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PRAISE FOR THE GRAY BIRD OF BAGHDAD






“Steve Monteiro deftly leads the reader through the halls of power in Washington, the sands of the desert in Iraq, and the steamy beaches of South Florida in a true tale of patriotism and international intrigue. The risks to life and country are real. The telling of the story is honest and personal. The story of the rescue of one of Saddam Hussein’s bio-weaponeers and his contribution to US national security, and of a team led by a true-life secret agent, will have you on the edge of your seat.”


—KIMOTHY SMITH, DVM, PhD, former Senior Advisor for International Biodefense, US Department of Homeland Security


“Stephen Monteiro’s The Gray Gird of Baghdad is a satisfying read on many levels. It is a page-turning story of a mission to rescue an Iraqi scientist, an in-depth look at war’s innocent victims and the destructive tugs of bureaucracy, and, most important of all, a heart-warming story of an unusual friendship.”


—LINDA CASHDAN, former journalist, Voice of America, and author of Special Interests


“Stephen Monteiro’s masterful memoir is more than a page-turning manhunt for a missing Iraqi scientist. It is also a sobering—and sad—exposé of bureaucratic turf wars and political infighting that seemed determined to prevent him and his team from succeeding—and thus confirming uncomfortable truths about Saddam Hussein’s biological warfare program. By focusing on one mission involving just one scientist, Monteiro has contributed greatly to our understanding of America’s costly war in Iraq.”


—MEL LAYTNER, former foreign correspondent for NBC News and United Press International and author of What They Didn’t Burn
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“War demands sacrifice of the people. It gives only suffering in return.”


—FREDERIC CLEMSON HOWE












AUTHOR’S NOTE






THE EVENTS DESCRIBED IN THIS book are real. The book’s primary events spanned an eight-year period, from 2001 to 2008, and took place in Iraq, Syria, New York City, Virginia, Florida, and Washington, DC. The names of some of those in the story have been altered for their safety and out of respect for their privacy. I’ve omitted some details that make them identifiable.


I’ve endeavored to keep the dates, times, and basic events in this book as accurate as possible; however, given the dynamics of the violent conditions in Iraq during that time period, and the difficulty of recalling specific details during such an extensive time span, gaps and inaccuracies may exist. The dialogue throughout does not come from audio recordings or transcripts, and is not meant to be taken as verbatim, but rather as recreations of this story’s facts and experiences as Thamer and I remember them.












Chapter 1 BAGHDAD, IRAQ—MARCH 2003






THEY HUDDLED UNDER THE STAIRWELL, Thamer, his wife, and their three children, sick with fear as they listened to the low rumble of bombs in the distance. Death was not far beyond their door, and they all knew that at any moment they might hear its knock. So they prayed. For a moment Thamer Imran cursed himself—he could have sent his family north to Erbil where it was safer. But no, he really couldn’t have. Splitting up the family wasn’t an option. If death was coming, they would die together.


Earlier that day, in the wee hours of March 20, 2003, Thamer Abdul Rahman Imran woke to the undeniable blasting sounds of his country, his city, his home under attack. It was the first day of the Iraq War.


Thamer lived in a small, but respectable, two-bedroom home in Al-Basateen Hay, a quiet Baghdad neighborhood in the Al-Shaab district, where most residents were government employees or military officers. Thamer was proud to live among people of education and achievement. More than that, he was grateful that his neighbors were more than mere acquaintances who exchanged casual hellos, but instead were warm friends who enjoyed spending a Saturday evening sharing a meal, helping each other with their vegetable and fruit gardens, and offering another set of eyes under the hood.


There in the dark morning hours when America and its allies invaded Baghdad, Thamer felt a pang for the hard work it had taken him to reach this place. He dreaded that at any moment this life he built and everyone in it might be blown off the map. It would be hours before they all returned to their beds, and almost dawn by the time he and Eman fell asleep, holding each other in the smoky, nighttime glow of the invasion.


Although Thamer was a jovial man, he was by no means a simple man. Thamer was a microbiologist for Iraq’s National Monitoring Directorate, which had been established to work directly with the United Nations Special Commission—a commission created after the first Gulf War to ensure Iraq didn’t develop weapons of mass destruction. Thamer’s job sounded ominous, but to him, it was like any other position in Iraq’s Military Industrialization Corporation; the job offered a degree of stability to a non-political man in a country where most good jobs went to those fiercely loyal to the regime. Thamer had the training and the skills for his post, but he also possessed another very important skill, a secret skill. One that was different from that of his colleagues. It was not a skill he chose but it was one that would come to upset his life in ways unimaginable.


Although Thamer was a thinking man, he wasn’t political. If he had thoughts about Saddam Hussein or negative thoughts about Iraq in general, he kept them to himself—as any astute employee of the Iraq government would. Or any smart Iraqi. Saddam’s barbarity was well documented and started as soon as he became president in 1979 with his purge of the Iraqi parliament. His enemies real or perceived were imprisoned, tortured, murdered, or they just plain disappeared. Thamer was careful. He knew the wrong word to the wrong person could be fatal in the brutal dictatorship that engulfed Iraq.


