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Chapter One




    Saturday




    When Carla walked into the common room, I could almost feel her before I saw her. She was wearing tight slacks and a nice button down top. She had lost twenty pounds or so. Her purse hung in the bend of her elbow. She looked even older than when I had seen her last. Her eyes were puffy, but I couldn’t tell if that was from crying or just age attacking her flesh.




    I was working on a puzzle. I did that a lot nowadays. “Hi Marvin,” she said. “Can I sit down?”




    There were six other whackos in the room besides me. I didn’t really want them to witness our private discussion. They were a nosey bunch.




    I stood.




    “Let’s go outside,” I said.




    It was a beautiful day. We settled on a bench overlooking the yard. It was a little unsettling that I had once sat on this same bench and carried on a conversation with an imaginary lady named Julie. Our minds play cruel tricks on us sometimes.




    “You look good,” she said.




    “Thanks,” I said.




    “Still exercising?”




    “Some.”




    “They tell me you can go home any day now.”




    “They’re liars.”




    “You can come and stay with us until you get back on your feet,” she said.




    I wanted to say something else cruel, but I decided she didn’t deserve it particularly after all she’d been through.




    “If I go anywhere, it’ll be to the farm,” I said.




    “We don’t own that farm anymore.”




    “I know that, but I can stay there anyway.”




    “Why would you want to do that, Marvin? All those memories…”




    “If we can’t hide from our past, we should embrace it.”




    She looked at me and then looked away. Two patients walked through the yard near the large maple tree.




    “Your mom’s really sick. I don’t think she’s gonna make it.”




    “Yeah, you told me last time. My memory is better now.”




    “Marvin, I am so sorry.”




    Those words opened a floodgate of emotions that I had kept hidden away for a long time. I didn’t want to face them. I didn’t want to face her or any of the rest of my family.




    “What are you sorry for, Carla?”




    She was crying.




    “All of it. Everything. The Aerosmith concert. Treating you badly. Making you feel like the black sheep of the family. Not having faith in you, not standing up for you when everyone was criticizing you…” she didn’t finish her thoughts. There was more that she regretted, but I didn’t want to hear it.




    “Ancient history,” I said, barely able to control my own emotions. I was on the verge of breaking down and weeping along with her.




    Carla laid a hand on mine and squeezed.




    “I never meant to hurt you.”




    Let me tell you. There’s not a guy in the world who wants to hear this shit. More humiliating words have never been spoken by a woman than I never meant to hurt you.




    “Forget it. I have,” I lied.




    “I went to the concert as your date,” she said.




    “You don’t think I know that?” I said.




    “It was just that Spencer was so hot,” she said.




    “Is this supposed to be making me feel better?”




    “He was a basketball star. Every girl in high school wanted to date him. I just fell under his spell.”




    “And you two abandoned me in Carbondale all alone while you two drove back to Leesburg and fucked.”




    “It was horrible, I know.”




    I had been crushed. Fuckin’ crushed.




    “He was my first, Marvin.”




    “I can’t thank you enough for sharing that with me, Carla. I really can’t. Is there anything else you want to get off your chest? Want to tell me what a monster he was in bed? How he wrecked your womanhood for good? How no other man could ever match his prowess?”




    “I am really sorry, Marvin. I was in love with him. I was enchanted.”




    What did I expect?




    “Just do me a favor and shut up.”




    “I was horrible.”




    “That’s just who you are. Let’s leave it at that,” I said. I pulled my hand away and stood up.




    “Don’t leave,” she said. “Please don’t. Please hear me out.”




    I looked down at her. I knew I was being childish.




    “Did you drive all the way here to declare your love for my brother?” I said.




    She shook her head and wiped her eyes.




    “No, of course not.” She paused. “I want to put this family back together. Or what’s left of it.”




    I looked into her eyes, searching for something. Was it sincerity? Remorse?




    “We all get the spouses we deserve,” I told her. “We make conscious decisions and we need to live by them. You got what you wanted. You made your decisions.”




    “Did Spence get what he deserved? Is that what you mean?” she said. “Did Trish? What about my family? Did they deserve what happened to them?”




    That hurt me. Tears welled up in my eyes. I looked away.




    “No,” I said.




    When I regained control of myself, I looked back at her.




    “Spence didn’t deserve that. No one deserves that.”




    I sat back down.




    “That is not exactly true. I know a lot of people who deserve worse, but no one in our family.”




    Being an idiot is not a crime, I thought.




    She opened her purse and pulled out a cigarette. “I started smoking again,” she said. “Want one?”




    “I quit.”




    She tilted her head back when she exhaled. Why do women always do that? It is almost theatrics.




    “What about you? Did you get the love that you deserve?” she said.




    “I don’t deserve love. I know that now.”




    “Don’t say that. You are still young. You will find someone.”




    I frowned.




    “You know the day of the Aerosmith concert, I had everything all planned out in my mind. I only wanted two things. One is that I wanted to kiss you when they played ‘One Way Street.’ I envisioned putting my arm around you and kissing you when they played that song.”




    “Yeah, I remember. It was your favorite song.”




    “I waited the whole afternoon with anticipation for that song.”




    “What was the second thing?”




    I laughed at my own childishness.




    “I imagined we would make love that night.”




    I smiled as I looked out over the lawn. It was a pretty day, so remote from the Aerosmith concert and from the horrors of the past years. I could almost relish my own childhood memory of immaturity and disappointment. It was a safe memory. The joke was on me. No innocent children or family members injured. Just a harmless, adolescent memory of infidelity.




    “I’m so sorry.”




