sand-swept safe zone five miles north of Kuwait City where the Army had erected five enormous tents to hold overflow troops.

“Camp Victory!” Allstrong barked a laugh. “That kills me!” He drank off some scotch, coughed, shook his head. “And I thought I’d heard it all. How long before they found out who you were?”

“We camped there for a week.”

“Christ. A week. So how’d you wind up here? What happened to the rest of your unit?”

Evan took a good hit of his own drink. For a few months after he’d graduated from college, he’d put away a lot of beer, but since joining the police force a few years ago, he’d been at most a light social drinker. Here and now, though, his first sip of real alcohol, though technically forbidden while he was on duty (always), seemed appropriate and even earned. “I don’t know,” he said. “Most of ’em are probably still back in Kuwait, working on the HETs they eventually found.” These were the heavy-equipment transporters that hauled 2½-to 5-ton cargo trucks and other massive ordnance and equipment from the Iraqi or Kuwaiti air bases where they’d been delivered to where they were supposed to get used in the field. Evan’s National Guard unit, the 2632d Transportation Company out of San Bruno, California, was actually a medium transportation unit that had been trained to move troops and equipment.

“So what happened to you guys? The nine of you.”

The drink was kicking in quickly. Evan felt his body relaxing and leaned back into his chair, crossing one leg over the other. “Well, that was just dumb or bad luck, one of the two. Once Bingham found the fleet of HETs, it turned out most of ’em didn’t work. Heat, sand, four months without maintenance, you name it. So about half the guys got assigned to repair-and-rebuild work, and Bingham farmed out the rest of us wherever he needed somebody. I was a cop back home, and prior service enlisted with the infantry, plus I was the only guy with any crew-served-weapons experience, so Bingham had a convoy going to Baghdad and me and my men got assigned gun-truck support.”

“So your other guys, they’re cops too?”

“No. I’m the only cop, and the only one trained on the M60, if you don’t count the forty-five minutes of instruction we all got before they sent us out.”

“Now you are shitting me.”

Evan held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

“Jesus,” Allstrong said. “So where do you guys stand now?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what’s your mission? What are you doing tomorrow, for example?”

Evan sipped his scotch, shrugged his shoulders. “No clue. I check in with Colonel Calliston tomorrow morning at oh eight hundred and find out, I suppose. I don’t see him sending us back to our unit, although that’s what I’m going to request. The men aren’t too hot on this convoy duty, maybe wind up getting shot at. That wasn’t in the original plan.”

A small knowing chuckle came from Allstrong’s throat. “Well, Lieutenant, welcome to the war. Plans are what you work with before you get there. They give you the illusion you’ve got some control, and you don’t.”

“I’m getting a sense of that,” Evan replied. “So the short answer is I don’t know what’s happening tomorrow, or next week, or anything. We seem to be the lost company.”

Allstrong stood up with his drink and walked over to the map. Staring at it for a few seconds, he spoke back over his shoulder. “Maybe I can talk to Bill. Calliston. Get you and your men assigned to us. How’d you like that?”

“Staying on here?”

“Yeah.”

“Doing what?”

Allstrong turned. “Well, that’s the bad news. We’d want you to support our own convoy trucks, but there’s a lot fewer of them and we’re not afraid to drive faster if we need to.”

“Where to?”

“Mostly Baghdad and back, but we’re hoping to open offices at other bases near Fallujah and Mosul too. Wherever we can get work and beat damn Custer Battles to the punch.”

“Custer Battles?”

“New guys. Contractors like us and kicking ass at it. They got the other half of this airport gig and they’re going for everything else we are. I’m thinking of having their people killed.” Evan nearly choked on his drink as Allstrong came forward with a laugh. “That’s a joke, Lieutenant, or mostly a joke. Anyway, as you might have noticed, we’re staffing up here. In a couple of months, this place will be hopping. Calliston’s going to want to assign us some protection in any event. I figured you guys are already here. It’s a good fit. Besides, over time, it’s only going to get safer here, I mean the road between Baghdad and BIAP.”

“You mean, the one known as RPG Alley?”

Allstrong smiled. “You heard that one already, huh?”

“Rocket-propelled-grenade alley just doesn’t sound all that safe.”

“It’s going to get better.”

Evan wasn’t about to argue with his host. “You guys don’t do your own security?” he asked. “I thought guys like you were guarding Bremer.” This was L. Paul “Jerry” Bremer, head of the Coalition Provisional Authority, or CPA, who had set up headquarters to administrate infrastructure and the economy and all nonmilitary aspects of the occupation in Hussein’s Republican Palace in Baghdad a couple of weeks before.

Allstrong chortled again. “Yeah. True. Another absurd moment. Guys like us protect civilians and admin staff, but we’re not supposed to carry heavy arms, so the military needs to guard our convoys.”

“That’s beautiful.”

“Isn’t it? Anyway, if you’re interested, I could put in a call to Bill. At least get you guys attached here. Call it a short-term home.”

“That might be a start to belonging somewhere,” Evan said. “Sure. Call him.”
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“Route Irish” from the airport to Baghdad proper was a thoroughly modern freeway, three well-maintained lanes in each direction. From Evan’s perspective, the main difference between it and an American freeway, aside from the apparently near-standard practice of driving the wrong way on any given lane, was that from many places cars could enter it anywhere from either side – the asphalt ended on a sand shoulder that usually proceeded without a demarcating fence or barrier of any kind out across an expanse of flat, marginal farmland. So once you got away from Baghdad, where on-and off-ramps and bridges were more common, traffic could and did enter the roadway willy-nilly and not necessarily at designated entrances and exits.

This became a major problem because of suicide car-bombers. In the four days since Colonel Calliston had attached Evan’s unit to Allstrong, they hadn’t gotten approached by any of these yet, but the threat was real and ubiquitous. On his way through Baghdad this morning, Evan had counted four burnt-out hulks of twisted metal, one of them still smoldering as he drove by after an hour’s delay while the powers that be stopped all traffic and cleared the road.

