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  To Cornelia, who inspires hope




  





  

    As a general rule, people, even the wicked, are much more naïve and simple-hearted than we suppose. And we ourselves are, too.




    

      —Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov
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  THE WAY OF THE WORLD




  







  PROLOGUE




  Border Crossing




  FROM THE DAWN OF TIME, human beings have been attentive to signs of distinction—the approach of a tribe with a different manner or dress, posture

  or skin color. The swift sizing-up of friend or foe, and acting upon it—upon suspicion—was often a matter of survival. Those faculties became finely tuned over thousands of years.




  Now, in a world of vivid, colliding images and technology’s bequest of awesomely powerful weapons, we struggle to leap forward, to reshape instinct enough to reach across the divides of us

  and them, peak and valley. And to do it in time.




  That shared effort is, at the very least, a starting point for a working definition of “hearts and minds struggle,” that smooth, slippery phrase on the lips of people across the

  world. Its definitions are often self-interested and oddly narrow, but they nearly always rest on a fundamental two-part question: Can disparate people ever truly understand one another, and is

  such understanding necessary for them to coexist? There’s considerable dispute over the matter. Some knowledgeable observers say that bringing diverse peoples together mostly serves to

  exacerbate distinctions and fuel divisiveness, something we can little afford in an era of such unleashed destructive capability. They point to countless bitter conflicts along borders, and within

  them, and recommend tall fences. Others contend that the world is steadily becoming borderless and blended, and that such conflict—the friction caused by the

  conjunction of opposites—must be endured, and mastered, on the way to discovering shared interest and common purpose.




  One rare area of agreement? That the answers—whether proof of insurmountable divides or of indelible human bonds—are found by walking in the shoes of the “other.”




  The other? Could be anyone, really, from the person who seems to hail from a distant planet—the traditional “other” of a different race or status, ethnicity or

  history—to someone just like you but who’s seen things you haven’t, illuminating things that alter one’s path in the world. All of this, of course, is ancient advice; the

  shoes are a favored metaphor that underpins everything from “love thy neighbor as thyself” to “know thine enemy.”




  The key is picking some good shoes. And there are some, right now, in the summer of 2006, walking through America. One pair belongs to Rolf Mowatt-Larssen. He’s the man who tries to figure

  out whether terrorists are about to wrap, or already have wrapped, their hands around this era’s Promethean fire—uranium or plutonium—in sufficient quantity to make a nuclear

  weapon. He’s been the government’s leading man on this twisting, harrowing task since 9/11, first at CIA and just recently at the Department of Energy. That means he’s spent

  nearly five years regularly briefing the president and the vice president and kicking down doors here and abroad to ask unsettling questions. Either he’s the most important man in the U.S.

  government or he’s Chicken Little.




  He’s not sure himself, which is why his shoes are good for walking. You don’t know where they’ll lead. Neither does he. When he finds out, we’ll all find out—and

  hopefully it’ll be before there’s a catastrophic event.




  Right now his feet are up. It’s late on Friday afternoon, July 14. He’s reclining at his office in the basement of the Department of Energy, where he’s the head of

  intelligence—a division that will grow from 100 to 350 by year’s end—glancing over the dispatches of the president’s meeting with Vladimir Putin.

  The Russian president, proudly hosting the G8 conference in Russia for the first time, wanted to start the gathering on a cooperative note. This was accomplished by signing an agreement with the

  United States to colead a multilateral effort to combat nuclear terrorism.




  Rolf had reviewed drafts of the agreement, though he’s not hopeful it will do very much. There are several agreements, much like the one Bush and Putin have just signed, that have been

  admirable in intent but severely lacking in follow-through and execution. They depend, as with all agreements, on the enthusiasm of the signatories. If Russia and the United States—the old

  cold war combatants who brought these weapons to the world—are not working together, not much will occur. And the relationship is strained. The United States says it wants to help Russia

  secure its stockpiles of material. The Russians say, with a note of impatience and resentment, that they can handle their own affairs.




  Rolf, who did two tours for CIA in Moscow and helped catch moles like Aldrich Ames, doesn’t draw much comfort from Russia’s assurances. He knows too much. “Know thine

  enemy” has, of course, a modern, institutional translation. It’s called “intelligence.” The most valuable intelligence has always been human intelligence—spies, or

  moles, in the opponent’s camp—which has helped shape conflict since the Trojan War. Rolf happens to be one of the few people, anywhere, who has “run” operations against the

  great enemy of the past, the Soviet Union, and against this era’s pernicious opponent, al Qaeda.




  He thinks almost every day about the many lessons the United States learned in decades of recruiting and managing Russian spies, and if any of those hard-won lessons might be relevant right

  now.




  The United States, mind you, has never been very good at espionage, and it still isn’t. America has developed only three spies inside the al Qaeda terrorist network since 9/11. One,

  codenamed Lovebug—a Kurd and an associate of Iraq’s al Qaeda chief, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi—signed on in 2002 and worked hard, offering contextualized intelligence worth terabytes of

  electronic surveillance. He left, vanished, and then returned to the fold just a few months before he was killed in early 2004. Rolf helped manage Lovebug, and he thinks

  often about why Lovebug came back. What was going through his head, and how do we find his successors? The world is too big, destructive materials are too widely available, and the footprint of a

  terror cell—maybe only a few guys in some apartment—is just too small. Without another Lovebug, several of them, telling us what’s being planned, a nuclear event in a major U.S.

  city is not a matter of if. It’s a matter of when.




  If you want to walk in Rolf’s shoes, you’re going to hear a lot about walking in the shoes of his top-priority “other”—namely young Muslim men whose

  decisions, one by one, are driving global events. Sitting in his office, he tries to connect a few dots about what the terrorists may be planning. He flips through an array of classified dispatches

  of electronic intelligence. He looks over interrogation transcripts from Guantánamo Bay. He knows, more surely with each passing minute, that we are blind without moles, that al Qaeda is

  looking for uranium and there’s plenty of it out there. With as little as thirty-five pounds, a sophisticated group could build a Hiroshima-size bomb. We’d never see it coming.




  That’s why he can’t sleep.




  He calls his wife. Tells her he’ll be home late, asks what his teenage girls are up to this Saturday night, and just hearing her voice—a woman, God bless her, who’s traveled at

  his side through five foreign CIA tours—reminds him of what he hopes.




  He hopes he’s Chicken Little.




  HALFWAY AROUND THE WORLD, George W. Bush walks to the end of the driveway of his villa and looks up at a blimp, full of electronic equipment, floating a

  few hundred feet overhead. It’s Saturday, July 15. He stands there silently on the blacktop, waiting for Putin to pick him up in a golf cart and drive him to the day’s events. Both of

  these things irritate him. Bush doesn’t like waiting and he hates when other people insist on being in the driver’s seat, which is where Putin has been

  throughout their relationship. He knows now that it might not have been that way. He was warned, and he didn’t heed the warnings. In fact, they came months before his famous meeting in June

  2001 where he said he felt that he was looking into Putin’s “soul.” He had talked to Putin several times before that, even during the presidential campaign, and he felt the man

  was his friend. Once Bush arrived in office, various Russian experts at the NSC tried to warn otherwise. They said that Putin was a trained KGB agent, and a good one. He wants you to think

  he’s your friend, they said. That’s his skill. Soon enough, they had a remedy. Putin was going to a meeting in Vienna in February 2001. He’d be staying in the presidential suite

  at the Hotel Imperial. CIA had an old listening device implanted in the wall of the suite. All they needed to do was replace the battery.