On work days, Thamer always woke earlier than he needed to, and he loved to linger in bed and watch the rising sun define the curves of his wife lying next to him. But on that first morning of the second Iraq War, the city had already been glowing for hours with rampant fires, so the rising sun gave him no pleasure. Outside the window, a hazy and smoky sort of sunrise spilled across the garden, and over the date tree he had nurtured from a young sapling into an old timer sagging with fruit. The bombing had stopped, but the ear-ringing silence that remained was disturbing, and he felt a sick foreboding that his gentle sunrise mornings would now be nothing more than memories. He crept from the comfort of his bed, careful not to awaken Eman, and steeled himself to be ready to do whatever was needed to protect his family should bad news or even a bomb come flying in their direction.


He walked into the kitchen and stared at the familiar kettle and bowl of fruit. His breakfast routine was humble, just tea and plums, but today the churning of his stomach told him to leave the kitchen. He tiptoed back to the bed and whispered, “I love you,” into Eman’s long, thick, dark waves of hair, which always smelled like flowers but today carried the additional scent of smoke.


Then he stepped out his front door into a neighborhood that looked as if today were just another day in the peaceful neighborhoods of Iraq, as if the bombing sounds had been only a bad dream. But the usual bustling activity of his neighbors preparing to go to work was missing. In its place was an eerie, unsettling silence.


Despite Thamer thinking of his family as his greatest asset, for twenty years they had taken a backseat to his career. Now they were all he could think about. In the early days after the invasion, he moved them to the house of Eman’s father in Al-Bunouk Hay. Thamer believed it was safer there than in their own home in Al-Basateen, which he thought could become a target because so many of its residents worked for either the government or military.


With the addition of Thamer’s family, his father-in-law’s home became extremely crowded, but huddling together made the family feel more secure. To add to their troubles, kidnappings in and around Baghdad had begun to increase; some of the kidnappings were motivated by politics and some by revenge, but most kidnappers were in it for the money and took advantage of the confusion and social upheaval brought on by the start of the war.


As weeks passed, the combination of frequent bombings, roadside improvised explosive devices (IEDs), rocket attacks, and mortar fire made Baghdad one of the most dangerous places in the world. With death or disfigurement always one wrong turn or errant bomb away, Thamer no longer viewed the future in terms of years but of days and weeks. With conditions in the city deteriorating quickly and an insurgency gaining traction, he knew that his only hope was getting out.


Hussein ordered tanks and anti-aircraft batteries to take positions in the more populated areas of the city: inside schools, outside hospitals, near homes. He claimed this was to protect his people from being bombed. But Thamer knew that this was to ensure that—should the West’s coalition forces bomb Iraqi forces—Hussein could declare to the world (with righteous indignation) that the Westerners were savages who attacked innocent civilians. It was a dangerous strategy. Anyone could see that Saddam was drawing the war closer to those innocent civilians. But no Iraqi would dare utter this aloud.


In the months after the invasion, Thamer and his family tried to carry on with their normal lives, despite the life-threatening turmoil that swirled around them. Thamer’s main concern was making sure his money didn’t run out. Goods were much more expensive as supplies dwindled, and looters took over the city. Thamer carpooled to work every day with his colleague, Jassim, who lived nearby. Together they drove through the bombed-out city to their offices in a building in Al-Jadriya. The offices sat along the Tigris River in the heart of the city, close to the University of Baghdad. Black smoke rising from never-ending fires was a constant sight as military forces penetrated farther into the city. Pilings of concrete riddled the streets, and buildings on the verge of collapse made the journey perilous.


All normal business and work for a microbiologist had ended for Thamer when he and his colleagues became security guards for his Directorate. And they never missed a day despite the danger of traveling through the war-torn city, because, quite simply, they were still being paid. Their families needed the money, so Thamer and his fellow scientists, despite the war raging around them, reported for work. Thamer was grateful they did. It gave him a sense of security in numbers and the comfort of sharing the confusing and increasingly stressful experience with peers. And if things went from bad to worse, he felt this was a group he could trust.


Thamer’s workplace became his family’s only point of contact with the outside world. The US employed a “shock and awe” strategy, which involved dominating the enemy by use of overwhelming power and a spectacular display of force, and it was working. Communication was almost non-existent as bombs rained down and destroyed Iraq’s communication grids. Every day Thamer and his colleagues swapped whatever information they had about friends and relatives that had been injured or killed and information on where to get benzene and kerosene, supplies they desperately needed for heating and cooking. They tried to piece together what was going on throughout their city, their country, and the world.


Although Thamer’s work as Chief of Biologists was suspended, he still had workplace responsibilities. The Directorate issued him a rifle to protect their facility against the looters who plagued the city as law and order ceased to exist. He accepted the rifle, but only because he was certain it would be more dangerous to turn it down. He didn’t want to appear unwilling to defend his own country, and he certainly didn’t want to feel vulnerable should looters overtake their building. It was happening all over the city as desperation moved in and any sense of calm and order moved out. But Thamer knew he could never shoot anyone, least of all any of his fellow countrymen. His two older brothers had been killed in the Iraq-Iran War. First, Mohammed in 1983, and then Abdul Ameer in 1988. The loss of his brothers was devastating to Thamer and his family. He dearly loved the brothers who used to watch over him as a boy, making sure he stayed in school and out of trouble. He missed their long talks over tea and fruit as they tutored young Thamer in the ways of the world. Thamer knew the price of war, and it frightened him.