    “Silly me,” I said. “Spence was the one you fucked, and Aerosmith never played that song.” Then I snapped out of it.




    “Neither of us are young anymore, Carla. And I had my chances at love. I blew them all,” I said in a wave of self-pity. “Maggie May, Miriam, Andrea. I had my shots at romance, and I squandered every last one of them. There won’t be no more opportunities for me. And I don’t want them. It’s over for me.”




    “That’s not true, Marvin,” she said, and maybe she even believed it. But I knew better.




    “Look at me,” I said. I waved my hand across the yard. “I am in a fuckin’ insane asylum. Do I look like the type of husband material that women are clamoring for?”




    “Stop it,” she shouted. “Just stop it. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. It’s time to get out of here and move on. Simon says you can leave. Sure, you were dealt a shitty hand. So what? You are alive and you have a son and you need to get back out there. Get a job. Something safe this time. Forget about Iraq and about drug cartels and hitmen and the Stephen Brackens of this world. Let someone else deal with them.”




    “Let’s not talk about it,” I said. I didn’t want to talk about it. I really didn’t. It was humiliating.




    She lit another cigarette. For a moment, I thought she was going to keep chiding me, but then she surprised me.




    “We do really stupid things when we are in love,” she said.




    I didn’t say anything. Deep down in my chest somewhere, below all the emotional scars, I understood her. I had already forgiven her. None of it mattered anymore.




    I wanted a cigarette. I almost asked her for one.




    “You want to hear something stupid?” I said. “I always assumed that women were the stronger sex. I mean, not stronger in lifting weights, but emotionally. I don’t know why, but I never expected that their carnal desires would drive their actions. It’s dumb, I know. But I always upheld women as the superior spiritual beings who functioned on the rational level while men were the weaker species who let their junk do their thinking for them.”




    “You’re right. That’s pretty dumb.”




    “I know.”




    “Marvin, it’s not even fair to say that most men think with their dicks. Men are just human beings. No different than women. It all boils down to character. Some men with strong characters would never cheat. Women are absolutely no different. Maybe some of us hide our desires better than others. But we lust, we love, we despair.”




    We looked out over the yard. An older woman walked with her daughter. The daughter was shaking her head and laughing.




    “When you think about it, Carla, we were just kids. All of us. We were still building our characters. Trying to figure out who we were. Forming personalities and defining who we would become. What you did with Spence sounds like something I would have done.”




    She looked at me as if with a new-found appreciation.




    “At the time, I just held you to a higher standard than I held myself.”




    “I wish I could do it over.”




    I laughed.




    “I guess I thought of you, the way you thought of Spence. Isn’t that what love triangles are all about?”




    She touched my hand again.




    “I have not always been a loyal wife.”




    “Don’t tell me. It’s better that I keep you on that pedestal.”




    She smiled, and we sat in silence. A minute passed.




    “Oh, I almost forgot.” She opened her purse.




    She handed me a print out. It was written in Arabic. My chest and neck and chin felt constricted.




    “Shit,” I said. “I need to use your phone.”




    Without a second thought, she opened her purse again and handed me her smart phone.




    “Can I make an international call?”




    “My phone’s not set up for that,” she said.




    “Shit,” I said.




    I stood and breathed through my nose, trying to get control over my anxiety, but it was crushing me. “Give me your keys,” I told her.




    “Why?”




    “I’ve got to get to someplace that has internet.”




    “Let’s go see Simon.”




    “No, that fucker won’t let us use the internet in here.”




    “Just a couple more days and you’re getting out.”




    “I don’t have a couple days,” I shouted.




    Her face scored the rebuke.




    “Look, just give me your keys.”




    “Let’s try Simon first.”




    I remained silent while my chest heaved. I was trying to calculate all the variables and not doing a very good job of it.




    “I trust him,” she said.




    Silence.




    “I think you do too.”




    Silence.




    “If he doesn’t help you, then I promise I’ll give you my keys.”




    She followed me as I stormed into the building and down the hall to Simon’s office. Without knocking, I tried the door. It was locked.




    “Shit,” I said.




    One of the attendants crossed an adjoining hall.




    “Joyce,” I hollered.




    She stopped and walked toward me.




    “I need to see Simon, now.”




    She told me where I could find him.




    Sure enough, he was in the nurses’ station, where they administered medication to patients.




    “Simon, I need a phone. An international line,” I told him abruptly. “It’s an emergency.”




    He looked up at me from his notepad. He’d been speaking with a nurse.




    “What is it?”




    “A fuckin’ emergency. Why else would I tell you I need your phone to make a friggin’ international call?”




    He looked at me and at Carla for some visual confirmation. In fact, all the staff and a couple patients had started looking at me.




    “International line? I don’t understand.”




    “I don’t have time for this. I need an international line or I need to use your computer. I have to check my email.”




    “Marvin, you know patients aren’t allowed to use the internet.”




    “Yeah, and that’s part of the problem. You’ve kept me away from the international news, email, phone calls, everything.”




    “That’s for your own protection.”




    “Fuck you. Either help me or I’m outta here.”




    He folded his notepad under his arm and stepped out of the nursing station and came around to face Carla and me.




    “I don’t understand. Yesterday, you didn’t want me to release you. Now you want to leave? What’s changed?”




    Carla shrugged.




    “This,” I said. I showed him the printout.




    “You know I don’t read Arabic.”




    Tension was spilling out of me. So much to say and so hard to articulate it all.




    Finally, I spoke.




    “What the fuck is the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria?”