  Bush is a guy who needs to make things personal—it’s how he’s always organized a complex world—and he felt that he’d developed a bond with Putin. When CIA

  made its offer, his response was that you don’t wiretap a friend. Condoleezza Rice said it was “too risky, it might be discovered.” CIA said that if it was, it would probably

  heighten Putin’s respect for Bush. Bush settled it—it was a gut decision. No dice.




  This was an early sign of an extraordinary dilemma, one that would come to define America’s posture in the world: Bush’s powerful confidence in his instinct. It might be called a

  compensatory strength, making up for other areas of deficit. He’s not particularly reflective, doesn’t think in large strategic terms, and he’s never had much taste for the basic

  analytical rigors embraced by the modern professional class. What he does is size up people, swiftly—he trusts his eyes, his ears, his touch—and acts. While he has an affinity for

  stepping inside the shoes of others, his métier is often brutally transactional rather than investigatory or empathetic: he is looking for ways to get someone to do what he wants, and

  quickly. This headlong, impatient energy fueled his rise, as anyone knows after watching him strong-arm a big-money contributor, parse friend from foe, or toss a script and preach, heart to heart, to supporters in the Republican base. It’s how Bush—like many bullies who’ve risen to great heights—became the president.




  Once he landed in the Oval Office, however, he discovered that every relationship is altered, corrupted by the gravitational incongruities between the leader of the free world and everyone else.

  Everything you touch is velvety, deferential, and flattering. To fight this, presidents have been known to search furiously for the real, for the unfiltered, secretly eavesdropping on focus group

  sessions far from Washington, arranging Oval Office arguments between top aides—a Gerald Ford trick—or ordering policy advisers, as Nixon often did, to tell them something the advisers

  were sure they didn’t want to hear. These men, even with their overweening confidence, embraced a unique kind of humility, recognizing they were in a bubble and fearing they would make

  historic mistakes.




  Bush, with his distaste for analysis and those who contradict him, didn’t go down those paths, and he seemed unconcerned, unlike other presidents, that isolation would prompt errors in

  judgment. Instead, he began taking policy advice from old cajoling friends whose relationships predated his ascendancy or from visiting pastors speaking frankly in their everyman voices of

  faith. A man who trusts only what he can touch placed in a realm where nothing he touches is authentic. It’s a diabolical twist worthy of Sophocles or Shakespeare. Either would have written

  it as a tragedy.




  Because, over the years, the bullying presence of Bush—making things personal without hesitation or limit—became the face of America. It was an effect caused by much more

  than his confrontational public pronouncements. Despite his advisers’ admonitions that his relationships with other world leaders were, like so much else around him, manufactured, he felt

  that they were real and easily managed; that foreign leaders would submit to his persuasive charms and persistence and do what he wanted, even if it was against the interests of their countries.

  Blair was “a good man, a friend, who got it”; Saddam was “the guy who’d tried to kill my Dad”; as for Putin, “I was able to get a sense

  of his soul,” Bush said. He’s “straightforward” and “trustworthy.”




  When each man defied the will of the president—in small ways or large—Bush saw it as disloyalty, and responded in unproductive, gut-driven ways. After eventful years and Bush’s

  reelection, the nation and its leader became inseparable, as America, itself, was viewed as angry, reckless, petulant and insecure, spoiled and careless, with a false smile that concealed boiling

  hostility.




  All this leaves Bush—and America—with limited options by the summer of 2006.




  Yesterday Bush and Putin launched the Global Initiative to Combat Nuclear Terrorism, a small multilateral step in the right direction that seems to augur well for future collaboration. But in

  other venues, the Russian president’s been busy telling foreign leaders to beware of the American hegemon, a fervent complaint, a challenge, that is drawing an enthusiastic response from

  countries who feel that they’ve been bullied and from the pride-starved Russian people. Meanwhile, various uranium-smuggling networks are operating in Russia, and al Qaeda, ever ready to buy,

  is rapidly reconstituting itself in the lawless tribal regions on the border between Pakistan and Afghanistan. If Bush had seized upon that early wiretap opportunity, he would have heard

  Putin’s real voice and been confronted, from the start, with the hard reality that presidential relations were not personal. They were strategic, with Putin and other world leaders,

  state-based or otherwise. While Bush has spent years relentlessly questioning intelligence briefers about the personality of bin Laden and Zawahiri, wondering, “What makes them tick?

  What’s driving them?”—trying to make it personal so he can engage forcefully, emotionally—he won’t acknowledge, even at this late date, that these men he hates, these

  religious fanatics, are executing a fairly elegant strategy that can be countered only with care and dispassion.




  And with all the setbacks, now well into his second term, the president still won’t admit—even to himself, it seems—that you can’t run the world on instinct from inside a

  bubble.




  THE PRESIDENT LOOKS AT HIS watch and then up at the blimp. Yes, he’s been waiting like some kind of idiot in the driveway

  for five minutes. A reporter from Newsweek approaches gingerly and asks if Putin wears his “dour KGB face” in their private meetings or if he’s more relaxed. Bush points

  up to the spy balloon and quips, “That’s your phrase, not mine.” Just then, the Russian screeches up in his golf cart and they’re off, with Rice in the backseat, for a day

  of meetings and press conferences, where, hour after hour, Putin displays his assiduously earned leverage.




  That night, George and Laura Bush, along with seven other world leaders and their spouses, settle along a vast, spectacularly adorned table inside the Peterhof Palace, built by Peter the Great,

  as waiters in powdered wigs serve a seven-course meal of lobster and beluga caviar and beef Stroganoff with truffle sauce. Putin looks admiringly across the table. Everything is carefully crafted.

  All relationships at this level, after all, are strategic and manufactured. This gathering is a moment of triumph for him.




  Outside the palace, a trained bear in a pink polka-dotted tutu had regaled the guests by walking on its hind legs and performing somersaults, and now Germany’s chancellor, Angela Merkel,

  offers an appropriate story, clearly tested by her aides in advance, about the recent shooting of a rare wild bear in Germany.




  This prompts a surprising response from Japan’s prime minister, Junichiro Koizumi. In a flight of free association, he begins to search aloud for every English word or phrase he knows that

  contains the word bear. He must be improvising. How rich.




  “Teddy bear,” he says, serenely, as world leaders begin to chuckle.




  “We must bear criticism.”




  More gaiety. Yes, go on!




  He pauses.




  “Unbearable.” And the room dissolves in laughter.




  BACK IN AMERICA, IN Northern Virginia, a longtime U.S. intelligence official is puttering through his

  Saturday afternoon. He’s running errands for his wife, something bosses in the intelligence community haven’t done very much of since 9/11.




  But there’s less and less to do for those who’ve worked years in America’s clandestine service recruiting sources and running undercover operations. CIA, as America’s

  primary intelligence agency, doesn’t exist as it once did. It now lies beneath the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, a fast-growing, thousand-plus-employee agency, and is ever

  more insubstantial beside the growing intelligence division of the Department of Defense, which controls 80 percent of America’s $50 billion annual budget for intelligence. Old agents and

  intelligence managers in both halves of CIA—operations and analysis—have fled to private contracting firms. New recruits have been hired in a hurry. Half the agency’s workforce

  now has five years’ experience or less.




  The official’s been there for decades and was there, on site, during America’s brief springtime of robust human intelligence—the year or so after 9/11—which ended with

  the military campaign in Iraq, as anti-American sentiment became the currency of global opinion and terrorist recruitment skyrocketed. The United States hasn’t caught a top terrorist of any

  real value in two years. Even if many Muslims hate al Qaeda, they don’t want to help the United States. If someone were to see something pertinent in Pakistan or Saudi Arabia or Yemen these

  days, he’d most likely look the other way. Let America get its comeuppance.