Today his assignment was to pass through Baghdad and proceed up to Balad Air Base, nicknamed Anaconda, about forty miles north of the capital city, and pick up a man named Ron Nolan, a senior official with Allstrong who’d been scouting potential air bases to the north and west for the past week, assessing contracting opportunities. After collecting Nolan, they were to proceed back to downtown Baghdad and make a stop at the CPA headquarters for some unspecified business, then return to BIAP by nightfall.

The round-trip distance was give or take a hundred miles and they had about twelve hours of daylight, but Evan wasn’t taking any chances. Movement Control had signed off on his convoy clearance and he had his full package – the three Humvees – out and rolling at oh dark thirty hours. Each of his Humvees had a driver and an assistant driver, who was also in charge of feeding ammunition to the gunner, whose body remained half-exposed through the hole in the car’s roof. The heavily armed men alternated roles on successive trips. Evan could have claimed rank and never taken a turn as gunner – as a lieutenant his official role was to be convoy commander, or radio operator – but he made it a point to ride in each car and take a turn at the crew-serve weapon as the opportunity arose.

Today he rode as a passenger in the lead vehicle, in one of the two back seats. Because of the traffic delay, the package didn’t pass Baghdad until eight o’clock and didn’t make it the forty farther miles to the outer periphery of the enormous Anaconda base – soon to be named “Mortaritaville”—until eleven-fifteen. Even without car bombs, traffic on the road to the main logistics supply area close to Baghdad crept at a near standstill, not too surprising considering the sixteen thousand flights per month that Anaconda was handling.

When they got through the gate, Evan’s driver and the second-in-command of their unit, Sergeant Marshawn Whitman, drove for a half mile or so through a city of tents and trailers before they came to an intersection with a sign indicating that the camp headquarters was a mile farther on their right. But Whitman didn’t turn the car immediately. Instead, his window down, he stared out to his left at two of the corner tents, one sporting a logo for Burger King and the other for Pizza Hut. “Am I really seeing this, sir? Aren’t we in a war here? Didn’t we just make it into Baghdad, like, two months ago? Can I get out and grab a quick Whopper?”

 

When Evan shook Ron Nolan’s hand just outside the headquarters tent, he had an immediate impression of great strength held in check. He went about five ten and came across as solid muscle, shoulders down to hips. Square jaw under brush-cut light hair. Today he wore a sidearm at his belt and a regular Army camo vest with Kevlar inserts over his khaki shirt. “Leff-tenant,” Nolan boomed, pronouncing the word in the British manner and smiling wide as he fell in next to Evan, “I sure do appreciate the punctuality. Time is money, after all, and never more than right here and right now. I trust the limo’s got good air-conditioning.”

Evan slowed, jerked his head sideways. “Uh, sir . . . ”

But with another booming laugh, Nolan slapped him on the back. “Joking with you, son. No worries. Ain’t no part of a Humvee don’t feel like home to me. You know we’re planning to stop off in Baghdad?”

“Those are my orders, yes, sir.”

Nolan stopped, reaching out a hand, laying it on Evan’s arm. “At ease, Lieutenant,” he said. “You a little nervous?”

“I’m fine, sir. But I’d be lying if I said Baghdad was my favorite place.”

“Well, we won’t be there for long if I can help it, and I think I can. Jack Allstrong’s a master at keeping doors open.” He paused for a second. “So. You regular Army?”

“No, sir. California National Guard.”

“Yeah. I heard they were doing that. How big’s your convoy?”

“Three Humvees, sir.” They were approaching it now, parked just off the pavement. “Here they are.”

Nolan stopped, hands on hips, and looked over the vehicles, bristling with weaponry. “Damn,” he said to Evan, “that’s a good-looking hunk of machinery.” Nodding at Corporal Alan Reese, a former seventh-grade teacher now manning the machine gun on the closest Humvee, he called up to him. “How you doing, son?”

“Good, sir.”

“Where you from back home?”

“San Carlos, California, sir.”

“San Carlos!” Nolan’s voice thundered. “I grew up right next door in Redwood City!” He slapped the bumper of the vehicle. “You believe this small world, Lieutenant? This guy and me, we’re neighbors back home.”

“We all are,” Evan said, sharing the enthusiasm although he couldn’t exactly say why. “Our unit’s out of San Bruno. The nine of us, we’re all Peninsula guys.”

“Son of a bitch!” Nolan crowed. “I got hooked up with the right people here, that’s for damn sure. How long have you guys been over here?”

“Going on three weeks,” Evan said.

“Get shot at yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Nolan said with a grin, “you will.”

 

FOR AN OBSCURE and possibly impenetrable reason, they got routed through the mixed neighborhood of Mansour by Haifa Street rather than through the military-only secure road they normally took when coming in to CPA headquarters from BIAP. Ron Nolan’s destination was Saddam Hussein’s old Republican Palace in central Baghdad, and the line of traffic on Haifa waiting outside the checkpoint to get into the Green Zone – bumper to bumper with weapons off-safe, ready to react – stopped them cold. Nolan extricated himself from his seat and opened his door, stepping out into the street and stretching. Evan, loath to let his passenger out of his sight, overcame his own reluctance – Iraqi civilians were all over the street, any one of them possibly an armed insurgent – and got out as well.

It was late afternoon by now, sweltering hot with nary a freshening breeze. The air was heavy with the smells of roasting meat and fish, manure, oil, and garbage. Haifa Street was wide and lined with three-and four-story concrete buildings, most with at least some of their windows blown out. From the crowd on the sidewalks, including women and children, no one would conclude that they were in a war zone, though. Merchants had lined up where most of the traffic into the Green Zone had to pass, and the street had the air of a bazaar – makeshift stands sold everything from clothing to batteries, toilet paper to money to candy.

Nolan, taking it in, seemed to be enjoying it all. Finally, he caught Evan’s eye and grinned over the hood of the car. “We can make it in half the time if we walk. You up for it?”