  




  

    
Chapter Two




    Saturday




    “Have you done the math?” Simon asked. We were sitting in his dreary office. He in his swivel chair behind his desk, and Carla and me on the loveseat. Simon was looking over my handwritten translation of the Arabic email that Carla had received.




    “Of course, I have,” I told him. “Do you think I am a fuckin’ idiot?”




    Simon frowned and exhaled profoundly.




    “They call it ISIS,” he said, “the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. Over the past several months they have mowed over large swaths of those two countries toppling city after city like a plague of locusts. ISIS has gobbled up territories and massacred opposition fighters and Iraqi soldiers everywhere they go.”




    “And decapitated British and American aid workers and journalists,” Carla added.




    “Why the hell didn’t you tell me any of this?” I asked Simon.




    He frowned.




    “What good would it have done? What could you have done to stop it?”




    “Nothing,” I said. “I’m not interested in stopping it. But I had a right to know. I have a lot of friends in Iraq.”




    “Again, what good would it have done?”




    I was seething.




    “I need to get out of here. I need to-” I stopped in mid-sentence.




    “Explain to us what you need to do.”




    “This changes everything.”




    Carla spoke up.




    “It changes what? Don’t tell me you are thinking about going to Syria. They are killing Americans over there.”




    I held my silence like a burning mouthful of soup. I wanted to spit it out.




    “Of course he’s planning to go there. Aren’t you, Marvin?” Simon said.




    “You two don’t fuckin’ get it.”




    “What possible good can you do anyone over there?” Carla asked, although it wasn’t really a question. “You need to forget all of that. Forget Iraq. Forget-”




    “What?” I snapped. “Forget what?”




    “Forget her.”




    I reached over and took the paper with my translation from Simon and handed it to Carla.




    Simon leaned back in his chair.




    “Read it. Go on. Read it.”




    Carla dutifully read it for a second time. When she was done, she spoke softly. Her eyes bore the patience of a loved one. Through all that we had endured, she was genuinely a loved one if nothing else.




    “Maybe it’s a trick. You said yourself that you had a lot of enemies over there.”




    “Yes and the Coalition partners were worse than Al-Qaeda. At least you knew where you stood with Al-Madhi’s Army and the terrorists. It was the fuckin’ Americans and Brits that you couldn’t trust.”




    “What do you mean?” she asked.




    “You will never understand.”




    They both remained silent.




    “You know, I never understood why Vietnam vets didn’t want to talk about their experiences. I thought it was because it was too horrifying to describe. That they didn’t want to relive their experiences by talking about them, but that’s not it at all. After I came back from Iraq, I got it. It wasn’t that they didn’t want to talk about what they saw in Vietnam. It’s that they didn’t have a compatible audience. There was no way anyone who hasn’t been over there and gone through it, can ever understand.”




    “That’s not fair, Marvin,” Carla said. “We’re here now. We are trying to help you. We are trying to understand.”




    “Help us understand what’s going on here,” Simon said.




    I became lost in a cluster of convoluted memories of the Green House. The long butcher’s knife dripping with blood. The tiny six-year-old girl named Aisha. Her delicate smile that only I could tease out of her. The horrible catastrophe that had enveloped her and her mother because she’d been born out of wedlock. The struggle in the hall. The loss. The unbearable, interminable loss.




    “I owe them so much,” I finally said.




    “Who?” Simon asked.




    “The Iraqis.”




    “What do you owe us?” Carla said. “What do you owe me and the rest of your family? Trish? Paula? Spence?”




    “I’m not going to get into this, Carla. Now is not the time.” I looked at Simon. “Either you release me or I am walking out of here on my own.”




    He raised his hands as if I had pulled a gun on him.




    “I didn’t say I wouldn’t release you. But I want you to know that this is a huge mistake. You are not ready to handle this. You’re still in a fragile state. You are still in recovery.”




    “And this could send you over the edge,” Carla added and crossed her arms.




    “I’ve lived most of my life over the edge. I kinda like it over there. This is just another day at the office.”




    “Maybe so. But your sister-in-law is right. You have made so much progress. But you are not ready to be traipsing around in Syria, fighting Islamic insurgents. You need to remain in my care for-”




    “For what? A year? Fuck that.”




    “You are not being honest with yourself, Marvin.”




    He was right. I was not being honest with myself. I knew I was fragile. But what choice did I have?




    “I’m going with or without your blessing.”




    “OK, have it your way,” he said and swiveled around to his desk. He signed a document.




    “It’s your release. You are free to go.”




    “Thanks,” I said, and stood up.




    “But now that that’s out of the way. Now that you know you can leave any time you want, please do me the courtesy of explaining what’s going on. Please just sit back down. Give me an hour. I will clear my schedule.”




    “We may not have an hour,” I said defensively. It reminded me of a time in the distant past that Zeke had forced me to sit and explain to him the problem, so that we could map out a course of action. Zeke had been right then, and I suspected that Simon was right now.




    Where are you now, Zeke, when I need you most? I asked myself futilely, knowing damn well the tragic answer.




    “OK,” I said. “Let me check my email and try to make an international call.”




    Simon handed me his smart phone.




    I heaved a breath, dreading what lay ahead. I had done this before and barely survived. I feared I wouldn’t be so lucky this time. It wasn’t so much that history repeated itself, but that I kept repeating my mistakes again and again, hoping to get it right this time.




    Finally, I relented.




    “Can we go to the smokers’ table? I need a smoke.”




    The smokers’ table was a red, PVC-coated steel picnic table with four benches. Two filthy black butt buckets filled with sand and discarded cigarette stubs sat at corners of the table. Carla lent me a smoke and some flame. It tasted like paradise after so long without nicotine.