America’s “shock and awe” strategy overwhelmed Iraqi forces in short order. Even Saddam Hussein’s elite Republican Guard broke and ran. On April 9, 2003, just under three weeks after the first bombs started falling on Baghdad, coalition forces from forty-nine countries led by the US, took over the Republican Palace and several ministries. The military takeover was large, fast and overwhelming. With thousands of support and contractor personnel, it was truly an invasion. Iraqis toppled the twenty-foot-tall, bronze statue of Saddam Hussein that had stood in Firdos Square. Sharif al-Jabouri, a champion Iraqi powerlifter with the medals to prove it became famous for taking a sledge hammer to the statue, signifying an end to a savage regime. Many Iraqis cried as they beat the statue with their shoes, a gesture considered to be a supreme insult in Iraq.


Over the next several weeks as lawlessness started to creep across the city, Iraqi civilians looted and burned palaces, museums, libraries, and even hospitals. By April 14, the United States declared victory, and Hussein’s dictatorship came to an end. Hussein himself vanished, despite claiming in early March 2003 that the faithful would be victorious against the aggression. He went into hiding soon after the invasion, speaking to his people only through occasional audiotape.


Then, on July 22, 2003, Saddam’s son, Uday, and his youngest son, Qusay, whom many believed was being groomed as his successor, were killed when they fought it out with military forces in the Northern city of Mosul. Five months later, on December 13, US soldiers found Saddam Hussein hiding in a six-to-eight-foot spider hole nine miles outside his hometown of Tikrit. A soldier at the scene described him as “a man resigned to his fate.”


For Thamer, the news in May of 2003, that major combat operations had ended and that the Americans had declared victory, was the answer to his prayers. He, along with his family, colleagues, and neighbors, believed the US declaration of victory meant the fighting would now end. He was so sure of this that he took his family home to Al-Basateen. He and his neighbors gathered outside their homes to shout and laugh with astonishment at this sudden upending of the world they knew. They were bewildered by the fact that the tyrant who had been the unchecked mastermind of twenty-four years of destruction and murder throughout their country had now been run off in under three weeks. This extraordinary change in his country gave Thamer renewed hope.


“Now that Saddam has been defeated, the fighting will stop, and this will all be over,” he told Eman as they lay side-by-side in their old familiar bed.


But two, large, looming issues nagged at Thamer’s renewed optimism. One, he was an employee of a government that was in complete disarray. Would he still have a job? Would he be able to support his family? He and Eman often talked quietly about their fears after the children had gone to bed. His job had been to facilitate inspections of Iraq’s weapons programs—was there a future for this kind of work? And if not, what might he be asked to do next? Already it had been several weeks since his job had involved any consistency, any clarity. And since Hussein’s downfall, Thamer’s pay had become erratic; on some paydays, he’d received a check for an unexplainable amount, and on others, he’d received no check at all. Thamer was running out of money. The other dark thought that nagged him, Thamer kept to himself. The horrors of the terrorist attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001 were burned into the memories of Americans and countless others around the world. And for many, the finger of blame pointed straight at Iraq. The attacks on 9/11 took the lives of almost three thousand people and forever darkened and destroyed the lives of countless others. Thamer always assumed that vengeance was being plotted in the shadows.


Two months after the fall of Saddam Hussein, nothing resembling peace had yet to arrive in Iraq. Although resistance efforts by the Iraqi army had waned, and many Iraqi soldiers defected to aid the West’s coalition forces, a new threat emerged. Armed insurgents and warring street gangs were amassing, and a large coalition of foreign fighters from other Muslim countries, including Syria, Iran, Lebanon, and Afghanistan were streaming into Iraq to join the Jihad to expel the infidels from Iraq. The violent group Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) attracted thousands of foreign fighters to their cause, and the quick rise of this insurgency took coalition forces by surprise. Iraqis, and those who joined them, fought not only the Westerners, but also each other, as the gangs and insurgent groups fought for control.


The country’s Sunni-Shiite bloodletting drove many Iraqis to commit a shameful act: change their names. Intensification of sectarian violence forced many to adopt other identities to avoid harassment and death, forcing desperate Iraqis to pay bribes to secure documents that could pass inspection.


The Shiite-Sunni divergence dates back to June 8, 632 AD with the death of Mohammed, and a subsequent argument over who should become Islam’s new religious and political leader. Although their differences were religious in nature—with many Sunnis believing that Shiites are not true Muslims—it now has less to do with religion, and more with obtaining power. Iran, a predominantly Shiite country, pitted itself against Saudi Arabia, a predominantly Sunni country for dominance in the region. This split led to Iraqis having less of a sense of nationalism. In its place they developed a strong relationship and loyalty to their sect and tribe. This became even more evident during the war with each side trying to outmaneuver the other for control of the country. Getting stopped by someone outside your sect could cost you your life.


Like many Iraqi civilians, Thamer and his family had little choice but to wait, watch, and cope with increasing uncertainty. They watched as food supplies dwindled, first in the markets, then on their kitchen shelves. Electricity was available for only a few hours each day, which meant inconsistent refrigeration, no air conditioning, no fans, and no ice. They napped during the afternoons as the oppressive heat of impending summer choked their house in its sweaty fist.


One reason Baghdad had capitulated so quickly was that the coalition forces’ bombing campaign had targeted civilian infrastructure; not only had communications and power grids been blasted to bits, but water purification and sewage treatment plants had been destroyed. The lack of clean water and sanitation contributed to an outbreak of diarrhea and hepatitis throughout the city. People became desperate and began stripping trees to use as fuel against freezing. The Tigris River, long since poisoned by pollution, became both a well and latrine for many Baghdadis living without power, sewerage, or clean water. The air smelled like rotting garbage. What medical services existed were soon overwhelmed with over a hundred Iraqis an hour flooding into Baghdad hospitals.