  This state of affairs is untenable—a loss of intelligence capability that will end in disaster—and he thinks about why, about how America went from a country that people wanted to

  help in its time of need to one they’d just as soon see humbled.




  And each time he goes through this exercise, he comes back to Iraq and the suspicions of so many, in the United States and abroad, that we went to war under false pretenses. He thinks it’s

  the key reason the United States has lost its moral authority in the world. People—at the agency and around Washington—dismiss it, the whole mess, saying

  it’s all past tense, let it go. But he knows more than they do—more than all but a dozen people, maybe fewer, inside the U.S. government, with two of them being Bush and Cheney.




  He knows there was a secret mission a few months before the war—a top-drawer intelligence-gathering mission that the United States was involved in—that found out everything we later

  learned. That there were no weapons. And we knew in plenty of time.




  But what he knows—this troubled public servant—is itself only a glimpse of something much larger, and still submerged.




  It is a violation of American principle and law that lies, quiet and sure, beneath the country’s misfortunes. And, like a demon, it must be exorcised before dawn.




  THE NEXT MORNING, A SUNNY, cloudless Sunday, Candace Gorman’s low heels crunch across the sandy paths of Guantánamo Bay.




  She tries to make conversation with the guard escorting her; he’ll have none of it. He’s a young soldier, tall and blond, and he seems angry at her. He leads her silently to a small

  second-floor room in the complex and locks her inside.




  The man sitting at a table across the room, his leg chained to the floor, looks quizzically at her. “How do I know you are who they say you are?” he says in serviceable, accented

  English. “Maybe you’re someone here to trick me.”




  Candace fumbles through her purse and hands him a business card. He shrugs. “Anyone could have printed one of these.”




  All attorneys registered in Illinois have to get a new bar membership card each year, and Candace, a pack rat, has kept them all. She digs through her briefcase for her official ID. She finds it

  after a minute, and last year’s, too. And the one from the year before. Five minutes later, twenty-six laminated cards are lying on the table. She’s had the briefcase for a quarter

  century.




  “Welcome, Mrs. Gorman, and thank you for coming here. I have imagined it.”




  “Thank you, Mr. al-Ghizzawi, I am officially your lawyer.” With that exchange of consent, Candace Gorman, a fiftyish civil rights lawyer from Chicago, mom of three

  teenagers, steps to the edge of a border, a low, long table separating her from a man the U.S. government calls among the “worst of the worst.”




  They settle into this odd, longish room, used for both interrogations and attorney visits, with its small table, two chairs, and cell in the corner—an eight-foot-square cage with a cot, a

  toilet, and a door, now open. Candace pulls out her file, which contains two notes her client has sent her about his declining health. “How are you feeling? That’s the first

  thing.”




  Ghizzawi sighs, and begins to list his ailments and their history. His health began to decline in 2004, and he’s been in increasing pain ever since. He’s been vomiting constantly;

  his stomach is raw. He’s lost about forty pounds. There is pain in his left side, in his back and his right leg—the one chained to the floor beneath his chair. Candace watches him

  carefully as he speaks. He’s about five feet ten—but he can’t weigh more than 120 pounds. He’s pale, yellowish, and weak.




  She doesn’t want to ask him too many questions to start, thinking about how many have already been thrown at him in interrogations. So she talks about herself and mentions that she works

  on cases involving civil rights. The term seems unfamiliar to him.




  “In the U.S., we have rights that people have to be treated the same regardless of their religion, their race, or whether they are a man or a woman, and these rights are defended by laws.

  If a company or the government breaks those laws in regard to someone, I represent them. I file lawsuits in the federal court.”




  He nods, tentatively.




  “And I think your rights are being denied, because you have the right to at least know why you’re being held.” But before that sentence, about rights denied, is halfway spoken,

  Candace’s mind seems to slip backward, locking onto something she’d buried during the months of principled debate and legal struggle just to get here: this man

  might actually be a terrorist. Her victims of race, age, or sex discrimination were just working people. Mr. al-Ghizzawi could be Taliban, or even al Qaeda. She pushes the thought from her mind.

  Beside the point. This is about due process, about letting the law do its work.




  First, she needs to get his story straight, and she does: How he was a baker in Afghanistan who moved with his family, as the bombs fell, to a new town. As a Libyan and a stranger, he was

  summarily accused of being a terrorist and handed over to U.S. officials in early 2002 in return for a sizable bounty.




  Candace fills one legal pad after another. Ghizzawi becomes more engaged, hour by hour, wanting to know everything about Candace and her family. She says her father, nearly ninety years old, has

  recently become ill, and they talk about that. “You’re lucky to have a father who has lived such a long, full life,” he says. She smiles—yes, that’s true—and

  then tries to keep that slippery thought (He could be a terrorist) in her grasp.




  “One morning,” he tells her on the second day they’re together, “I saw a tiny flower, a rose, growing in the sand just beyond the bars of my cell. I thought, I am like

  that rose. Neither of us belongs here.”




  Candace feels her eyes welling up. Shake it off. “So what are you reading?” she says, changing subjects. There’s a book lying open on his cot. He complained earlier

  about not being able to get the reading materials he wants, especially scientific or medical books to assess and perhaps diagnose his medical condition.




  He tells her it’s Moby-Dick, an abridged version in both Arabic and English.




  She’s delighted—tells him, “It’s one of the most famous books in the English language”—and they talk about the plot and characters.




  “I know it is a very good book, very famous,” he says. “But I don’t understand, why does Ahab want to kill this whale so very much? It was just a leg. He only lost a leg.

  It’s not like he lost his arms or his family was killed. He is still able to be a captain. Why so much vengeance to get the whale?”




  “Well, he’s obsessed.”




  Ghizzawi shrugs. “This guy just doesn’t give up. I don’t understand.”




  She looks at him, befuddled. Soon she’ll be leaving; they’ve been talking for nearly three days. And nothing is adding up. Could he be a terrorist and not understand Ahab’s

  obsession with his target? Or a hard-bitten Taliban fighter who finds common cause with a rose? She snaps to and bites down hard on reasonable suspicion.




  But it’s all moot. Guilty or innocent, this man deserves the due process of law. Period. She tells him, matter-of-factly, that she plans on filing a variety of appeals to get at the

  evidence arrayed against him. Might take a month, maybe two.




  He watches her talk, his feet, filthy and blistered, shuffling in green foam flip-flops, like the ones kids wear at the beach. From the talk of plans and dates, he knows she’s leaving.

  “I really need medical help,” he says, softly. “This is what I need the most. I’m afraid. Please, I don’t want to die here.”




  The world stops, for an instant, as a man, a Muslim who’s been swept around the world by history’s currents to a jail cell in Cuba, pleads for mercy to a woman from Chicago, a

  lawyer, a mom, and a Christian, who, suddenly off balance, tries to grab hold of principles formed across millennia—through Hammurabi and Blackstone and Learned Hand—to break her fall.

  It is faith in the law she turns to. It’s all she can offer really, she thinks, as that Aristotle quote—a law school standard about how “the law is reason, free from

  passion”—pops into her head.




  This is not personal.




  BUT, OF COURSE, IT IS—as is this intensely personal book. It’s about how people, in America and abroad, are trying to grab hold of what may

  be one of the most powerful forces on earth—moral energy—which flows, most often and most fully, from the varied and connected chambers of the human heart.