Evan, reluctant to leave his troops, would have much preferred the relative security of his Humvee, but he also had a responsibility to protect Ron Nolan and get him back to Allstrong, and if that meant braving the streets of Baghdad, this was something different he should do as well. The mutually exclusive options played across his features.

Nolan noticed the hesitation. “Come on, Lieutenant. No guts, no glory.”

“Just thinking about my men, Mr. Nolan,” Evan covered.

“Hey. If they get to the gate before we’re done, have ’em pull over and we’ll meet ’em there. But at this rate they won’t even be there by the time we’re through. And I’d like to make it back to BIAP before dark.”

Their Humvee moved forward about six feet and stopped again.

“Either way,” Nolan said, “I’m going. You with me?”

“Sure.” Evan leaned inside the passenger window and told Marshawn what he was doing.

“I don’t like being out of contact,” his driver replied.

“I don’t either, Marsh. This is all new to me too.” He indicated their passenger with a toss of his chin. “But he’s going. And things here look pretty calm.”

“Yeah,” Marshawn said, “the ‘before’ shot.”

They both knew that he meant “before the bomb exploded in the crowded marketplace.”

“Let’s hope not,” Evan said. “And the sooner we get done and leave Baghdad, the sooner we’re back home.”

“I’m not arguing, sir. If you got to go, you got to go. But what if you’re not at the gate? What are we supposed to do? Where will you be?”

For an answer, Evan shrugged and held up his portable Motorola radio, which was good for about a mile. Nolan, who’d heard the exchange, leaned back to Marshawn. “Budget office, down in the basement of the headquarters building. You can’t miss it. But a hundred bucks says we beat you back to the gate.”

The traffic gave and Marshawn crept forward another five or six feet before stopping again. The line of cars stretched for at least a quarter mile in front of him. “That’s a bad bet for me, sir,” he said, “even if I had the hundred bucks.”

“I think so, too, Sergeant. That’s why we’re walking.” Nolan snapped his fingers, remembering something, and reopened his back door. Reaching in, he emerged a second later with his backpack, apparently empty. “Can’t forget this,” he said with another grin, and strapped it onto his back, over the Kevlar vest.

 

RON NOLAN WAITED for Evan to fall in next to him, then said, “And by the way, my name’s Ron, okay? Mr. Nolan’s my dad. You okay with Evan?”

“That’s my name.”

“Yeah, well, Evan, I didn’t mean to put you on the spot back there with your men, and I apologize. But you can’t afford to be tentative here. You’ve got to make decisions and run on ’em. That’s the main thing about this place.”

“I just made my decision. But I’m not sure that leaving my convoy was the right one. We’ve had it drilled into us that procedures are crucial to maintain order.”

They were walking shoulder to shoulder at the curb. Nolan shook his head, disagreeing. “My experience says it’s more important to trust your gut. And I’m not talking just about deciding in a split second who’s a Muj and who’s a Hajj”—these were the Mujahideen and the Hajji, the bad guys and the good guys, respectively—“which is life and death and I mean right now. But the business environment here . . . Christ, what a gold mine! But you’ve got to see the opportunity and jump, and I’m talking like yesterday, or it all goes away. Did you get a chance to talk to Jack Allstrong at all back at BIAP?”

“A little bit.”

“He tell you how he got the airport gig? The one that got us on the boards?”

“No. He never mentioned it.”

“Well, it’s a perfect example of what I’m talking about. You know what our half of that contract’s worth? If you guess sixteen million dollars, you’re on it.”

“To do what? I saw the trailers, but it wasn’t clear what you guys were doing there.”

“We’re guarding the airport, that’s what.”

“What about us?”

“What do you mean, us?”

“I mean the military, the Army, the Marines. What about us? We’re not guarding the airport?”

“No. You’re fighting the insurgents – most of the regular units, anyway. Jerry Bremer, God love him, in his wisdom fired all the Iraqi police and disbanded the military, so nobody’s left over here except us contractors to provide security for the people who are coming in droves to do oversight and infrastructure, which is, like, everybody else.”

Evan had his hand on the weapon in the holster on his hip. Most of the local people in the street and on the sidewalk were simply stepping out of the way as the two Americans passed by, but many of the children were smiling and jogging along with them – Evan had already learned, along with the Iraqi kids, that U.S. servicemen were a common source of candy from their MRE kits. But Evan had no candy on him and he wanted to get inside the Green Zone as fast as he could, so he kept pressing through the crowd.

Meanwhile, Ron Nolan kept up the patter. “Jack really hadn’t been doing too good after he cashiered out. He’d been trying to set up a security business in San Fran, looking into water supply issues and the whole domestic terrorist thing, but it wasn’t going very well. So then Baghdad falls, and what did Jack do? Same thing as Mike Battles with Custer Battles. He hopped on a plane with his last couple hundred bucks and flew over here to suss the place out for business opportunities.” Nolan spread his arms theatrically. “Et voilà! Couple of months later, sixteen million smackeroos.”

“Just like that?”

“Almost. Jack still knew a few guys from when he’d been in, and they turned him on to the airport gig and talked the guy in charge into letting Jack bid on it.”

“But how’d he get it?” In spite of himself, Evan found himself taken by the narrative, and by Nolan’s enthusiasm. “I mean, I’m assuming he’s bidding against the giants, right? Halliburton, Blackwater, KBR.” KBR was Kellogg, Brown, and Root. Unbeknownst to Evan, KBR was itself a subsidiary of Halliburton, not truly a separate entity.

“Yep. And don’t forget DynCorp and ArmorGroup International. The big boys. To say nothing of Custer Battles – actually, they gave us the toughest run for it. But Jack wrestled ’em down and pulled out half the gig.” Even in the madness of Baghdad’s afternoon market, Nolan beamed at the memory.

“So what did he offer?”

“Well, first, a low bid, but that was basically because he was clueless and didn’t know what it was worth. But the main thing was time. He promised to have almost a hundred and fifty men on the ground out here within two weeks.”