Thamer had no idea when the carnage would end, and his sense of powerlessness worried him. He could offer no words of security to his wife who turned to him for answers. The thought of not being able to take care of his family was a cause of great shame to Thamer, and he knew that the conditions were only going to get worse.


During those first nights of the assault on Baghdad, the people of Iraq quickly learned a terrifying new word: smart bomb. These bombs were supposed to seek and destroy their targets with great precision. But Thamer understood that despite their sophistication, no bomb was smart enough to figure out who was a soldier or who was a civilian, who was old or young, who deserved to die and who didn’t. What he hadn’t known was that something could frighten him more than the threat of fast death by bombing; Thamer began to fear what would happen to his family if the money ran out or when their food and clean water were gone? What would happen when the millions of people left in Baghdad became desperate?












Chapter 2 BAGHDAD, IRAQ—JUNE 2003






THE JOURNEY TO AND FROM WORK WAS dangerous, but if Thamer and Jassim wanted to support their families, they had to keep showing up. They had carpooled together for years, and in the days before the war, they would talk nonstop during the ride to work. Now, they said almost nothing as they traveled, as if talking would weaken the vigilance they needed to reach their destination alive.


One day in April, about a month after the invasion, Thamer and Jassim arrived at their office to find the building abandoned. They followed their instincts to turn around and head home by way of a route that took them close to Al-Tahir Square. It was an unfortunate choice. They ran into American tanks crossing the bridge, and the tanks opened fire in order to disperse a crowd. The rounds came dangerously close to their car, and Thamer and Jassim narrowly escaped. As they sped through the narrow streets to get away from the attack, Thamer felt his chest pounding like a hammer hitting an anvil, and his hands shook uncontrollably as they fled the chaos. He thanked Allah that they’d been spared but worried his luck wouldn’t hold out much longer.


Neither Thamer nor Jassim had been supporters of Saddam Hussein, but they worked for his government, and Thamer knew that anyone with ties to the ousted regime was at risk of capture, torture, and even murder. Many Iraqis had suffered under Hussein’s brutality, and Thamer and his colleagues knew that they might be targets of massively impassioned retaliation.


The country had split into factions divided along religious lines, primarily Shia Muslims versus Sunni Muslims. The Sunnis were in the minority, but they’d held power under Saddam, who was also Sunni. Now they found themselves powerless and were eager to wrest that power back from the Shia, who began to take control after Saddam’s demise. The Shia, meanwhile, were looking for revenge against Saddam and the Sunnis, who had repressed them for the past two dozen years. Thamer was a Shia but had worked for the Sunnis, so he figured everyone was against him. It didn’t matter whether or not he had supported Saddam’s government; if he ran into the wrong people—from either side—they would consider him guilty by association and that meant a death sentence.


On June 3, 2003, Thamer and Jassim did like they had every day since the war started. They left the Al Shaab district headed to work for another day of boredom. As they drove, they stared at their city through dust-shrouded windows. Once strung with jewel-like palaces and mosques, colorful roofs, and graceful arches, the bustle of commerce and community, now Baghdad was a husk of burned and crumbling ruins. Huge craters lay splayed open where buildings had been ripped from the earth. Charred metal skeletons of cars and trucks littered the roads. Massive explosion after massive explosion boomed throughout the city, and the dust from the bombs lingered in the air, drying eyes and choking lungs. Thamer felt sickened by the unrelenting ugliness that stared back at him.


Coalition forces sometimes crossed their path, plowing through the city with tanks and armored personnel carriers. That morning, Thamer sighed with relief when they once again arrived safely at work. But his relief was soon upended by a terrible event that would turn his life upside down.


As they had since the invasion, Thamer and his colleagues gathered each morning outside the Directorate building. They took guard shifts throughout the day, as assigned by their supervisors—a handful of them at a time, standing between looters and their building. Luckily, no looters attacked their unremarkable building, so he and his colleagues spent most of their time standing around and talking about what was going on in their respective neighborhoods, trying to stave off boredom.


Around 9:00 a.m., just after Thamer started his guard duty shift, a military convoy pulled to a stop in front of the Directorate. Thamer watched in bemusement as a uniformed man exited one of the vehicles and walked toward the Directorate entrance. The soldier was tall. An American, he guessed. He wasn’t surprised that coalition forces had arrived, only that it had taken them this long. He’d been expecting a visit from Western military forces as they penetrated deeper and deeper into the city, taking control of government buildings and institutions. Still, he was unprepared for what came next.


The soldier walked straight up to him. “Thamer Abdul Rahman Imran?”


Thamer nodded, startled that the man knew his name. The soldier motioned for Thamer to follow him off the street and inside the gate. At once, Thamer caught a glimpse of the paper in the soldier’s hand. It was a photo of himself along with his name in bold. More curious than worried, he tried to read the rest of the print, but the page kept shifting in the man’s hand. Thamer thought it looked like posters he had seen in the old American Westerns he’d loved to watch as a child: “Wanted: Dead or Alive!”


The soldier relieved Thamer of his weapon. As much as the gun had unnerved Thamer, this unnerved him more. Then the soldier stopped and turned to study him more carefully, looking from his face to the photo and back again.


“Do you work here at the Directorate?”


“Yes, I do.”


“What is your job?”