  Dig deeply enough and it becomes clear that the great public institutions, and the law itself, are actually built on the most intimate of human qualities, such as

  honesty or forgiveness. Each of the characters mentioned thus far is driven—sometimes unwittingly—by very basic human values. Rolf is stumbling forward, sleepless, looking for simple

  truths to help him burn off fear. Candace is trying to find a place within the law for a powerless Muslim man and to prove, at least to herself, that justice is maybe more about compassion than

  judgment. George Bush has an important role, too. As people lament America’s diminished moral authority and point to the president’s actions and image as the cause, they are using Bush

  as a fixed point—something to push against—in charting new paths. That would apply, for instance, to the intelligence official who carries an enormous lie in his churning gut. It is one

  of the great lies in modern American political history. He wants simply to say we’re sorry, and we’ll learn from our mistakes, as all truly great nations must.




  It’s a sad turn at a time of crisis—as religious fanatics search tirelessly for history-ending weapons—that the conduct of nations and of leaders, both duly elected and

  self-appointed, is so unimaginative and self-defensive. And that America has lost so much of the moral power that the world now desperately needs it to possess.




  That dispiriting truth is something the characters in this book, like so many others across the planet, have begun, at long last, to see as a starting point.




  It’s a starting point for their journeys, each quite personal, to find a moral compass, and a way forward.




  







  ACT I




  OTHER PEOPLE’S SHOES




  







  CHAPTER 1




  Welcome Home




  USMAN KHOSA AWAKES TO THE voices of his roommates in the kitchen. A hazy sun is shining in, giving the exposed brick above his

  bed an orange hue. He checks his night-table clock—7:15—and slips back into the deep sleep of a young man.




  It is morning in America. Or at least in an apartment near Dupont Circle in Washington, D.C., where three young, well-educated men start a summer’s day. They are friends, a few years out

  of Connecticut College, dancing through the anxious glories of first jobs and few obligations. It’s a guy’s world. Linas, a strapping Catholic, American-born, with Midwestern roots, is

  an economic analyst; David, Jewish and gay, with wavy brown hair and movie-idol looks, is a public relations staffer for an international aid organization. After breakfast, they slip out together,

  each in a blazer and khakis, Christian and Jew, straight and gay, into the flow of the capital’s professional class.




  Their Muslim roommate hears the front door shut and rises with a sense of well-being. He’d worked late, as usual, and then met some friends for dinner, a night that went late with loud

  talk and laughter. He came south to D.C. from Connecticut just over three years ago, a day after receiving his diploma with its summa cum laude seal, to a waiting desk at an international trade law

  firm, Barnes Richardson, with offices across the street from the U.S. Treasury Department and a block from the White House. He finds the work fascinating because it is:

  taking sides in bloodless struggles between countries and their major corporations over product dumping and tariffs. Trade wars. It’s the kind of conflict that smart folks thought the world

  was moving toward in the mercantile 1990s, when the Soviet Union’s fall was to usher in a post-ideological age, a period when aggression would be expressed, say, with tariffs on imported cars

  and wheat dumping. It was a hopeful notion that issues of progress and grievance, the fortunes of haves and have-nots, would be fought on an economic field where the score could be kept in terms of

  GDP, per capita income, and infant mortality rates. It wouldn’t turn out that way, as the few who saw the rise of religious extremism foretold.




  And that’s why the boy brushing his teeth this particular morning—July 27, 2006—is not just any young professional on the make. He is, notably, a Muslim from the fault line

  country of Pakistan—the home, at present, of Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri, Pervez Musharraf and Mullah Omar, fifty-five nuclear weapons and countless angry bands of Islamic radicals.

  Usman, from this place, of this place, strives with an ardent, white-hot yearning to be accepted into America’s current firmament of fading hopes. Like each fresh wave of newcomers, he

  presses mightily to make that hope new. Whether he means to or not, he’s testing American ideals at a time of peril.




  It’s a fault of cultural nearsightedness, or worse, that he is not immediately seen as a modern kindred to immigrants glorified in oft-told tales of potato famines or Russian pogroms or,

  back further, a search to worship freely by some Mayflower stowaway. He is, after all, identical to them in every essential way.




  But his journey involves a blue ’78 Toyota Corolla. In Pakistan, a car is a symbol of a man who can move as he wishes, where he wishes. A new one is a rarity, a luxury, and Usman’s

  father, Tariq, was given the car as a wedding gift from his father, who told Tariq that a married man should have a car, and he should be his “own man, beholden to no one.”




  The Khosas have a deep history in the region that now lies at the geographical heart of modern-day Pakistan, but the family is not among the few dozen elite who long

  ruled South Asia and cut deals with the British when the empire took over in the 1860s. The shaping hand of the Brits is still keenly felt in the region, particularly in its cutthroat academic

  tradition. Competition would be too generous a word. It was more emancipation through recitation, a test of classical British learning with a million contestants, a handful of winners, and

  enormous prizes, all determined by a crucible known as the civil service exam. In the vast country of India, a fraction of the highest scorers would win coveted acceptance into the civil

  service—the bureaucracy, running their country for the British—which came with grants of significant leverage over their countrymen and subtly stolen rewards. Even after India broke

  free in 1947, the civil service test remained, grandfathered in by the country’s ruling elite, who could recall the posting of scores—the day, the minute, the sensation—like a

  family’s second birth, cited often and judiciously from parent to child across eras.




  Usman’s grandfather, a very good student, finished one slot out of the money, so to speak, but carried the fervor of the runner-up into the newly created state of Pakistan. As a young man,

  he met Muhammad Ali Jinnah and thoroughly internalized the great man’s vision of a Muslim state that would break away from Hindu-dominated India; an Islamic republic with mosque-state

  separations and protections modeled loosely on Western democracies, where religion would be largely a private matter and rigorous education all but deified. Jinnah’s idea was that this

  balance would allow the growth of a professional class that would become the country’s cornerstone of progress. Usman’s grandfather embodied that vision. He became a lawyer, involved

  himself in countless public causes, and began to sell what land the family had built up in the past few centuries to educate his children in the finest regard Pakistan had to offer. Usman’s

  father, Tariq, was the eldest and the first beneficiary, taking his college degree and that blue Toyota on an array of edgy professional missions and rising through Pakistan’s competitive bureaucracy to become one of the leading law enforcement officials in the country. Like many bureaucrats, he moved between government houses, even had

  government servants, but acquired little cash, and so the remainder of the family’s land was sold to educate his children at Pakistan’s best schools. This meant that

  Usman’s sister, two years his senior, starred at Lahore’s finest private academy for girls and won a full scholarship to the London School of Economics. And that Usman, a blazing

  student at Lahore’s exclusive Aitchison School—built a century before by the British to educate the children of India’s feudal families—was given a full scholarship to

  Connecticut College. The problem came down to what wasn’t covered: the costly flight from Pakistan to America.




  After twenty-two years of faithful service, the Toyota spoke to Tariq. He’d invested an abundance of attitude and nostalgia in the old blue beast, buffed it regularly, scraped out rust; he

  could feel the distance traveled, for both car and driver, in the sag of the chassis, the glossy bareness of the upholstery. Everyone knew what the car meant to him, and what it meant when he sold

  it for his only son’s plane fare to America.




  That’s how the Khosa line—Jinnah’s line, in a way—passed to Connecticut, where Usman studied fiercely, headed the Muslim Students Association, and became a leader in the

  student government. He met his current roommates as a sophomore presiding over the freshman class’s disputed student government election, in which both Linas and David were candidates. They

  both ended up winning their races, and all three now see this as rich and ironic, that Usman—hailing from the due process–challenged Pakistan—was the Connecticut College election

  commissioner who handed out victories. They furthermore think it’s “sitcom-worthy” that a Jew, a Christian, and a Muslim are sharing an apartment as the world’s

  us-versus-them divisions seem to be boiling over. They argue, with fierce good nature, over who should do the dishes or whether Usman should introduce Linas to a nice Muslim girl or find a nice

  Muslim boy for David. No loss of confidence in the cross-border ideal, not here. In fact, this three-bedroom apartment—galley kitchen, utilities included—is a

  safe house of sorts, the opposite number to a cell of young religious radicals arguing over the dishes in Wembly or Karachi or Kabul.