    “Thought you quit,” Carla said.




    “Nobody likes a smart ass.”




    “Yeah, this coming from you.”




    Simon sat on one of the benches and began taking notes.




    I checked my emails and bummed another smoke. Carla walked near the bushes and looked for four-leaf clovers in the grass. My sister Tammy used to do this when we were kids.




    I sent some emails and tried the telephone numbers I had saved from memory, but couldn’t reach anyone. When I was satisfied that I had done all I could for now, I returned to the table and gave Simon his phone back. Carla joined us.




    “Here,” she said. “This is good luck.”




    She placed a four-leaf clover on the red table. The leaves were wide enough to prevent it from falling through the holes in the metal mesh. There was something so innocent and fresh about picking a four-leaf clover. I hoped she was right, that it was a good omen.




    “So, update us,” Simon said.




    “In Iraq,” I started, but didn’t quite know how to proceed. “In Iraq, ah, things were very complicated.”




    “Of course,” Simon said.




    “Can I have another smoke?”




    Carla handed me one. It didn’t taste as good as the first couple, but it gave me something to do with my hands.




    “See, I did a lot of investigation.”




    I stopped.




    “Yes, we know,” Carla said. “You recovered stolen museum pieces.”




    “Thousands of them, right?” Simon added.




    “Yeah, well,” I said, “maybe not thousands. But certainly hundreds. And I didn’t do it on my own. I had help from this one woman. If it weren’t for her, I would have been lucky to recover a dozen pieces.”




    “Of course,” Simon said.




    “We know all about Miriam,” Carla said. “And we know you were in love with her.”




    “I’m not talking about Miriam.”


  




  

    
Chapter Three




    Baghdad, Iraq




    Friday




    2003




    When I cleared security at the Al-Rashid Hotel parking lot, the bright Iraqi sun had started to settle and the intense heat had started to diminish. Instead of going directly up to my room to deposit my backpack and wash up, I walked right over to the pool. Since it was Friday, my three friends had taken off just after lunch and commandeered four lounge chairs before the Friday crowd arrived. Already the pool area was filling up. And before long, there wouldn’t be a free chair or table to be found. My friends had also already started sampling the expensive pool bar beer and were well on their way to the land of tipsy. They did this every Friday.




    From a distance, I thought I saw a nude woman emerge from the swimming pool. I squeezed my eyes for a better look. Unless I was going blind, she was indeed very much naked. But western women and men did strange things within the confines of the Green Zone.




    She stepped over to a chair and wrapped herself in a huge white towel and entered the changing room.




    I resolved to ask my colleagues about the nude swimmer, but by the time I arrived, they were deep in a discussion about British linguistics.




    “That’s a myth,” Laura was saying in her thick, British accent when I arrived. “We don’t really use ‘bloody hell’ anymore. I mean naturally some people do, I imagine. But I don’t. And I can’t think of any of my friends who do.”




    “It’s about time,” Phyllis greeted me. “What took you so long?” Phyllis Margolin was a civilian attorney who pounded out reams of legal opinions and written policies for General Counsel inside Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA). I was confident that the hundreds of thousands of dollars that CPA spent on revamping Iraq’s legal system would never produce a single viable ordinance. But if it made Washington feel better about themselves that they were navigating within the framework of Iraqi and international law, who was I to draw their attention to the waste?




    Phyllis stood about six feet two inches tall, and had blonde hair, thick hips, and an adorable smile. She had an extremely attractive face and was one of the most intelligent and caring people I knew. She was also my best friend inside the Green Zone.




    “I have this little thing called work that seems to keep popping up every Friday while the three of you are working on your suntans,” I said.




    “I’m not working on my tan. I’m working on tomorrow’s hangover.” Phyllis smiled.




    “Well, there’s your problem,” Scott told me as he tipped up his sunglasses to get a better look at me. He was wearing nothing but trunks to cover his perfectly sculpted body. “Shouldn’t let that thing-, what did you call it? Work? You shouldn’t let a little thing like work get in the way of Frisky Friday.” Captain Donny Scott was a Civil Affairs officer assigned to the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities. He was probably the most handsome man I had ever seen, and was even more intelligent and down-to-earth than attractive. Most of the CPA women wanted to bed him, which was a little unsettling for an aging, overweight man like me. Ordinarily, I would have hated him, but I didn’t. He was thoughtful, well-mannered, and witty. He seemed genuinely interested in me and most everyone else he came into contact with. Besides whenever he accompanied me to the Ministry, he made sure I was safe. And in Baghdad, that was no tiny feat.




    A lady in an Abaya, covered in black from hair to toe, walked from the changing room. I could only see her eyes, but I knew who she was. The sight was so bizarre that I continued to watch her until she crossed the gate into the parking lot. My mind was trying to reconcile that veiled figure with the nude woman from the swimming pool. Had I just imagined it or was Baghdad taking its toll on my sanity?




    When no one spoke of her, I decided to file the entire event away, perhaps waiting till a nude Iraqi woman emerged in a conversation in the future, when I could challenge my slipping grasp of reality.




    “I was working on the Supplemental Budget,” I told them. “It is due tomorrow.”




    “You’ve been working on that for days. I thought that was done.” Phyllis tipped her beer and when she set it back down, I heard the clang of emptiness.




    The proposal on behalf of the Iraqi Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities was to support the recovery of Babylonian, Sumerian and Acadian artifacts stolen from the National Museum of Iraq and other Iraqi sites. The US Congress had agreed to fund projects for the reconstruction of Iraq through a Supplemental Budget. The task of writing the proposal had been handed down to me. I didn’t really have any experience in this sort of thing, but we were racing against a deadline and someone had to do it. So I sought advice, consulted with the ministry and the few people I trusted at CPA (most of them sitting right here), and hammered it out.