“I am a biologist,” Thamer answered without hesitation. He had nothing to hide.


The soldier turned and nodded to a fellow soldier, as if Thamer had confirmed something much more serious than his name and profession. The tall soldier pulled a cell phone from his pocket and made a call.


“The gray bird is in the net,” he said.


Thamer spoke some English, but didn’t understand this strange phrase. He wondered, am I the gray bird? Why gray? Because of my hair? Why bird? Why do I have a code name? What net am I in? And why me?


As if in answer to his unspoken questions, the tall soldier, still on his mobile phone nodded to the handful of armed soldiers that had followed them into the yard. They surrounded Thamer, staring at him as if he were a prize catch to be admired. Thamer stood silently, waiting for instructions. The guards grew impatient with this vigil and began milling about until a Westerner wearing khaki pants and a brown t-shirt appeared.


“My name’s Jack,” he told Thamer, smiling as he extended his hand. “I’m from the DOD.”


Thamer shook his hand. He assumed Jack was a soldier, just one in a different kind of uniform, but he had no idea what “dee-oh-dee” was.


“Do you know where Colonel Sinan Muhie is?” Jack asked, looking at a paper with a list of names. “Is he here today?”


“Yes, he is,” Thamer answered as casually as he could, though a chill ran through him. This was the moment he realized the coalition forces surrounding him were not making a random stop at a government building. Whatever this was, it was a coordinated effort.


“Okay,” Jack told him. “We’re going inside. We want to ask you more questions.”


Inside, they walked to the office of one of Thamer’s longtime colleagues, Dr. Ala Mahdi Al Saeid, who was already waiting at his desk with Colonel Muhie. Colonel Muhie had been temporarily put in charge of the Directorate. Several Western soldiers armed with rifles crowded into the room. Jack led Thamer into their midst.


“We want to talk to you about your backgrounds and some of the work you have been doing,” Jack announced to the assembled group. “It shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours. We have some routine questions, but we need to move you to another location.”


The soldiers flanked Thamer and marched him back outside. Nobody told him where they were taking him, and surrounded by weapons, he felt too intimidated to ask. To tamp down his growing alarm, Thamer reminded himself that Western military forces were in control of Baghdad, at least for now. As a government worker, Thamer knew that these forces were in essence his bosses. He assumed that the occupiers needed to account for each government agency, to know who worked there and what they did, and that today they had simply gotten around to his Directorate. They probably started with him because he was the first person they saw. Thamer soon saw two colleagues emerge from the complex under similar escort and he silently sighed in dismay.


He and his colleagues were loaded into the back seats of three armored vehicles, each scientist flanked by two armed soldiers. Heavy-duty vehicles had become ubiquitous throughout Baghdad, symbols of the coalition’s control over the city. This small convoy, comprised of a half dozen such vehicles, crossed the Tigris River over the four-lane Al Jadriyah Bridge. They didn’t drive far. On the other side of the bridge, they pulled up to the American-occupied Republican Palace.


Thamer had never been to the palace, and despite his mounting fear, he couldn’t help but be awed by the massive edifice with its two giant bronze heads of Saddam Hussein standing watch from the pillared main gates, the massive sandstone blocks that defined the main building, and its decorative blue dome and flowing fountain. It was a gaudy, overbuilt facade meant to hide the three-story, air-raid bunker below it.


The convoy came to a stop, everyone got out, and several soldiers flanked Thamer and his fellow scientists to march them inside. They walked through vast halls scattered with military personnel and up broad, echoing stairs. Then his guards separated him from his colleagues and led him into a large high-ceilinged room, empty of all decoration or furnishings except for a small table with three chairs in a far corner.


Thamer’s escorts exited to guard the door as two new men entered. More Americans, but not wearing uniforms. Still, they had a military air. They wore fatigues, more of those brown t-shirts and khaki pants. He guessed that both were in their mid-thirties. One was short and fair, and the other tall and dark. The tall one wore glasses. Both were all business. Without preamble, they began asking rapid-fire questions:


“What is your full name? Where do you work? What are your duties?”


Thamer answered the first few. Then they rattled several more questions, to which he politely replied, “Excuse me, I’ve already answered these questions.”


“Not for us. Please just cooperate.”


“I don’t understand. Why am I here?”


“That’s what we’re trying to determine. Just answer the questions.”


The two men in khakis continued their questions, repeating them again and again, and Thamer repeated his replies almost verbatim. Still the questions kept coming. He had no idea how long this went on—maybe two hours—before his throat grew sore and dry.


“May I please have some water?” he asked, his voice scratchy and weak to his own ears.


The shorter of the two men strode out, returned with a bottle of water, and set it in front of Thamer without comment.


“Thank you,” Thamer said. He gulped most of it in one long drink, pausing only to catch his breath.


The questions continued. The men asked Thamer about microbiology, his knowledge, his research, and how it applied to his work. His heart rate slowed and his breathing calmed, so relieved was he to finally talk about a familiar topic he knew and understood so well. At first, their questions made him believe he was sharing knowledge with fellow scientists and was therefore helping the people who had freed his country from tyranny. But it didn’t take long for their inexpert questions to reveal their scientific ignorance. These men weren’t trying to learn about his department. They didn’t care to share scientific knowledge or to pursue a spirit of collaboration. The truth behind the interview hit Thamer like a mallet to the chest: they believed Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction hidden somewhere and that Thamer knew about it. This wasn’t an interview. It was an interrogation.