  Usman, like immigrants before him, is a walker. It’s something about the crowd, its intimacy and anonymity, and the way you can flow inside of it. It draws him in. Any trip of a few miles

  or less he takes on foot. He keeps business suits and sport jackets in the closet at work, or at the dry cleaners near his office. So each day of summer he slips into shorts, Nikes, and a T-shirt

  and squeezes his laptop into a backpack.




  It is a warm day, but not nearly as warm as Lahore, he thinks, stepping outside. Oh yes, Lahore is much hotter than this, and dusty. Washington, even at its most humid, feels temperate and

  superior, lovely and fresh, and seems to wash ancient grit from his pores. He stops on the top stoop, spins his iPod to a play loop of Arabic tunes, and sets forth for Pennsylvania Avenue.




  “THANK YOU, THAT’S FINE FOR TODAY,” George W. Bush says, as he dismisses a half-dozen

  attendees of his morning intelligence briefing and settles behind the world’s most famous desk. He’s agitated, doing his best to get things in order before he leaves for his annual

  August vacation in a week. But the world won’t heed his will, not anymore. The Oval Office is quiet—an unscheduled half hour—and a precious moment to step back, to take stock. His

  best-laid plans for this summer are already in tatters. It was to be a season to focus on his strengths, with the midterm elections just over three months away. That meant domestic issues, where he

  has capital with a reasonably strong economy, and events highlighting his one remaining area of strength in the foreign arena: handling terrorists.




  Except everything, and everyone, has been conspiring against him. His poll numbers are in the basement, with several mid-July tallies putting his approval rating at just 40 percent, the lowest

  for any modern president going into the midterms. Casualties in Iraq have been steadily rising since the spring—the country is all but exploding in sectarian

  violence. Karl Rove and Condi Rice are talking about shifting the rhetoric on Iraq away from the value of America’s eventual triumph to the unthinkable dangers that would attend

  America’s withdrawal. He spent yesterday, July 26, with Iraqi prime minister Nouri al-Malaki, who gave a speech to Congress that the White House staff worked and reworked until it screamed.

  The consensus sentiment in the morning’s papers is that al-Malaki gave a campaign speech that was completely divorced from reality.




  If people want depressing reality, there’s plenty of that to go around. Israel is sinking deeper each day into a disastrous engagement, now two weeks along, with a stronger-than-expected

  Hezbollah. It’s a mess. The morning’s reports from the region show the worst day of Israeli losses yet—9 dead—and ever worsening PR blowback from two weeks of

  “unintended” casualties, now at 489 Lebanese civilians. Meanwhile, only 20 Hezbollah fighters have perished. And, two days ago, 4 United Nations workers died when a clearly marked UN

  outpost was hit by Israeli bombers. Reports have emerged of the humanitarian workers madly radioing Maydays to the Israeli army in their last moments.




  Bush talked this morning at 7:30 to Angela Merkel, the German chancellor, about all this. The unified front on Israel and Hezbollah they both helped craft at the G8 meeting last week in Russia

  is in tatters. Yesterday Rice was in Rome, where representatives from the United States, Europe, and the Middle East met to try to hammer out a cease-fire. But the terms were untenable, and Bush,

  talking to Rice, opposed it. He was instantly pilloried for that in last night’s news cycles, and all the G8 partners—everyone except the Brits—are distancing themselves. So when

  he talked to Merkel, he told her no one is saying that aggression is the first choice, not for the Americans in Iraq or the Israelis in Lebanon. But it must be an option. In his first National

  Security Council meeting as president he tried to set the tone, telling all the NSC principals his view that “sometimes a show of force by one side can really

  clarify things.” Couldn’t have been much clearer than that. Said it again this morning to Merkel, and still believed it, more strongly than ever. Merkel at least understood this

  position. She wasn’t like her predecessor, Gerhardt Schroeder, who opposed the United States on Iraq and didn’t seem to think force was ever justified. No, Merkel understood.

  She’d said so on the phone—their second call this week—and that she would make statements in the coming days in support of the United States and Israel. Some things were worth

  fighting for.




  But what’s really driving Bush’s calculations at the moment is the just-finished intelligence briefing. It involved a plot that he’s been hearing about for some time. The

  British have been working it since last year: a major terror cell in the suburbs of London. While it’s their case—they’ve made that very clear—U.S. involvement has deepened

  as the tentacles of the cell have spread across Britain to Pakistan. With about forty suspects, sending plenty of e-mails and making calls, the Brits have increasingly had to rely on what Bush

  likes to call the “fire-power of Ft. Meade,” the massive National Security Agency surveillance complex in the Maryland hills.




  Then, in the past few days, everything changed. Electronic surveillance revealed, finally, the nature of the plot: airliners taking off from Heathrow carrying explosives and headed for the U.S.

  East Coast. Talk among the suspects revealed it could involve as many as a dozen planes blowing up over U.S. cities. That would make it the biggest plot since 9/11—the so-called second wave

  that Bush and Cheney have been watching for all these years. Reports of all kinds have been coming to Bush’s desk as the U.S. anti-terror machine has secretly ratcheted up. Mike Chertoff, the

  head of the Department of Homeland Security, is working his intelligence unit around the clock; NSA’s working overtime; and CIA is doing what it can, especially with its sources in

  Pakistan.




  This morning’s briefers said that the British are advising the United States to sit back and take a deep breath. The Brits have been stressing that this might be just early logistical

  talk, that they have these suspects so completely wired that they can’t sneeze without generating an electronic dispatch, and that no one is doing anything that

  would pass for an active operation. Bush has heard this before. Patience, patience. The British are saying that all the time; and that they’re better at intelligence work than the

  United States—they’ve been doing it longer, they have experience with the IRA’s terror network, and they’re especially well placed in target communities, such as the

  Pakistanis and the Saudis. The United States, with all its electronic firepower, is having more and more trouble in recent years with the basic spy craft of recruiting spies and getting actionable

  information from walk-in informants. The big breaks, of course, have come from sources on the inside or nearby, sources that took time to develop, and from informants in communities close to the

  action. The United States is too anxious and trigger-happy, the Brits complain, taken to picking up some bit of an overheard conversation and then sweeping up suspects. Blair said in a recent

  conversation with Bush that this was “the error of relying on the capability you have rather than developing the capability you need.”




  The Brits, after their experience in Northern Ireland, were starting to believe that the key was to treat this not as a titanic ideological struggle, but rather as a law enforcement issue. This

  required being patient enough to get the actual evidence—usually once a plot had matured—with which to build a viable case in open court.




  But waiting didn’t feel right to Bush, not now. It could take six months or more—who knew?—until this plot became operational. Blair was flying to Washington late tonight. They

  had a full morning planned for tomorrow, a long meeting and then a joint press conference. Blair was a good man, and they’d covered for each other plenty of times. Blair would come

  through.