“Two weeks?”

“Two weeks.”

They walked on for a few more steps, before Evan couldn’t help himself. “How was he going to do that? What was he going to pay them with? In fact, who was he going to hire? Did you guys have a hundred and fifty employees in San Francisco you could fly out here?”

Nolan howled out a laugh. “Are you kidding? He had three employees in San Francisco. And he’d paid them off of his credit cards in June. It was the end of the road for him if this didn’t work. But it did.”

“How’d that happen?”

They’d come almost to the checkpoint while the traffic hadn’t budged, and Nolan stopped and faced Evan. “That’s the great part. Jack didn’t have any more credit. Nobody would lend him any more money back home, so he flew back here and convinced the CPA that they needed to lend him two million dollars against his first payment on the contract.”

“Two million dollars?”

“In cash,” Nolan said. “In new hundred dollar bills. So Jack packed ’em all up in a suitcase and flew to Jerusalem, where he deposited it all in the bank, then called me and told me to get my ass over here. He was in business.”

At the gate, in spite of the crowd pressing up to get admitted, Nolan flashed his creds and the two men breezed their way through the CPA checkpoint – even the grunt guards seemed to know who he was. He and Evan crossed an enormous, open, tank-studded courtyard – at least a couple of hundred yards on a side – that fronted a grandiose white palacelike structure that, up close, bore silent witness to the bombardment that had rained upon the city in the past months – windows still blown out, the walls pocked with craters from shells, bullets, and shrapnel.

Inside the main building, in the enormous open lobby, pandemonium reigned. In a Babel of tongues, military uniforms mingled with business suits and dishdashas as half a thousand men jostled and shoved for position in one of the lines. Each line wended its way to one of the makeshift folding tables that apparently controlled access to the inner sanctum of Bremer and his senior staff. The noise, the intensity, the hundred-plus temperature, and the general stench of humanity assaulted Evan’s senses as soon as he passed through the front door.

To all appearances, Nolan was immune to all of it. He hadn’t gone three steps into the lobby when he plucked Evan’s sleeve and pointed to their right. So they hugged the back wall, skirting most of the madness and making progress toward a wide marble staircase that led down. The crowd on the stairs was far less dense here than in the room behind them.

“What’s all that about?” Evan asked as soon as he could be heard.

Nolan stopped at the bottom step. “Those folks,” he said, “are basically the ones who got here a day late and a dollar short. I’d say they’re Jack’s competitors, except most of ’em are angling for subcontracts with the big boys. Basically, the entire country’s for sale and Bremer’s trying to administer all the deals from this building, from those tables, each of which represents a different ministry, if you can believe that. Seventeen, twenty of ’em. I don’t know. And with, as maybe you can see, mixed results. Everybody wants a piece. Thank Christ we’re beyond that stage. Fucking bedlam, isn’t it?”

But he didn’t wait for an answer. Turning, Nolan continued along the wall, Evan tagging behind him, the crowd gradually thinning around them the farther they went along the hallway. After thirty yards or so, finally, they turned a corner. Another long corridor stretched out before them, startlingly untraveled. A man in a military uniform sat at a lone table a little more than midway along, and three other men, apparently civilians, stood in front of him. But otherwise the hallway was empty. The noise and craziness behind them still echoed, but suddenly Evan felt psychically removed from it in spite of the fact that there was still a terrible odor of human waste and – even with holes where the windows should have been – no ventilation.

Nolan never slowed down. If anything, checking his watch, he glanced up at the window openings high in the wall and speeded up. But as they approached the desk, he put out a hand to stop their progress and swore.

“What’s up?” Evan asked.

Nolan swore again and came to a dead stop. “It would be Charlie Tucker when we’re in a hurry. Maybe your sergeant should’ve taken my hundred-dollar bet.”

“Who is he?”

“He’s a twerp. Senior Auditor for Aviation Issues. I think back home he was a librarian. Here, he’s a bean counter, but mostly he’s a pain in the ass for people like Jack and me who are actually trying to do some good and make things happen.” But Evan was starting to understand that Nolan wasn’t the type of guy to brood about stuff like Charlie Tucker or anything else. He pasted on a brave smile. “But hey,” he said, “that’s why they pay us the big bucks, right? We get it done.”

In the short time it took them to walk to the desk, Major Tucker had processed one of the three men who’d been standing in front of his desk. As Nolan got closer, the man in the back of the line turned and took a step toward them and bowed slightly. “Mr. Nolan,” he said in accented English, “how are you, sir?”

“Kuvan!” From the apparently genuine enthusiasm, Kuvan might have been Nolan’s best friend from childhood. Kuvan seemed to be in his early thirties. The face was light-skinned, bisected by a prominent hooked nose, and featured the usual Iraqi mustache. Nolan came up to him, arms extended, grabbed him by both shoulders, and the two men seemed to rub noses with one another. They then exchanged what Evan had already come to recognize as the standard Muslim praises to the Prophet, after which Nolan continued. “Kuvan Krekar, this here is Second Lieutenant Evan Scholler, California Army National Guard. He’s only been here a few weeks and I’m trying to make him feel at home.” Then, to Evan: “Kuvan helped us with some of our Filipino personnel down at BIAP. He’s a genius at finding people who want to work.”

As Krekar put out a hand and offered Evan a firm and powerful grip, he smiled and said, “All people treasure the nobility of work. If everyone had a job, there would be no war.”

“Then I’d be out of a job,” Evan said, surprising himself.

Krekar took the comment in stride, his smile never wavering. “But not for long, I’d wager. Even my friend Mr. Nolan here, a professional soldier of some renown, has found meaningful work in the private sector. In any event, welcome to my country, Lieutenant. You’re in good hands with Mr. Nolan.”

“I’m getting that impression,” Evan said.

Krekar brought his smile back to Nolan. “One hears rumors that Mr. Allstrong is going to be bidding on the currency project.”