    “I already sent it off.”




    “How much is it again?”




    “Fourteen million dollars.”




    “You’ll get it. The work is important.”




    “I hope so.”




    “Did Bustros help you?” Scott asked.




    Peter Bustros was one of my bosses. Raised in the US and having descended from Lebanese Christian aristocracy from Beirut, he was a perfect political appointee for the Bush Administration. Fluent in Arabic, they viewed him as a trustworthy, secular ally with one foot planted in the western doctrine of democracy and one in the Arab world. His role was to navigate the political minefield of Iraqi cultural norms with diplomatic sensitivity. Unfortunately, Bustros had no moral compass. He was the worst possible advocate for retrieving stolen artifacts for future Iraqi generations. His ultimate goal was appeasement, rubbing elbows with diplomats, and earning praise from anyone with enough authority to advance his career. When push came to shove, Bustros always backed down. In fact, push never came to shove with Bustros. The slightest whiff of displeasure from any Iraqi counterpart sent Bustros scurrying like a frightened weasel.




    I hated the bastard.




    “You’re kidding, right? He’s so out of his depth that he doesn’t know where the Ministry is located.” Phyllis had a sly smile on her face.




    “No, he is afraid to go outside the Green Zone.” Scott swung his legs around and sat upright on the edge of the lounge chair.




    “Bustros doesn’t even sit in our office.”




    It was true. He was the Senior Advisor to the Ministry, but rarely visited our office inside the palace. He had his own office near Bremer’s at the main entrance.




    “What does he do all day?” Laura asked.




    “He’s a big shot and got a big shot’s secretary and spends all day carrying out big shot assignments,” I said. “You know, hobnobbing with CPA officials and ambassadors and foreign dignitaries. And having big shot lunches. And standing in front of the mirror and practicing big shot greetings and straightening his tie.”




    “He’s the only guy in CPA to wear a suit every day.” Phyllis giggled.




    “And he’s taken to wearing desert camouflage boots like Bremer.” Scott drained his beer.




    “Is he still angry because you didn’t arrange a welcoming parade when he flew in last month?”




    “Makes Stapleton look like Gandhi,” I said. Colonel Keith Stapleton was the Senior Advisor when I arrived. He was a highly flawed manager, but had his heart in the right place. He went to the Ministry two or three times a week. Bustros was incompetent, had no heart, and was a coward.




    “Bustros is dangerous,” Phyllis said. “Watch out for him.”




    “He is backing the Minister’s plan for one-week study tours to the US at thirty thousand dollars a pop,” Scott said.




    “What?”




    “It’s true. That one proposal alone costs $22 million to train twenty-five high-ranking Iraqi officials in New York for one week each.”




    “Congress will never support that. What need does Iraq have for training twenty-five government officials on art in New York? How does that contribute to the reconstruction of Iraq?”




    “I think they are colluding to try to defraud US Congress out of about $150 million,” I said.




    “One hundred and seventy-five million,” Scott corrected. “Exchange trips to Europe and the US. Construction of a new museum-”




    “What’s wrong with the existing museum?” Phyllis asked.




    “Nothing. That’s it. It’s all a waste of funds. But construction contracts are where money can be skimmed,” Scott said. “And expensive exchange visits.”




    “Those are for appeasement, as well,” I said. “Even if the trips were beneficial in some way, even if they gave valuable information, say on budgetary planning or public administration, the same twenty-five people he is proposing to send are all over-the-hill lackeys who don’t have the capacity to learn. They have no interest in learning. They just want to visit the outside world, get large travel allowances, and buy souvenirs and expensive gifts to bring home to their families.”




    “Waste of US taxpayer dollars,” Phyllis said.




    “What a wanker,” Laura said.




    “Bloody hell!” Scott added for accent.




    “Be nice,” Laura warned.




    “Bustros is a workaround for sure,” Phyllis said.




    “Workaround,” Scott said and leaned back onto his chair while readjusting his sunglasses.




    “Oh look, there she is. Look at her. What a tramp.” Laura nodded to Caroline who slipped her fingers under her bikini straps to readjust her healthy breasts after leaving the pool.




    Laura Caldwell was a British civilian tasked with rebuilding the Ministry’s administration systems. She was about ten years older than me, but still thought she was in her twenties. She had a nice body for someone her age, provided she was fully clad. But she traipsed around the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) palace in the most risqué clothes that revealed wrinkled and sagging flesh that was better left to the imagination. Right now her bikini was giving me shivers. Not the good kind, either.




    “Look who’s talking,” Phyllis said.




    With a ratio of at least fifty men to each woman inside the Green Zone, sex took on a freakish set of dynamics. Men were starved for female attention, even if sex didn’t enter the equation. And there was plenty of sex, for women anyway. Men, on the other hand, had few options. Fraternization with Iraqi women was strictly forbidden. But so was drinking alcohol as far as the Department of Defense was concerned, and that stopped very few coalition partners from spending their hard earned dollars on expensive, imported booze.




    So foreign men went out of their way to find any excuse to engage the company of western women, to sit with them for meals or coffee, or play cards, or walk down the halls, or watch football on the Armed Forces Network, or discuss troubles at home. Anything. Men were starved for female attention. Unlike Vietnam, there were no local bars or brothels that soldiers could frequent. As a result, the freaky circumstances inside the Green Zone continued to produce new and unexpected results.