  Bush looks up at the Tiffany grandfather clock in the far corner. Ten past nine. He has to leave for a bill-signing ceremony on the South Lawn in five minutes, then he meets the Romanian prime

  minister, in town for a visit, then they’ll do a press conference together, then lunch, and then he has an economic speech to give in front of the National

  Association of Manufacturers. He flips absently through a briefing book with some talking points for the day and forces himself to focus. For him, it’s always been a struggle between the

  analytical and the emotive—the former, an effort; the latter, so natural, so clarifying. His feelings, his hunches, have gotten him and his nation into some tight spots. He’s aware of

  that. So he’s tried to be more attentive lately, tried to read the briefing books—to study them, with their seasoned, prudent, boring-as-hell advice.




  What no one understands, no one but Cheney, is how hard some days are. People are not bending to his rightful desires as they used to. He remembers what it felt like, in the two or three years

  after 9/11, to possess native authority, and he misses it.




  But in this one area—the secret world of intelligence, of foiling terrorists and their plots—he still has control. Everything unfolds in shadows. The results are what he says

  they are. Now that they have the terrorists on tape saying their plot is directed at America, he wants it shut down, ASAP. This is what he, and his Republican Party, gets paid

  for—protecting America—something the voters might benefit from being reminded of. What could be more important?




  Through the leaded glass windows of the Oval Office, a limousine and four black SUVs idle in the driveway near the portico—Cheney is gearing up to deliver a speech at the Korean War

  memorial on the Mall. The July sun is burning off a morning mist. It’s going to be a hot one. Bush puts on his suit jacket, ready for his day, as the motorcade roars toward the gates.




  USMAN KHOSA IS WALKING EAST along the White House’s ornate wrought-iron fence, tapping it with his hand, like one might

  tap a white picket fence. A U.S. Park policeman moves toward him. The officer is saying something. Usman can see his lips move, shouting. He pulls out his earplugs. Arab music blares. “Cars

  will be passing out of this gate. You need to stop!” Usman nods, apologizes, and fusses with his iPod as other walkers back up behind him. The gates slowly begin to

  open. He looks up at the majestic building—he loves looking at it. He takes a route each morning down Sixteenth Street, where the White House is visible from a mile away and grows larger with

  each passing block. It makes him feel consequential to walk toward it, like he’s going to meet Bush, or could, and often thinks about what that’d be like. Bush is the most known person

  in the world—his presence, his face, has become the face of America; his pointing finger, punching the air, an emblem of the way the United States engages with the world. Usman feels he knows

  the man and that, as a Muslim and a lover of America and someone who often finds himself reluctantly defending Bush to invective-spewing Pakistanis, he and Bush might actually have a worthwhile

  conversation.




  He’s more right about this than he realizes. Though Bush represents America electorally, his life is as unrepresentative as it could be, a cocoon of rare luxuries and sycophants,

  a carefully crafted, busy, filtered array of activity, much like the lives of those sitting atop so many venerable institutional mountains, only more so. But those snowcapped peaks are, in the

  modern age, melting—the range itself, crumbling—under pressure from the shifting, heated, quaking landscape of the individual. The information age, after all, is the age of the

  individual, a time when great waves of personal choice and expression—magnetic fields of impulse, connected on a borderless, global grid—can level the assembled power of armies and

  nations. The now common term asymmetric suggests that the comfortable symmetries, strategies, and conversations between those on the mountaintops are increasingly inconsequential as power

  shifts from the peak to the base, not only to petulant, entrepreneurial “rogue states” but also all the way to the bottom, to those—many among the multitude—who are

  representative in their experiences, their sensations and swift judgments. They move in vast heartbeat migrations, both sensing nascent currents—anger, fear, hope, rage—and

  creating them in a kind of dizzying simultaneity, open-source and dynamic, that overwhelms institutional norms of fact gathering and review and analysis. It is on this

  landscape—no less startling for now being familiar—that a president laments that he gets better, more immediate intelligence from CNN than CIA; where some religious purist who posts a

  beheading video—downloaded endlessly, driving news cycles—is the black-sheep cousin to a college-dropout-cum-billionaire who creates Facebook.com; where two guys in a cave confound the

  message and might of the world’s most powerful nation; and a few ardent twenty somethings, with modest, acquirable skills and stolen credit cards, could assemble a device that wipes out

  Midtown Manhattan.




  Usman Khosa, as a young Muslim man in search of a better life, busily ingesting the widely available fare of modernity’s mishmash, is representative in ways that are particularly

  consequential at this moment in history. Like it or not, he—and countless others like him—is in a discussion with the isolated man memorizing “talking points” in an oval

  office 164 yards away.




  And, in present tense, the ornate gates are now open. The limo and security SUVs speed out of the delicately cobblestoned roadway between the White House and the U.S. Treasury Department. Usman

  and a dozen people who’ve gathered in the past minute watch them pass and attempt a futile glimpse though tinted glass. Usman fiddles with his iPod as the gates close and begins to walk among

  the crowd toward Treasury.




  Right in front of the statue of Alexander Hamilton, at the base of a long sweep of steps leading to Treasury’s neoclassical pillars, he thinks he sees a flash of white out of his left eye.

  A bicycle is being flung. He turns as a large uniformed man lunges at him.




  “The backpack!” the man yells, pushing Usman against the Italianate gates in front of Treasury and ripping off his backpack. Another officer on a bicycle arrives from

  somewhere and tears the backpack open, dumping its contents on the sidewalk.




  Usman is in a daze, spread-eagle, grabbing cool iron. “What? What!”




  “Don’t move!”




  Pedestrians start madly dispersing, sprinting in crouches, hands over ears, running for cover.




  Usman is mortified, breathless. He can’t speak for a minute, maybe longer, as his bag is repeatedly searched and he’s roughly patted down once, then again.




  “You’ve made a mistake,” he croaks.




  The Secret Service officers look at him, unflinching. One talks into his walkie-talkie, calling for backup.




  “Are you a U.S. citizen?”




  “Do you have any weapons on you?”




  “No, I’m from Pakistan. I have a visa.”




  “Do you have your visa on your person?”




  “No, um, I don’t carry it with me.”




  “It’s illegal not to have it on you.”




  “I thought it wasn’t a good idea.”




  “Do you have your visa control number?”




  “No, I’m sorry.”




  “Do you have any guns or weapons on you?”




  “No.”




  “Do you like guns?”




  “What? No, not really.”




  And around they go. Minutes pass.




  Usman sees a reporter approach, a woman, late thirties. She’s gazing warily at him as she motions to one of the officers to huddle, and they cozy up. She says she’s with the

  Washington-something—Usman can’t quite make it out, the Post, or the Washington Times—and he sees, with crushing clarity, what she and the gawking crowd, now

  rimming an estimated blast radius the size of a baseball diamond, all see: PAKISTANI TERROR SUSPECT ARRESTED AT WHITE HOUSE. The officer and she go around the corner to talk, privately,

  leaving Usman and the other officer alone at home plate. He wants to scream to her, to everyone, that he got an A in freshman English, that he’s read The Federalist Papers from

  beginning to end—in Urdu, for God’s sake—and can quote passages verbatim. Hamilton is standing right next to him. Ask Hamilton!




  He takes a deep breath and tries to reason with the remaining officer. “My passport is right in this building, right here.” He points to the office building over the officer’s

  shoulder, just across the street. “I work right there.”




  The officer turns, a muscular uniformed man looking up at this smooth temple of white-collar privilege, and then turns back.




  “You go to college in the U.S?”




  “Yes sir, I went to Connecticut College, in Connecticut, from 2000 to 2004.” Thank God, the miracle of education. Keep talking. “And, um, last year I did a semester at

  Dartmouth, Dartmouth College, at the Tuck School, a pre–business school program.”




  “Dartmouth?” the officer says.




  Usman nods. A golden name, Dartmouth.