This was the contract to replace Iraq’s old currency, thirteen thousand tons of paper that featured the face of Saddam Hussein on every bill, with one of a new design. Twenty-four hundred tons of new dinars would have to be distributed in under three months. This would involve hundreds of Iraqis in all parts of the country, all of whom would need to be housed and fed in new camps with new infrastructure and Internet services at Mosul, Basra, and many other sites – exactly the kind of work Allstrong was doing now at Baghdad Airport. It would also involve supplying a fleet of five-ton trucks to carry the people and the money.

“It’s entirely possible,” Nolan said. “Although I haven’t talked to Jack in a couple of weeks. And you know, here a couple of weeks the world can change.”

“Well, when you do see him,” Krekar said, “please mention my name to him. The paper and pressing plants as well as the design elements and the banking issues – I know some people with these skills and perhaps Jack and I could reach an arrangement, if Allah is willing.”

“I’ll be sure to let him know, Kuvan. If he’s bidding at all, that is.”

Behind them, Tucker cleared his throat. Krekar bowed a hasty good-bye to Nolan and Evan and then stepped up to the desk.

Backing up a couple of feet, bringing Evan with him, Nolan spoke sotto voce, “Talk about getting it done. If Kuvan’s with us on this currency thing, we’re going to lock it up. Taking nothing away from Jack’s accomplishment, without Kuvan we don’t have the airport, and that’s no exaggeration.”

“What’d he do?”

“Well, you know I told you it was all about getting a lot of feet on the ground here in a couple of weeks. Jack promised he could do it, and the CPA believed him – he’s a persuasive guy. But still, push came to shove and Custer Battles was beating us getting guys to work for them at every turn. Jack had no idea where he was going to find guards and cooks and all the other bodies he was going to need. So, it turns out that one of Jack’s old Delta buddies does security for KBR, and he turns him on to Kuvan, who’s connected to this endless string of mules – Nepalese, Jordanians, Turks, Filipinos, you name it. You give these guys a buck an hour, they’ll do anything for you – cook, clean, kill somebody . . . ”

“A buck an hour? Is that what they’re making?”

“Give or take, for the cooks and staff. Guards maybe two hundred a month.” Nolan lowered his voice even further, gestured toward the desk. “But don’t let Tucker hear that. Jack bid it out at around twenty an hour per man, but as I say, Kuvan’s a genius. His fee is two bucks an hour, which takes our cost up to three an hour, so we’re hauling in seventeen. That’s per hour, twenty-four seven, times a hundred and sixty guys so far, with another two hundred in the pipeline. And the more we bring on, the more we make. Like I told you, you play it right, this place is a gold mine. How much they paying you, Evan, two grand a month?”

“Close. Plus hazard duty . . . ”

Nolan cut him off with a laugh. “Hazard duty, what’s that, a hundred fifty a month? That’s what our cooks make.”

“Yeah, you mentioned that.” The news disturbed Evan – a hundred and fifty dollars extra per month and he faced death every day.

After a little pause, Nolan looked at him sideways. “You know what I’m making?”

“No idea.”

“You want to know?”

A nod. “Sure.”

“Twenty thousand a month. That’s tax-free, by the way. Of course, I’ve got lots of experience and there’s a premium on guys like me. But still, guys like you can finish up here, then turn around and come back a month later with any of us contractors, and you’re looking at ten grand minimum a month. A six-month tour and you’re back home, loaded. This thing lasts long enough, the smart-money bet by the way, and I go home a millionaire.”

 

UP AT THE DESK, Major Charles Tucker looked like he could use some time in the sun. He’d sweated through his shirt. He sported rimless glasses, had a high forehead, and nearly invisible blond eyebrows – a caricature of the harried accountant. And he made no secret of his disdain for Nolan. “Let’s see your paperwork. Who signed off on it this time?”

“Colonel Ramsdale, sir. Air-base Security Services Coordinator.”

“Another one of Mr. Allstrong’s friends?”

“A comrade-in-arms. Yes, sir. They were in Desert Storm together.”

“I’m happy for them.” Tucker looked down at the sheets of paper Nolan had handed him. He flipped the first page, studied the second, went back to the first.

“Everything in order, sir?” Nolan asked with an ironic obsequiousness.

“This is a lot of money to take away in cash, Nolan.” He gestured to Evan. “Who’s this guy?”

“Convoy support, sir. Protection back to the base.”

Tucker went back to the papers. “Okay, I can see the payroll, but what’s this sixty-thousand-dollar add-on for”—he squinted down at the paper—“does this say dogs?”

“Yes, sir. Bomb-sniffing dogs, which we need to feed and build kennels for, along with their trainers and handlers.”

“And Ramsdale approved this?”

“Apparently so, sir.” Nolan leaned down and pretended to be looking for Ramsdale’s signature. Evan stifled a smile. Nolan, punctiliously polite, somehow managed to put a bit of the needle into every exchange.

“I’m going to have somebody in audit verify this.”

Nolan shrugged. “Of course, sir.”

“Sixty thousand dollars for a bunch of dogs!”

“Bomb-sniffing dogs, sir.” Nolan remained mild. “And the infrastructure associated with them.”

But apparently there was nothing Tucker could do about it. Nolan had his form in order and it was signed by one of the Army’s sanctioned pay-masters. He scribbled something on the bottom of the form. Then he looked up. Behind Nolan, the line had grown again to four or five other customers. “Specie?” Tucker said.

“I beg your pardon,” Nolan replied.

“Don’t fuck with me, Nolan. Dollars or dinars?”

“I think dollars.”

“Yes. I thought you would think that. You’re paying your people in dollars?”

“That’s all they’ll take, sir. The old dinar’s a little shaky right now.”