    For women like Phyllis and Laura, where the odds were so lopsidedly tipped in their favor, Iraq provided them their pick of men. Their social calendars stayed busy on most nights. For even the most conservative western women and even the most loyal of wives and girlfriends, the overwhelming male attention presented too strong a temptation to resist. On the other hand, this lopsided advantage was entirely artificial and ephemeral. I remember seeing graffiti scrawled on one of the toilet walls at the military base in Kuwait City. The message meant for female soldiers getting ready to redeploy to the US read: Women, get ready to get ugly again.




    Our little crew had its own subset of freaky sex dynamics. For example, Phyllis was clearly in love with Scott. It was unclear whether they had ever hooked up, but Scott was exploiting his opportunities with other CPA women. He was married to his college sweetheart in Huntsville, Alabama. Laura had a permanent boyfriend in Southampton, whom she flew out to visit every couple months. But she too had slept with Scott at least once. (He was extremely drunk, he claimed apologetically.) Roger Phillips, our IT specialist, was gay. He had his own dramas that he would relate to me late at night after a few too many dry martinis. And then there was Captain Michael McCray, the African American Civil Affairs officer, who was also an advisor to the Ministry of Health. He had a wife and three children back in the New York somewhere. Rumor had it that he was involved with a Serbian woman who worked in laundry services for KBR (Kellogg, Brown & Root), a subsidiary of the notorious Halliburton. Apparently, she’d been carried along from Serbia as a mistress to one of the military big wigs, but there had been some falling out. McCray had stepped in and taken over the role of lover and supporter, but the angry big wig was trying to get KBR to cancel her contract and deport her back to the Balkans. McCray was fighting the severance and losing.




    “Well at least I am not like Caroline,” Laura said.




    “Kept you awake again last night, did she?” Scott asked.




    “How can anyone capture more than a nod with all that wailing and banging on the walls?” Laura’s tone depicted a note of jealousy.




    Caroline was a Bush-appointee at the Ministry of Health. She had flown in on a C-130 from Kuwait City with me a couple months ago. She was in her late twenties, tall and thin, and as attractive as any model on the cover of Cosmopolitan. She would have likely had a full social calendar in a remote corner of Nebraska, but inside Saddam’s palace, she was enjoying a Disney World of sexual partner rides.




    “She brings a different soldier back to the trailer each night,” Laura said.




    At that moment, Caroline tossed her head back in a dramatic laugh at something a soldier had just told her.




    “Well, if I was blessed with her looks, I would be throwing my heels up and sampling different goods each night, too,” Phyllis said. “The little skank.”




    I didn’t blame Caroline either. If the tables were reversed and I were attractive and young, and had sexy women swooning over me night and day, I would be one rank skank myself.




    Phyllis caught me looking at Caroline.




    “Don’t waste your time,” Phyllis told me. “She won’t give you the time of day. You would have to wait till she works her way through five hundred Green Zone hotties before she gets to you. And by that time, they’ll rotate another five hundred in.”




    That made me smile.




    Two weeks ago, Caroline had tried to seduce me almost under Phyllis’s nose. Ordinarily, even homely women inside the Green Zone didn’t give me a second glance. Compared to the hundreds of available young, fit American military men and contractors, I ranked in the lower two percentile of potential bed partners. But for some unknown reason—maybe because of the slim pickings at the late hour on that particular Thursday night—Caroline made a pass at me.




    About thirty of us were in Saddam’s mini-theater in the basement of the palace on Movie Night. We were watching “Austin Powers,” and everyone was half plastered, except me. She’d come in after the movie had started, mixed herself a drink from the alcohol table, and sat down beside me.




    After four or five minutes, Caroline rested her hand on my forearm and said, “I have seen this. What do you say we get out of here?”




    It amused me. Normally, I would have been halfway out of my seat at such an advance. I am a big fan of women’s rights when it comes to awarding women the right to seduce an aging fart like me. And my hesitancy wasn’t because I have many scruples. I don’t. Come to think of it, I can’t think of a single scruple that I embrace.




    But I had started investing time in my liaison at the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, Miriam. We weren’t that serious, and I knew that I shouldn’t let it get any more serious. I hadn’t even kissed her or held her hand. But the truth was even if I’d been married and had a dozen brats grazing oriental carpets five minutes away, that wouldn’t have prevented me from slipping the shish kabob to someone as beautiful as Caroline. Under normal circumstances, that is. I’m pretty much a sleazy shish kabob slipper through and through.




    But like I said, this whole twisted environment of sexuality in the Green Zone was artificial. And it made all of us behave irrationally. Somehow I didn’t want to be just another used condom flushed down Caroline’s toilet. Someone she would make fun of when comparing me to the other military gym rats as she sat around the pool behind the palace with her friends on Sunday, which she commonly did.




    “Thanks,” I told her. “I’ve seen it too, but I am hoping Dr. Evil wins this time.”




    If she was offended, she did a good job hiding it. She didn’t move her hand away immediately. But after thirty seconds or so she shifted in her seat and withdrew her hand. And about three or four minutes later, she got up and set her drink on the booze table and left.




    It had all happened so nonchalantly, that even the ever-attentive Phyllis had failed to notice.




    “Oh Marvin’s not interested in Green Zone sex,” Laura said. “Are you Marvin?”




    “Well, I do consider myself a champion of eco-friendly mating, if that’s what you had in mind,” I said.




    “No, I don’t mean that kind of Green sex, you idiot. I mean that I have been watching you, and you don’t seem to go all slack jaw around women. You act as if you could care less. That doesn’t seem very American. So, I conclude that either you are gay or you are the strongest-willed man in Baghdad.”