“Do you know the location of any stockpiles of biological agents?” they asked.


“I am sorry, I do not,” he replied. “To my knowledge, they destroyed them in 1991.” As far as he knew, this was true, but clearly it wasn’t what they wanted to hear.


“We already know they exist,” said the tall one with the glasses. “We just want to know the locations. If you tell us, we can help you return to your family.”


As far as Thamer knew there were no bioweapons in Iraq, and his inability to point his interrogators toward such weapons was putting him in danger. But he told himself that the truth was his best defense.


“I don’t think you understand,” he told the stern-faced men. “My job was to assist the United Nations in verifying that there were no bioweapons.”


“We don’t think you understand,” said the short one, tight-lipped, tense. “We already know there are. We know you lied to the UN. So just tell us the truth.”


The more they pushed him, the more he despaired. What were they going to do to him if he couldn’t point them to any bioweapons?


Underneath the questions of his interrogators, Thamer could hear the muffled voices of his colleagues seeping through the walls. He wondered if they felt as depleted as he did. He wondered if the terror was beginning to rise in their chests.


Hours passed. Thamer did his best to cooperate, answering every question thoroughly, honestly, even politely. Oddly, fear and exhaustion made him even more polite. But the problem remained: he couldn’t tell them what he didn’t know. “Okay, that’s enough,” the short interrogator said, and Thamer felt momentary relief. This ordeal was wrapping up. Soon he could go home to his family. Then the interrogator barked, “Stand up and empty your pockets!”


A hot jolt of adrenaline shot through Thamer. Why did he have to empty his pockets if he was about to be released? He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. Then he emptied his other pockets of his flip-phone, stray coins, keys, and a pocket knife.


His interrogators called in a uniformed soldier from the hall. Thamer watched in silence as the young man methodically noted in a log each of his possessions. The man then placed them all in a clear plastic bag and carried it out of the room. It occurred to Thamer that he now had no identification, no proof of who he was. He could be anybody. Or nobody.


Two armed guards escorted him downstairs toward the entrance, and without warning, a guard grabbed Thamer’s wrists and handcuffed him with plastic zip ties. Another guard strapped a black blindfold over his eyes, and his world went dark.


“What’s happening? I have done nothing! Where are you taking me?” Thamer shouted. It felt as if a dozen hands were hustling him outside, and the brisk pace caused him to stumble and fall down several steps, then bash his knee against cement. Then hands reached under his armpits to haul him back onto his feet, then hurried him along again.


“We’re taking you to another location,” a new male voice replied.


“Why?” Thamer pressed.


“To refresh your memory.”


Thamer’s heart beat against his chest with such unbearable terror that he thought he might drop dead right there. A new location? Wasn’t that what they always said to someone before the captive disappeared? His mind raced to grasp a positive thought. Maybe someone had witnessed his arrest, someone who could convince these authorities that he knew nothing about weapons of mass destruction, someone who could tell his family where he was. Would Eman ever know what happened to him? What would happen to Eman? To their children?


“Climb in the back,” a male voice ordered.


The back of what was unclear since Thamer was now in the dark. But he did as he was told, stepping up onto a bumper and then taking a seat in what felt like the bed of a truck.


Then he heard a familiar voice. “What’s happening?” The Arabic words were spoken in a whisper, but he recognized the voice of one of his colleagues and friends, Sinan.


“Where are they taking us?” asked another voice he couldn’t place, though it was familiar.


“They told me to empty all my pockets,” Sinan said.


“Me too,” said Thamer. He wanted to ask if anyone had seen Jassim, who had driven with him to work just hours ago.


But a voice ordered, “Be quiet! You’re not permitted to talk.” Then the vehicle began to move.












Chapter 3 NEW YORK CITY, NY—SEPTEMBER 2001






THE FIRST THING THAT REGISTERED when I walked onto Ground Zero was the air, or rather the wall of haze and filth that now took the place of air. It was air full of jet fuel, pulverized glass, concrete ash, mercury, and burned plastics—every modern toxin imaginable. And flimsy government-issued masks were all that stood between our team and that murky cloud of poison.


I staggered blindly through the wasteland of floating dust and twisted debris, my hands working overtime to keep my goggles clear. My labored breathing made me sound like Darth Vader. And all around me were people unrecognizable in hazmat suits, head gear, and masks of all kinds: from industrial gas masks to makeshift face coverings made of ripped cloth. If my own mother had been standing next to me, I wouldn’t have known it. Everybody looked like space creatures.


Small fires smoldered amid the debris, and the clouds of smoke and layers of floating dust gave the entire site an eerie atmosphere of apocalyptic surrealism. But breathing was only one of the physical challenges caused by the destruction. Walking through the grimy haze without turning an ankle called for great focus. Massive chunks of ragged rubble lay where lean, elegant buildings had once stood. Iron, concrete, and steel now lay in gargantuan piles several stories high, dwarfing the remnants of crushed police cars and fire trucks. The carnage all around was overwhelming, sickening—unfathomable and I was standing right in the middle of it. Fifteen acres of complete devastation. The entire scene looked, sounded, and smelled like the end of the world.


It was the largest crime scene in American history, completely unstable and seething with hot explosive gas pressure that continued to build. One small shift, and it could all go up again. The sheer size and weight of the buildings that had collapsed created a dangerous situation. Whenever a piece of steel or concrete was moved, it introduced oxygen into the hyper pressurized environment, which often resulted in spontaneous fires. It was like blowing air on a hot ember that was just waiting to ignite. Every so often a deafening wail would sound, a rising and falling shriek, that meant we had to scatter or risk getting blown up. Yet running off the pile was also dangerous, with the chance of plummeting through a gap and getting sliced open, burned, or buried.