Tucker made another note, tore off his duplicate copy, and put it in his top right-hand drawer. “This is going to audit,” he repeated, then looked around Nolan and said, “Next!”
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That night in his trailer’s office, Jack Allstrong sipped scotch with Ron Nolan while they tossed a plastic-wrapped bundle of five hundred hundred-dollar bills – fifty thousand dollars – back and forth, playing catch. Allstrong’s office, nice at it was, remained a sore point with him. This was because the main office of his chief competitor, Custer Battles (“CB”), was in one of the newly reburbished terminals. When Mike Battles had first gotten here two months before, he found that he’d inherited several empty shells of airport terminal buildings, littered with glass, concrete, rebar, garbage, and human waste. He had cleaned the place up, carpeted the floors, wallpapered (all of his supplies bought and shipped from the United States), put showers in the bathrooms, and hooked the place up to a wireless Internet connection.

At about the same time, Jack Allstrong had had to start work on his trailer park to house his guards and cooks, although he still couldn’t compete with such CB amenities as a swimming pool and a rec room with a pool table. Allstrong knew that these types of cosmetics would be important to help convince his clients that he was serious and committed to the long-term success of the mission, but he was initially hampered by lack of infrastructure and simple good help.

But then that genius Kuvan Krekar had come up with the idea of dog kennels as another income source, and that was already working. Allstrong now had a decent number of the ministry people starting to believe that IED-and bomb-sniffing dogs would be an essential part of the rebuilding process in bases all over the country.

So all in all, Jack was in high spirits for a variety of reasons: Kuvan was in fact interested in going in with them on their currency-exchange bid, which gave it immediate credibility and might make them the front runners over CB; the CPA was still paying them in dollars (which meant Allstrong could buy his own dinars to pay his local workers at the deeply discounted black-market exchange rate); the bomb-sniffing-dog revenue wasn’t going to be stopped, at least in the short term, by bureaucrats like Charlie Tucker.

The bottom line was that the two million dollars in cash that Nolan had retrieved today and carried here in his backpack covered approximately four hundred thousand dollars in the company’s actual current expenses, including tips to Colonel Ramsdale and several other middlemen. Everyone was too busy and/or too afraid and the times were too chaotic for anyone to bother keeping close tabs on exactly what the money was used for, or exactly where it went. There was plenty of it, in cash, and the mandate was to get Iraq up and running again. Subtext: whatever it cost.

For example, in the first month of the contract, Allstrong’s trailer park had run out of drinking water within a week, a true crisis. Jack had gone to Ramsdale and told him he desperately needed to buy more water immediately, but that he was out of money, what with payroll, housing costs, legitimate security equipment, weapons, and vehicles such as armored Mercedes-Benz sedans, and all other daily supplies for his now close to 150-man staff. Without a personal look at the situation and apparently without a qualm, Ramsdale signed off on an authorization for Allstrong to add six hundred thousand dollars to the original sixteen-million-dollar contract over its six-month life – peanuts considering the fact that the contract as written already was paying Allstrong a little bit more than eighty-eight thousand dollars a day, all of it in cash.

Allstrong had requested a total of a hundred thousand dollars from Ramsdale for the water, but the colonel had been so used to thinking in one-month units that he’d okayed six times the requested price, and Allstrong had seen no reason to correct him. And after all, the truth was that they were all working in an extremely hostile environment, where the danger of death was real and omnipresent. In Allstrong’s view, that risk should not go without significant reward, even if much of it turned out to be under the table. It wasn’t as though people like Ramsdale didn’t know what was happening. In fact, Ramsdale was planning to retire from the active military before the year was out, and he’d already made a commitment to stay on in Iraq as one of Allstrong’s senior security analysts at a salary of $240,000 per year.

Standing over by his wall map, Allstrong caught the latest toss of the packet of bills from Nolan and turned it over in his hands. “So.” It wasn’t a question. It wasn’t an answer. The tone seemed to say, I’m holding on to fifty thousand dollars in cash, when last year I was flat broke. He smiled. “How sweet is this, huh, Ron?”

“Yes, sir.” Nolan tipped up his scotch. “It’s turning out to be a good year.”

“Yes, it is.” Allstrong crossed over to his desk, casually flipping the wrapped bills package over to Nolan. “And I think it could be even better, but I’m leery of burning out my best assets, which are men like you. No, no, no, don’t give me any of that false modesty bullshit. I send you out to do a job and you get the job done. It’s not every guy in the world can walk around with two million dollars and not be tempted to disappear with it.”

This was more than just idle chatter. That exact temptation, though for far less money – a quarter of a million dollars – had proven too strong for at least one of Allstrong’s other senior employees in the past two months. Beyond that, almost two dozen of his first crew of guard hires – from pre-Kuvan sources – had disappeared with guns and credentials almost as soon as they’d been issued them.

But Ron Nolan merely shrugged. “You pay me well, Jack. I like the work. It’s nice to get a regular paycheck. Beyond which”—he broke his own smile—“I disappear with two million of your money, I’m pretty sure you’d hunt me down and kill me.”

Allstrong pointed a finger at him. “You’re not all wrong there. Nothing personal.”

“No, of course not.”

Allstrong put a haunch on the corner of his desk. “What I’m getting at is whether you’re starting to feel stretched a little thin.”

“No, I’m good.”

“I ask because another opportunity has come up – I know, they’re growing on trees nowadays, but if I don’t pick ’em somebody else will. Anyway, I wanted to run it by you, see if you wanted to take point on it. I should tell you, I consider it pretty high risk, even for here.”

“Taking a walk over here is high risk, Jack.”

“Yes, it is. But this is in the Sunni Triangle.”

Nolan tossed the package up and caught it. He shrugged. “What’s the gig?”

“Pacific Safety – Rick Slocum’s outfit, he’s tight with Rumsfeld – just pulled in a contract through the Corps of Engineers to rewire the whole goddamn Triangle in three months. High-voltage wiring and all the towers to hold it. You ready for this? He’s going to need seven hundred guards for his people.”

Nolan whistled. “Seven hundred?”

“I know. A shitload. But I’m sure Kuvan can get ’em.”

“I’m sure he can too. You gotta love them Kurds.”

“Who doesn’t? So . . . you want to hear the numbers?”