  “So, what, you’re some kind of smart ass?” The officer says this with a mocking tone, but Usman can’t find the edge, the pertinent context. Is it a class thing, or

  racial, or something someone from Dartmouth once did to this guy?




  “No sir, no, I’m not so smart.”




  JUST OVER ON THE SOUTH LAWN, George W. Bush steps up to the microphone. “Thank you. Good morning.

  Welcome. Thanks for being here on this special day. Please be seated. America began with a Declaration that all men are created equal . . .”




  Black faces glower from the mostly hostile crowd of five hundred gathered on the freshly mowed grass. After Bush gives this short speech, he’ll sign the reauthorization of the 1965 Voting

  Rights Act, which finally put the full might of federal law and the federal courts behind the right of African Americans to vote.




  If necessity is the mother of invention, desperation is the stepfather. The Republican Congress, seeing a downturn in their poll numbers, actually pushed through the reauthorization of the

  Voting Rights Act a year early to have something, anything, to court the black vote with in November. The modern Republican Party, the party of Lincoln, has not been a

  favorite with blacks for decades—about 90 percent have voted Democratic since the New Deal. But the past few years have been notably miserable. Their current standard-bearer, George W. Bush,

  got 8 percent of the black vote in 2000 and 12 percent in 2004, but after the Hurricane Katrina debacle in the fall of 2005, his approval rating among African Americans fell to an astonishing 2

  percent. Early this year, Republicans in Congress appealed to Karl Rove; some had significant black populations in their districts, and Bush, along with the entire Republican leadership, needed to

  show a little effort. So the Voting Rights Act was reauthorized. And three weeks ago, Bush finally, after six years of demurrals, deigned to speak at the annual convention of the NAACP.




  He hated doing it. He hates speaking in front of hostile crowds. Always has. It’s the residue of being doubted since he was a boy—“the problem with Junior”—and on

  through the first twenty years of his adult life, as he limped through college and moved from one middling business to the next, until companies started wanting him because of his famous father.

  Becoming president himself, and then being re-elected, was a kind of cathartic revenge, a shattering of all that. Then the doubts started to reassemble, surprisingly, shard by

  shard—particularly in the past two years with Iraq and Katrina. Doubters, now, everywhere he turned. The White House political team has worked harder than ever to keep him in front of

  friendly crowds—military, conservative, and, especially, religious.




  Today is the exception, but they’ve conjured up a twist: cover those black faces with church fans, old-style, handheld Southern Baptist church fans, with voting rights act printed on the

  back. Considering it’s eighty-one degrees by nine-thirty in the morning, everyone starts fanning, giving the South Lawn the feel of a big-tent revival, where someone might want to preach.




  The religious trappings offer comfort, but no one is expecting much. Just adequacy, just get through it, and Bush continues his short speech on the terra firma of the

  Declaration of Independence, saying, “it marked a tremendous advance in the story of freedom, yet it also contained a contradiction: Some of the same men who signed their names to this

  self-evident truth owned other men as property. By reauthorizing this act, Congress has reaffirmed its belief that all men are created equal; its belief that the new founding started by the signing

  of the bill by President Johnson is worthy of our great nation to continue.”




  He botches that last line, but people applaud anyway—how could they not?—and it’s enough to get him to the reading of the names, a page-long list of the dignitaries present

  that includes virtually the entire black leadership of the United States since the ’60s—John Lewis; Jesse Jackson; old standbys such as Benjamin Hooks; the children of Martin Luther

  King, Jr.; Ralph Abernathy’s wife, Juanita; NAACP chairman Julian Bond. Also in attendance are Nancy Pelosi and every Democrat who could get through the gates, along with a few stalwart

  Republicans, such as obstreperous Judiciary chairman Arlen Specter.




  Bush, seeing the end in sight, seems to ease up, winging it, thanking the Washington mayor for coming, and quipping, “Everything is fine in the neighborhood. I appreciate it.”




  He gets a laugh, a victory, and four minutes later he signs the reauthorization. Bush said he’d do anything possible for his Republican brethren. What’s more, facing a Democratic

  Congress, at this point, would all but end his presidency and, he believes, make America less safe. He hopes this signing helps matters, but he’s skeptical. He knows this crowd will never

  forgive him for the way black voters were disenfranchised in Florida in 2000, or for the way he’s snubbed them since, or for Katrina. But what did it really matter? The civil rights community

  is old—just look at them—from a time when it was all about winning rights. Now it’s about equal opportunity, a slippery standard. And since 9/11, race—like so many other

  issues—has been eclipsed by more urgent matters.




  But the really urgent matter is how fast he can get away from all these doubters—angry black doubters, at that—and back into his safe house. Bush often

  tells his senior staff that his schedule matters, that he’s prompt and decides, in advance, how much of his time a particular task or meeting should command. “My schedule,” Bush

  once said to Colin Powell, “is my way of sending a message about what I think is important or not.” Powell, of course, met with the president privately only a handful of times during

  his five-year tenure. In this case, Bush walks briskly from the ceremony at 9:52. His speech, the signing of the reauthorization, and brief cordialities take exactly sixteen minutes.




  A PARALLEL CONVERSATION ABOUT RACE is occurring, meanwhile, near the Alexander Hamilton statue.




  “Reggie? It’s me, Usman.”




  “Yo, Khosa. Where are you, man? The staff meeting is starting, like, right now.”




  “Listen, Reggie. I’ve been detained down on the street, right in front of the White House, I mean in front of Treasury. They think . . . you know . . . well, me being from Pakistan

  and all.”




  The receptionist at Barnes Richardson, Reggie McFadgen is a large jocular African American, thirty-three, who grew up in Washington, went to the tough D.C. schools, and once sang with the

  hip-hop group Salt ’n’ Pepa. He and Usman have become close friends over the past two years; they go out often. Reggie, tough and streetwise, is protective of “Khosa.” They

  call each other “my brother from another mother.”




  Like many educated foreigners, Usman happens to know quite a bit about American history; after all, the history of the United States, the world’s most powerful country, is taught in most

  accredited schools overseas. Special attention is generally accorded to slavery and to the current state of the black American. The long saga is viewed as America’s original hearts-and-minds

  struggle, and, from afar, the nation’s character is often assessed, surprisingly, through this lens. What’s clear, and oddly moving, is that Usman is crazy proud that he and his black friend call each other “brother.” It makes him feel like an American-in-the-making, free, by virtue of his Pakistani heritage, to improvise some

  solutions to the country’s long-standing dilemmas of race.




  At this moment, though, Reggie is feeling that he possesses the pertinent expertise about what Usman is facing. His friend is being profiled.




  “Khosa!” he shouts into the phone. “Don’t you move or say a word to any officer of any kind. I AM COMING DOWN THERE RIGHT NOW!”




  Oh God. “No, Reggie, please. Trust me. That’ll just make things worse. I’m in enough trouble. Just go to my top desk drawer and get my passport and put it somewhere safe. I may

  need you to bring it somewhere. I’ll try to call you as things progress. Okay?”




  A second later Reggie is racing through Barnes Richardson like a town crier. Usman has been detained! Right in front of Treasury! Work stops. People pour from their offices toward the suite of

  the boss, Matt McGrath. They crowd around the wide window in his office, trying to catch a glimpse of what’s happening on the street below.




  Ten stories down, things are progressing quickly. A black SUV screeches up to Alexander Hamilton. Two men in dark suits get out.




  “Usman Khosa?” one of them says, a tall, neat man, midthirties, with dirty-blond hair. “Get in the car.”




  “No way. I’m not getting in that car,” Usman says, surprising himself. He feels like he’s going to vomit. These are the bosses of the uniformed guys. He’s read

  about Guantánamo. If he gets in that car, he may never be seen again.