There were twelve men on my team, all of us Secret Service agents, and we were there on a very clear mission: to find anyone who may still be alive and recover those that perished. How do you sift through story-high piles of debris? One bucket of broken concrete and mangled steel at a time.


Sweat poured down our faces as we dug with only our hands. The rubber masks chaffed the sweaty skin around our mouths and foreheads. It was nearly impossible to work for long with them on and breathe at the same time. The filters clogged within minutes anyway, so many of us took them off. That exposed us to the toxic air, but none of us wanted to slow down for a second. It seemed foolish, even then, trying to clear tons of rubble by hand, but we did it anyway, in the hope that by some miracle we’d find someone still alive underneath it all. I was in awe of the NYC firefighters, as I watched them digging with their hands, crawling through holes, and totally exhausted but never giving up. As the days passed and hope of finding anyone alive faded, horrible thoughts entered my mind. I was praying that no one was still alive under the tons of wreckage. I knew we couldn’t get to them in time and the thought that they were suffering while hoping to be rescued was unbearable.


Over the next several weeks we worked twelve-hour shifts, sifting through endless wreckage. And we didn’t find even one survivor. So we looked for bodies and for anything the dead had left behind. We rarely came across human remains. When we did, not much was left that bore any resemblance to a person; instead, we found small pieces of flesh and bone. When we found parts of a person, rescuers would gather around to hold hands and pray over the deceased. Not only did we never know who the body parts belonged to, we couldn’t even tell if they’d been part of a man, woman, or child. But we took comfort in a moment of silence and prayer, as if we were giving the dead some semblance of a dignified death.


Once the prayer ended and the remains were bagged and tagged, it was back to work. We searched not only for victims, but also for personal property—jewelry, pocketbooks, wallets, photographs, cell phones. We hoped these things might help identify the dead, give comfort to their families, and serve as evidence that might shed light on this inexplicable crime or its perpetrators.


Each day brought something new in the way of evidence and bad news. The death toll continued to rise, and hospitals were overwhelmed with the injured. Many people were unaccounted for, and normal communication was overloaded as people desperately tried to contact their friends and relatives. But one thing that never changed was the presence of the hovering dust cloud. No matter how we looked when we arrived, we always wore a chalky white coat of armor when we left. We couldn’t escape it. Our clothes were so contaminated that we threw them away rather than try to salvage them. Fortunately for us, the government and private companies moved in quickly with supplies likes clothes, helmets, socks, pants, and boots.


At the end of each day, we returned to our temporary living quarters. That could mean a hotel near lower Manhattan or a ship in the harbor; the government moved us around a lot as rooms were scarce. By night, away from the smoke and rubble, we continued to live and breathe the heartbreak of the terrorist attacks. We watched endless news broadcasts and sat in heartbroken silence listening to fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, sons, daughters, and friends plead for information. I would end every day completely exhausted, physically depleted and emotionally gutted. But it wasn’t long before my sadness gave way to rage. This wasn’t an accident. It was a carefully executed plan that had been designed and plotted for years. In those early days, solid information eluded us, but we felt certain the attackers had Middle Eastern, perhaps Afghani, connections. And as the information trickled in, I grew more and more consumed with hate and thoughts of vengeance.


But as much as the events of 9/11 led to despair and fear across the city, the country, and the world, it also cultivated a sense of community. Each morning as we trekked back to Ground Zero, hundreds of New Yorkers waved, honked, saluted, cheered, and thanked us. I felt embraced by a wave of patriotism I had never before experienced. The response from the country, and the world, was a balm to our aching bodies and hearts. There was a growing feeling of being in it together.


Every day, donations poured in for us first responders. People sent boots, clothing, masks, shovels, gloves, batteries, helmets, water, and food. Lots of food. Some people risked driving right up to Ground Zero to deliver pans of homemade casseroles and cookies. The relief tents scattered around the city’s lower end filled up with enough comfort food to feed an army. We often walked into stores in Manhattan to buy personal items, and the store managers would wave away our money, “No charge!” Every person I encountered found some way to extend me goodwill. The best of America emerged on September 11, 2001 and the days that followed. It made me feel that this is what it must have been like during World War II, when people across the United States felt united by a cause. In the fall of 2001, the entire country came together to try to lift each other up from hell. And hell it was, a hell that took hold of me and refused to let go. Long after I stumbled out of the hellscape of Ground Zero, it continued to burn a raging hole in my psyche.


Some of what clung to me wasn’t just a feeling or memory. The Environmental Protection Agency had assured us the air wasn’t that bad, but of course, it was. I’m one of the lucky ones, at least so far. I paid a price for my time at Ground Zero like many others who worked there, but not the ultimate price, as did many of my colleagues and other first-responders who died from breathing poison air that sent over 2,500 contaminants into previously healthy lungs. To this day, the 9/11 body count grows.


On September 14, three days after the Twin Towers fell, I listened as President George W. Bush spoke to the rescue workers at Ground Zero. He hadn’t planned a speech, but seeing the magnitude of the devastation, he grabbed a bullhorn to declare that America was on bended knee, in prayer for the lost, for the rescue workers, for the families who mourned.