“Sure,” Nolan said. “I haven’t had a good hard-on in a couple of days.” With the wrapped bills in one hand and his tumbler of scotch in the other, he got up and crossed over to Allstrong’s desk.

His boss pulled over the adding machine and started punching and talking. “Let’s assume two hundred a month for the guards, what we’re paying now. Good? We’ve got seven hundred guys working for ninety days, that’s four hundred twenty thousand. Plus food and ammo and other incidentals. Let’s go wild and call that twenty bucks a man per day, so forty-two grand. Shooting high, call our whole expense five hundred grand. Slocum told me off the record that because of the high risk in the area, he expects the winning bid to come in at no less than twelve mil. Which is exactly what I’m going to bid it at and which, if you’re doing your math”—he hit the calculator—“is a three-month profit of eleven million five hundred thousand dollars.”

“I’ve definitely got wood,” Nolan said.

“So you’re in if we get it?”

“All the way, Jack. We’d be crazy not to.”

“I agree. But I’m not sugarcoating it. I’m thinking we might lose a dozen guys. I’m talking dead, not deserted or disappeared.”

“Okay.”

“There’d be a significant bonus in it for you. Twenty a month sound good?”

“When do I start?”

“First, let’s get the gig. But remember, I want you to be sure you’re good with it. You’ll have your bare ass hanging out there.”

“And seven hundred guys guarding it, Jack. Can I bring my escorts? I like that guy Scholler. He runs a tight ship.”

“I’ll talk to Calliston, but I can’t imagine there’d be any problem. He doesn’t even know who those guys are.”

“Poor bastards.”

“Hey,” Allstrong said, “they enlisted. What’d they expect?” He went around his desk and stood looking out the window at the airport outside. An enormous C-17 Globemaster III transport plane coasted by on the tarmac – several hundred more tons of supplies and equipment direct from the United States. Without turning around, he said, “So between now and then, what’s your schedule look like?”

“When exactly?”

“Next couple of weeks.”

“Pretty free. I got the message out up at Anaconda and Tikrit. We’ve definitely got friends trying to hook us up in both places, but they’ve got to clear their own brass first. We might have to sub under KBR, but I got the sense they’re generally open to us doing what we’ve done here. Whatever happens, it’s going to take a little time. Why?”

Now Allstrong did turn. “I’d like to send you back to the States for a week or two. Clean up some problems in the home office. I’d go myself, but I don’t feel like I can leave here just now if we want to pick up these jobs we’re talking about. You’d be back in plenty of time for the Triangle thing if that comes about. And after today, payroll’s covered until next time.”

“What kind of problems?”

“Well.” Allstrong tipped up the last of his scotch. “I hired a private eye and he’s found Arnold Zwick. The idiot went back home to Frisco.” Zwick was the company’s senior executive who’d disappeared with a quarter million dollars of Allstrong’s money about six weeks before. “I’d kind of like to get my money back. I was hoping you could talk some sense into him. After that, take a little well-deserved R and R wherever you want to go. Sound good?”

“When do you want me to leave?”

“I can get you on a plane to Travis tomorrow morning.”

“Done.”

Allstrong broke a smile. “You know, Ron, I hate it when you take so long to make your decisions.”

“I know,” Nolan said. “It’s a flaw. I’m working on it.”

At his desk, Allstrong picked up a manila envelope and handed it across to Nolan. “If what’s in that doesn’t answer all your questions, I’ll brief you further in the morning. Now you’d better go do some packing.”

“I’m gone.”

Nolan executed a brisk salute and whirled around. His hand was on the doorknob when Allstrong spoke behind him.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Nolan straightened up and turned around as he pulled the packet of bills out from under his jacket. He was smiling. “Oh, you mean this old thing?” He tossed it back to his boss. “Just seeing if you’re paying attention, Jack, keeping you on your toes.”

“Pretty much always,” Allstrong said.

“I can see that. Catch you in the morning.”


Dear Tara–

So today I got to walk through some of the mean streets of scenic Baghdad with this crazy guy, Ron Nolan, who didn’t seem to know or care that we were in hostile territory. He’s one of the security guys for Allstrong, which, you may remember from my last letter, if you’re reading them, is the contracting firm that we’ve somehow gotten semipermanently attached to. I find it ironic, to say the least, that I’m supposed to be out protecting him. This guy needs protection like a duck needs a raincoat.

It was too surreal. He’s there to collect the company’s payroll for this month. So I’m thinking we’re going to go in someplace like a bank and get a check from Bremer’s people that Allstrong can then go deposit in their bank. Wrong. They’ve got barbed wire and cement blocks set up in the hallway in front of this door. Nolan shows his ID to the Marine sergeant on duty with his whole platoon. The place is a fortress.

Anyway, we pass the ID check – everybody knows Nolan – and theywalk us into this tiny internal room – no windows out to the hall, even. Stucco is still all over the floors from when the building was bombed in April. No drywall either. After Saddam left town, the looters came in and took everything, and I mean everything. Rebar out of the walls. Internal wiring. You wouldn’t believe it. There’s not a desk in the whole ministry building – everybody uses folding tables like you get at Wal-Mart. I wouldn’t be surprised if we bought ’em from Wal-Mart and had ’em shipped over.

Anyway, so we’re in this small, dim, dirty room. Four lightbulbs. It’s roughly a hundred and fifty degrees in there. And there’s these two guys who take Nolan’s papers, check ’em over, then disappear into what looks like a warehouse behind them. Ten minutes later, they’re back with a shopping cart full of packages of hundred-dollar bills.

I’m standing there thinking, They’re kidding me, right? But they count out these forty wrapped bags of fifty thousand dollars each and – you won’t believe this – Nolan signs off on the amount and together, counting them a second time, we load ’em all up into his backpack!

Picture this. Nolan’s got two million American dollars in cash in a backpack he’s wearing, and we’re walking out through this mob of not very friendly people in the lobby of the Republican Palace, and then we’re back outside the Green Zone, strolling through the impoverished Baghdad streets that are crawling with citizens who make less than a hundred dollars a month and who really don’t like us. Was I a little nervous? Is this guy out of his mind, or what? And I got the sense he was loving it.