    I liked the fact that my reputation was that of a solid Green Zone citizen. My façade was holding for the time being.




    “Well, he’s not gay,” Phyllis said. “The whole reason he is here is because an angry Arab father in Jordan chased him out of Amman.”




    “Is that right? Are you hiding out here?” Scott was suddenly interested.




    “Purely unsubstantiated rumors.” I didn’t really want to get into it.




    “Well bloody hell,” Laura said. “Dish.”




    Scott and Phyllis burst into laughter.




    “Did I just say blood hell?”




    “You did.” Scott had a smile that reflected mischief. I wanted very much to become closer friends with him, but something kept him at arms’ length. I could never tell from day to day if he liked me or merely tolerated me.




    “Dish, Marvin. Dish.”




    It was true that I’d had a one-year fling with Kayla, an Arab woman from Jordan, but I didn’t want to talk about her. I’d done my best to try to forget that disaster, and I didn’t want to rehash it.




    “Tell them how you met in Beirut and it was love at first sight. And how you followed her to Amman.”




    “No,” Laura gasped as if that was the juiciest piece of news in the Middle East.




    “Shut up, Phyllis.” I stared at her.




    “He even found a job teaching English to pay the bills while he was there.”




    “What happened?” Laura asked.




    “Nothing. It’s ancient history.”




    “She was much younger than him and kept saying she had to break it off. But he’s like heroin. Once you’ve had a taste of Marvin Gray, it’s hard stop.”




    “Shit, Phyllis. Enough. No one wants to hear this shit.” I was getting genuinely annoyed.




    “I do,” Laura said.




    “Me too,” Scott added.




    “Her father was an ambassador and when he found out, he threatened to kill Marvin.”




    “No fuckin’ way.” Laura had a gleam in her eye.




    Scott chuckled as if he had never heard anything so amusing.




    “Go girlfriend,” he said.




    “Does anyone want a beer?” I stood up.




    “I’ll take one,” Phyllis said.




    “Not you. I am not buying you jack shit,” I said, and walked toward the pool bar. As I got closer, the aroma of chlorine struck me, and for an instant images of my childhood at the Leesburg city pool returned to me.




    I casually glanced at Caroline who was sitting in a bikini with three military men around her. Two had on swimming trunks and bare chests bulging. They were depressingly fit. I hated these types. The other one was wearing exercise shorts and a sweat-streaked t-shirt that read Army. He looked as if he’d just come from a two-hour workout in the gym, or a two-block hike in this heat. Every one of them was fifteen years younger than me, and much more attractive to boot. A lump of jealousy struck me right in the chest. No matter how much the rational mind rejected it, that lump of jealousy obstructed a healthy flow of thoughts. My male ego convinced me that she should be doting on me instead of those clowns. And that I had been a fool to reject her offer two weeks ago. Even if she were just using me, even if she were to make fun of me later, at least I would have tasted her moist flesh, her heat, her passion.




    God, I was a bumbling buffoon!




    I looked at the Iraqi server at the little cabana. They didn’t serve mixed drinks. They just opened a cooler and delivered canned refreshment. I ordered a Diet Coke for myself and beer for my friends. The beer was cold, but my drink was lukewarm. I guess not many people chose soft drinks on Frisky Friday.




    “Got a cold one?”




    He cast the illusion of checking, but I know he didn’t look very hard.




    After I paid, I noticed a female corporal sitting next to two other American women. She was very attractive. Not stunningly beautiful like Caroline, but she was blessed with a graceful loveliness, like a dimpled smile. The slight asymmetry of her face only increased the reality of her sexuality, of her allure. Her short brown hair reached just below her jaw-line. I imagined brushing back that hair and kissing her cheek.




    I had seen her before. In the palace halls. In the lunch line. In the KBR laundry trailer where we dropped off a fishnet bag of dirty laundry and picked up our neatly folded clothes two days later. For some reason, I thought she worked for intelligence. Maybe I had seen her enter CJTF7 across from Bremer’s highly guarded office. She was dressed in uniform and a sidearm while her two friends wore bikinis. She was even wearing her desert camouflage boots—the same ones that Bremer, Bustros, and half the big shot civilians wore with such hubris. But on her, the boots somehow made her all that more attractive. All three of the women were pretty, but something about the corporal inspired this sharp, light feeling in my stomach. Something beyond sensual. Something almost spiritual, like when you meet your soulmate.




    Stop it, you idiot, I told myself. You stand no chance with her. She’s way out of your league. Put her out of my mind.




    Before I could turn my gawk away, though, she looked directly at me. Her eyes caught mine and for an instant, I couldn’t look away, as if connected by an electric current. She didn’t smile, but she didn’t frown either. She held me steadfast for another few seconds until I managed to peel my eyes away.




    I was embarrassed and pretended to focus on the four cans in my hands as if they revealed some ancient mystery. But she’d caught me. She knew it, and I knew it.




    It’s embarrassing as hell when an attractive woman you are infatuated with catches you staring at her. And you just know she is thinking that you are some type of creep for staring like a goddamn retard.




    I tried my best to shake off the awkwardness as I carried the drinks back across the pool area to my friends. I could feel her eyes on me, but I at least had the good grace not to look back at her.




    “Marvin, resolve this argument for us,” Donny Scott said. “See that corporal over there. The one sitting by the two ladies in bikinis?”




    That was enough to throw my mind into a tailspin. Had they caught my gawking?




    “Phyllis and Laura are convinced that she’s running an escort service out of the hotel here.”




    “They are,” Phyllis said. “She’s the mastermind behind it. She has six or eight women soldiers turning tricks for her. They are making a fortune off these horny men.”