As he continued, someone shouted, “We can’t hear you!”


President Bush shouted back, “I can hear you! I can hear you! The rest of the world hears you! And the people—” he paused to let the crowd’s rousing cheer subside, “—and the people who knocked these buildings down will hear all of us soon!”


I was proud of my president that day. Proud of his confident defiance even as he stood atop the wreckage of unimaginable defeat. At that moment, he was the unified voice of my country.


In the weeks after my time at Ground Zero ended, my initial surge of patriotism sank under the weight of gut-wrenching reality. The emotion was overwhelming every time I watched the media replay images of the towers falling. But I grew tired of that feeling, and fast. I was no victim; I was a Secret Service agent. So I decided that every time I watched the towers fall, I’d replay the president’s words in my head: “ … the people who knocked these buildings down will hear all of us soon.” I wanted payback, and I wasn’t alone. I felt the collective anger boiling over in us all. You hit America, we hit you back ten times harder.


In the early days after the attacks, we didn’t know exactly who was behind them, so my hatred was indiscriminate. I was suspicious of every Middle Easterner of every stripe: Afghanis, Iranians, Iraqis, Yemenis, members of Hamas, Hezbollah, the Taliban. As far as I was concerned, they were all the enemy.


Sometime after the 9/11 attacks, the FBI discovered the plot was hatched by Al-Qaeda, the extreme Islamist terrorist organization led by Osama Bin Laden. Then, on October 7, 2001, the United States struck a blow against Afghanistan to make it impossible for the Taliban to offer safe haven to Al-Qaeda forces; we invaded Afghanistan with the goal of hunting down Osama Bin Laden and those that supported him. It was a start, but not enough to convince me our country was safe, and certainly not enough to assuage my anger. I was raring for the justice the president promised, and although I supported our troops, I was no longer one of them. I was a Secret Service agent with a job to do, so I kept my rage to myself.


After several weeks, my time at Ground Zero ended. My team dispersed, and we returned to our duty stations around the country. We were changed men: immeasurably changed. Standing on the graves of almost three thousand people will do that. I served in the Navy during the Vietnam War, but Ground Zero marked my first time on the ground in a war zone. I felt pride seeing American flags fluttering everywhere, but the image no longer conjured uncomplicated nostalgia. The sense of security and strength I’d once felt took a serious blow—a blow I felt would change things forever. Now, more than anything I felt lost innocence and bitterness. Gone were the days of feeling safe because oceans separated us from our enemies. A new enemy had woken us to how vulnerable we were, so my days of sleeping easily were over. For weeks after 9/11, I would lie awake at night, impatient, waiting, and thinking—it’s retribution time.
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		Fires broke out frequently as we hoped against hope that someone would still be alive under all of this. After a while, I prayed that they all died quickly. I knew we couldn’t get to them in time and the thought that they would continue to suffer was unbearable. This image is courtesy of Nancy Olds USSS/FSD.



		My team at Ground Zero. They gave everything they had. Despite being on one knee, America rose up and came together on 9/11, and in the days and weeks that followed. We refused to stay down. This image is courtesy of Stephen Phillip Monteiro.



		Ground Zero. Getting ready to hit the “pile.” I’m on the left with my team. It was impossible to work with the masks on for very long, so we took them off and, despite the poison air, kept going. It was later estimated that the air contained over 2,500 contaminants. Many got sick and more died in the aftermath than during the initial attack. This image is courtesy of Stephen Phillip Monteiro.



		I stopped to witness our flag, torn and tattered but still flying. It’s a sight I will never forget. It gave us the inspiration to keep going. This image is courtesy of Stephen Phillip Monteiro.



		Tight quarters on a C130 with US Army troops heading to Baghdad. I was proud of our men and women in uniform. The soldier to my left thanked me for being in Iraq doing whatever I was doing . . . at my age! This image is courtesy of James Elseth.



		Jim, Kevin, and me “kitting up,” ready to hit the ground in Iraq. We hoped we could get to Thamer in time and that he would want to meet with us. So much was unknown. This image is courtesy of James Elseth.



		“Finding Thamer.” My team getting ready to rendezvous with the Gray Bird of Baghdad. We were finally going to meet the man I thought was a ghost. This image is courtesy of Kevin Kelly.



		Getting ready to “exfiltrate” Thamer out of Iraq. We hoped we had wallpapered him with enough documentation to get him through. If we failed it was game over. It was a smuggling job extraordinaire. This image is courtesy of Stephen Phillip Monteiro.



		Before heading south to debrief Thamer, Jim and Kevin made a stop at a place Thamer always wanted to visit. This image is courtesy of Kevin Kelly.



		Thamer; his wife, Eman; his sons, Usama and Mustafa; and me. The Imran family chronicled almost five years of terror, turmoil, sorrow, separation, fear, and despair, all to reach this moment. That Thamer wanted to include me in the photo of the moment he and his family were reunited, safe and poised to begin a new life, is one of the proudest moments I’ve ever experienced.This image is courtesy of Stephen Phillip Monteiro.



		My Team: From left to right, Lt. Colonel Jim Elseth, USMC, HSI Special Agent Kevin Kelly, and me in Cairo. The end of Project Zebra broke up the band. Jim was sent to Afghanistan to fight terrorists and Kevin to the border of Arizona and Mexico to fight drug and human traffickers. I could not have accomplished what I did without them. They represent the best of America. This image is courtesy of Stephen Phillip Monteiro.
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