Long story short, a couple of blocks along through this really really crowded marketplace and finally we hooked back up with my guys in the convoy and made it out of town and back to the base here, where Jack Allstrong has supposedly got a huge safe – flown in from America, of course – bolted into the cement foundation under his office.

Anyway, lots more to tell about some of the other insane elements of the economics of this place – all the cooks here at the base are Filipinos, and the actual guards out at the airport are from Nepal. We met a guy named Kuvan today who evidently supplies Allstrong with all these workers. Nolan tells me none of them make more than a hundred and fifty bucks a month, where he makes twenty thousand! He tells me thatwhen I get done with my service here, I should volunteer to come back and work for Allstrong. Ex–American military guys make out like bandits here. You’d love it if I went that way, huh?

Okay, enough about this place. You hear about Iraq enough anyway, I’m sure. What I’d really like to know is if you’re reading any of these, if I’m at least communicating with you a little. It’s hard you not answering, Tara. If you’ve gotten this far on this letter, and you don’t want me to write to you anymore, just tell me somehow and I promise I’ll stop. If you’ve made up your mind and it’s completely over. But some part of me holds on to the hope that you might be willing to give us another try when I come home.

I know, as you said a hundred times, IF I get home. Well, here’s the deal. I’m coming home.

I’m just having a hard time accepting that our slightly different politics have really broken us up. It’s true that I think sometimes it’s okay to fight for something, either because you believe in the cause or because you’ve signed on to fight. You’ve given your word. It’s as simple as that. Maybe you don’t think that, and we can argue about it more someday, I hope.

If you could just write me back, one way or the other, Tara, I’d love to hear from you. I love you. Still.



“Hey! Evan.”

He looked up to see Ron Nolan standing in the doorway that led back to the dormitory where his men slept. He had written his letter sitting in muted light at a table in the otherwise empty mess hall. Now he’d just finished addressing his envelope and put his pen down, nodding in acknowledgment. “Sir.”

Nolan stepped into the room. “Hey, haven’t we already been over this? You’re Evan, I’m Ron. What are you, twenty-five?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“Well, I’m thirty-eight. Give me a break. You call me ‘sir,’ I feel old. I feel old, I get mean. I get mean, I kill people. Then you’d be to blame. It’s a vicious circle and it would all be your fault.”

The last words he’d written to Tara still with him, Evan had to force his face into a tolerant smile. “You’d just kill somebody at random?”

Nolan was up to the table by now, grinning. “It’s been known to happen. It’s not pretty. You want a beer?”

Evan had a nagging feeling that this recreational drinking could become a slippery slope. It would make the second time he’d had alcohol since his arrival over here. But then really, he thought, what the fuck. With everything else that was going on over here, who really cared? Nevertheless, he took a half-swing at reluctance. “We’re not supposed to drink,” he said.

“Oh, right, I forgot.” Nolan cocked his head. “Are you fucking kidding me? Somebody here gonna bust you? You’re in charge here, dude.”

“I know. I’m thinking about my men.”

“What’s that, like a mantra with you? You see that in a movie or something? I don’t see any of your guys around who are going to be scandalized. They won’t even see. Don’t be a dweeb. I’ll get you a beer.”

“One.” Evan was talking to his back as he turned.

“Okay. For starters.” Nolan walked back into the kitchen, opened an enormous double-doored refrigerator, and returned carrying two bottles of Budweiser. Twisting off the top of one, he slid it down the length of the table to where Evan stopped it and brought it to his lips. When he finished his first sip, Nolan was sitting across from him. “There’s e-mail out here, you know.” He pointed at the envelope. “Mom or girlfriend?”

“Ex-girlfriend. I e-mailed her all during training and she never answered. It’s too goddamn easy to hit Delete. Or change your address. So now I write letters.” He shrugged. “Stupid, but maybe some kind of physical connection.”

“If she’s your ex-girlfriend, why are you writing her?”

“I don’t know. It’s probably a waste of time. I’m an idiot.” He took another pull at his beer. “I’d just like to know if she’s even getting these damn letters.”

“So that’s not the first one?”

“It’s like, the tenth.”

“And she hasn’t written back? Not even once?”

“It was a pretty bad fight. We disagreed about the war.”

“People don’t break up over that.”

“We did.” He looked across the table. “But then sometimes I think maybe something’s happened to her. I can’t believe she won’t write me back. Maybe she’s not getting them. If she’s read ’em, I know she’d . . . maybe she died, or something happened and she can’t . . . ”

“Can’t what?”

“I don’t know.”

Nolan spun his bottle slowly. “Dude,” he said. “No offense, but you’re sounding a little pathetic. Here you are laying your life on the line every day. You got bigger fish to fry.”

“Yeah. I know.” He slugged down a mouthful. “I know.”

“You want to just give it up.”

“If I heard from her, maybe it’d be easier.”

“You are hearing from her. Think about it.”

“Yeah, you’re right. I know you’re right.” He tipped up his bottle and drained it.

Nolan got up and went back into the kitchen, returned with another round, twisted off Evan’s cap, and passed it across to him as he sat down. “So where’d you go to school?”

“Santa Clara.”

“College boy, huh?” At Evan’s shrug, Nolan went on. “Hey, no crime in that. I went two years to Berkeley. Couldn’t stand the place, though, so I went out and enlisted. Made the SEALs and life got good. You finish?”

“Yep.”

“What’d you do after?”

“Became a cop.”

Nolan cracked a grin and nodded. “I had a feeling you were a cop.”

“Why’s that?”

“You look like a cop.”

“I know a lot of cops who don’t look like me.”

“You know what you’re looking for, I bet they do.” Nolan drank, his grin in place. “It’s how you walk, how you carry yourself. You’re a big guy. You keep yourself in good shape. I would have guessed a cop. Here’s to good cops everywhere.”
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