    “Can you blame them?” Laura asked. “I wonder if they would cut me in on the action.”




    “I think you’re all crazy,” Scott said. “I heard she’s gay.”




    “What a better cover than to be gay?” Phyllis asked.




    “No way,” I said. “A sex ring out of this hotel? Are you sure?” I had been here for a couple months, staying on the fourth floor of the hotel for at least three weeks, and had heard nothing about any sex ring.




    “You had better believe it.” Phyllis was at her liveliest when recounting gossip.




    “I haven’t seen anything that would suggest a brothel.” I was trying to remember any of these women prancing into a room on the arm of a paying customer, or escaping early of a morning in a walk of shame. I was drawing a blank.




    “Escort service,” Phyllis corrected. “They’ll leave here a lot richer than any of us. That’s for sure.”




    “You need to get out more, Marvin,” Laura said. “You’d be surprised what goes on in this hotel.”




    Then after a second, she said, “You should go over there. See how much they charge.”




    “You’re crazy.” I didn’t want the embarrassment of rejection because of the absurd notion that they ran an escort service. This was particularly distasteful after the sexy corporal had caught me staring at her. But at the same time, if it were true that they were selling sex for cash, I wouldn’t mind an hour’s worth with the corporal.




    “Go on,” Phyllis urged. “Since you don’t drink, you could use a little release.”




    “While I admit that nocturnal masturbation is an adequate substitution when there are no viable alternatives, Marvin, but when faced with such a clear solution for your pent up libido, you just should seize the moment.” Laura’s tone was so clinical that she could have been offering advice on physical fitness or the benefits of a juicer.




    “Why whack the carrot when you can water the stallion?” Scott was enjoying himself.




    “Quench it; don’t pinch it.” Phyllis’s smile indicated mischief.




    “Everyone can see how bottled up your frustrations are. It would do you a world of good.”




    “Tell you what. We’ll take up a collection for the sexually disadvantaged.” Phyllis motioned to my three colleagues. “The first fifteen minutes is on us.”




    “Damn straight,” Scott said. “In fact, come back here and give us a progress report. If the services live up to expectations, I might invest in fifteen minutes myself.”




    Phyllis shot him an angry glare.




    I studied the corporal and her friends from the distance. I was not necessarily serious about taking them up on the offer, but rather trying to imagine the corporal organizing a network of US military sex workers. No way. Had to be wrong. None of them were selling themselves, regardless of how much money they could make.




    The conversation drifted off sex and onto rugby and soccer, then to the upcoming NFL Playoffs, then to rumors of corruption inside CPA, and then to a half dozen US ambassadors who were bungling US foreign policy and on to the talk of the new restaurant that had started up in the Green Zone at the spot of an abandoned gas station. They were calling it the Green Zone Café.




    By 9 pm, I had finished my third Diet Coke and decided I would call it a night. My friends had advanced from tipsy to slobbering, and I was too tired to tolerate any more inebriated blather. Nothing worse than hanging out with a bunch of drunks when I was sober. Although I didn’t have the same misgivings about hooking up with a drunken female when I was sober. I was much more tolerant of that category of slobbering.




    Back in my room, I used my MCI phone to call my grandfather in Illinois. One good thing about CPA was that they had anticipated the need to provide many of us with toll-free phones. We could call anywhere in US (or Europe, I suppose) for free. CPA knew if they were going to keep us here under these war-time conditions, then we’d at least need to communicate with loved ones regularly. I heard that this service cost CPA about $1 million each month. And it couldn’t last, so I tried to take advantage of it while I still could.




    “Why hi, Marvin. How’re you doing? When’re you coming home?”




    “I don’t know. In a few months, I suppose.”




    I tried to call him every day, if I could. I didn’t know how much time either of us had on this earth. I adored him. He had been the single beacon of reason and sanity in my bleak childhood.




    “I’m cooking grilled cheese and chicken noodle soup for Trish. She’s home sick today with a little bit of a fever. Want to say, hi?”




    My niece came on the line.




    “Hi Marvin, I got a fever. Jesse is a fart head. He pushed me while we were racing and I scraped my knee. He was just afraid that I was gonna beat him. I’m the fastest runner in the class.”




    I loved my niece.




    “Well, if he does it again, I guess I’ll just have to come home and whip his butt.”




    “Are you coming home today?”




    “No, not today.”




    “My teacher said that you shouldn’t say, ‘No.’ You should say, ‘No thank you.’”




    “That’s ridiculous. You just tell that teacher that she doesn’t know thank you what she’s talking about.”




    She giggled. Nothing in the world was more precious than a child’s giggle.




    “Well, we had better get off here,” Grandpa said. “This is expensive.”




    “It’s not expensive, Grandpa. The government pays for it. It’s free.”




    This had been Grandpa’s mantra for as long as I could remember. In his mind—having raised his children during the depression—the cost of long distance was too steep, so he always wanted to cut the call short.




    “How is everyone there?” I wanted to hear more about Leesburg. I had moved away many years ago, but I liked to keep up on the family.




    “Fat and sassy,” he said. “Well, we had better get off here. This is expensive.”




    After I hung up, I was both encouraged because I had heard his and Trish’s voice, and discouraged because I was stuck in this shithole, lonely and bored out of my mind. I enjoyed time with my friends, but I was genuinely lonely. I needed the comfort of a woman, just like everyone else. Not just a one-night fling, but something more lasting, something meaningful. Maybe I should just march downstairs back to that pool party and hire one of those hookers, I thought. If they were hookers, that is.
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