  “Mr. Khosa, it’s not a question,” Dirty Blond says, emphatically. “Get in the car.”




  Usman backs away. Assesses his options. “Okay, okay, I’ll get in . . . just as long as I can make a few quick phone calls first. Then, I promise, I’ll go with you.”




  Dirty Blond nods, and then huddles with his partner, a short, wide, ethnic Italian-looking guy.




  Usman calls the Pakistani embassy, tells them he’s being taken into custody. They take down his information and his present location. There’s nothing they can do. He calls his friend

  Zarar, a guy who runs a large network of Pakistani young professionals and who knows people. “If I don’t call you in two hours, Zarar, call someone. I don’t know who.

  Anyone!” Then, he pauses for a moment, a moment to wince, before he calls Pakistan. Tariq Khosa is currently the second-ranking law enforcement official in Punjab Province, home to nearly

  half of the country’s population, along with Lahore, the nation’s cultural hub, and Pakistan’s capital, Islamabad. Usman is sure his father currently knows people in law

  enforcement in America. He must. All he gets is voice mail. He tries to compose himself: “Dad, I’m in trouble. I’m being arrested by the Secret Service. I have to get into a car,

  a black SUV, in front of the White House. I don’t want you to worry, but if you don’t hear from me in a few hours, um, see, maybe, if you could call someone.” He pauses.

  “And please, don’t tell Mom.”




  While the old guard from the glory days of Montgomery bus boycotts and King’s speech about American dreams slowly disperses—the ink drying on a renewal of their greatest legal

  victory—an unscripted ceremony of fear and hope and race is unfolding on a nearby sidewalk.




  In it, a young Pakistani man, whom terrorists have succeeded in turning into a racial suspect, steps into a black SUV. Ten stories up, a consulting firm that looks and feels like the great

  promise of America’s future—every major race represented, competing fiercely, hoping for bonuses and playing softball on Saturdays—watches, in horror, faces of every color pressed

  against a wide plate-glass window. One of their own is down there. But is he one of them? Of course he is. About the best analyst they’ve got, a gentle kid, smart as a whip, works like a

  stevedore and hopes for things worth hoping for. But then again he’s being taken away by grim authorities of the U.S. government and maybe there’s a chance—a slim

  chance—that there’s some good reason for it; that, maybe, they don’t really know him.




  The black SUV’s doors slam shut. “This is so wrong,” Reggie says, almost to himself. Matt McGrath, next to him, snaps to attention: “We should call anyone that anyone

  knows in the government.” A dozen people run to the phones.




  The SUV, meanwhile, makes a U-turn and drives back toward 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, stopping at the far entrance. Usman is trundled from the SUV, escorted through the West Gate, and onto the

  manicured grounds. No one speaks as the agents walk him behind the gate’s security station, down a stairwell, along an underground passage, and into a room—a cement-walled box with a

  table, two chairs, a hanging light with a bare bulb, and a mounted video camera.




  Even after all the astonishing turns of the past hour, Usman can’t quite believe there’s actually an interrogation room beneath the White House, dark and dank and horrific. He mops

  the perspiration from his brow.




  Real sweat. It’s no dream.




  ABOVEGROUND, THE BOUNCE HAS RETURNED to George Bush’s step.




  Romanians. He likes the Romanians, and he likes their president, Traian Basescu. And what’s not to like? His aim is to please the United States, to be a member of the club. That

  means both the European Union—which Romania is hoping to become a full member of soon—and the coalition of countries aligned, without a doubt, behind the United States.




  They sit in the wing chairs near the fireplace and chat, the two of them. Basescu has a visa issue he wants resolved. Bush says he’ll get on it, open things up for sure. An early member of

  the coalition of the willing, the Romanians have stuck it out. They’re the only country in their region with soldiers in both Afghanistan and Iraq.




  After a half hour of chat, Bush rises. “Let’s bring in the jackals.”




  Reporters file into the Oval Office.




  Bush reads a brief statement, written before the meeting, of course, about what they’ve just discussed, and then Basecsu reads his version of “we are good

  friends as are our nations.”




  Bush first goes to Jennifer Loven of the Associated Press, who dives right into the morning’s fare, that Israel’s Justice minister has said that the lack of a cease-fire

  call from the international community at the Rome conference—a result of U.S. opposition—gives Israel the “green light” to push further, and that a top Israeli general is

  saying that fighting will continue for a few weeks. “Is your administration okay with these things?”




  Bush sighs. Here we go. “I believe that, as Condi said yesterday, the Middle East is littered with agreements that just didn’t work. And now is the time to address the root cause of

  the problem. And the root cause of the problem is terrorist groups trying to stop the advance of democracies.” It’s a stretch, and he knows it. Hezbollah provides social services and

  protection to a significant segment of Lebanon. They’re settled. They have offices, weapons depots, bank accounts. They’re more like an unauthorized government. And he goes with that,

  moving from terrorism to issues of electoral legitimacy.




  “I view this as a clash of forms of government,” he says to the reporters. “I see people who can’t stand the thought of democracy taking hold in parts of—in the

  Middle East. And as democracy begins to advance, they use terrorist tactics to stop it. . . . But our objective is to make sure those who use terrorist tactics are not rewarded.” Don’t

  reward bad behavior—that’s what Cheney often says—but Bush, at this point, knows this kind of global experiment in behavior modification is like running a calculus function with

  fast-changing variables. Surprises every minute.




  He pauses, exasperated. “Want to ask somebody from the Romanian press.” He gets a Romanian question and talks about visas and the Black Sea, all the stuff in his briefing book. Then

  the next question—from Steve Holland of Reuters—mentions a tape released yesterday by Zawahiri, urging Muslims to fight and become martyrs.




  Bush seems to lift. He wets his lips, and his head does that funny forward cock. He can connect it all—the political, the theoretical—through this one. He

  can make it personal. Him versus Zawahiri . . .


  

  “My answer is, I’m not surprised people who use terrorist tactics would start speaking out. It doesn’t surprise me. I

  am—Zawahiri’s attitude about life is that there shouldn’t be free societies. And he believes that people ought to use terrorist tactics, the killing of innocent people to achieve

  his objective. And so I’m not surprised he feels like he needs to lend his voice to terrorist activities that are trying to prevent democracies from moving forward. . . . You know,

  here’s a fellow who is in a remote region of the world putting out statements basically encouraging people to use terrorist tactics to kill innocent people to achieve political objectives.

  And the United States of America stands strong against Mr. Zawahiri and his types.”




  A FLOOR BELOW, USMAN IS being grilled about whether he’s in league with “Mr. Zawahiri and his types.” What

  that means, as one hour moves into the next, is he’s forced to walk along the knife’s edge of determining whether anything about his life—anything—is suspicious.




  The question is if anything doesn’t “quite add up,” as Dirty Blond tells him. He’s the bad cop, taking notes, one legal pad after another.




  “This might sound crazy,” says the Italian, the good cop, “but we need to know the name of everyone you know in America pretty much. Every friend from college, girlfriend,

  professor you hung out with. People at work. Everyone.”




  Usman, all but suffocating under his status as terror suspect, now must spread the virus to everyone he knows.




  He freezes. Says nothing for a moment. Italian smiles and leans in. “You live with anyone here in Washington. Roommates or something? Start with them, and phone numbers.”




  So Usman gives up his ecumenical cell, Linas and David. And their numbers. Dirty Blond silently marks it all down.




  The names build, one after another. Usman pauses, name by name. His whole life in America, everyone he’s met. “Is it really that important that

  everyone is included in all this?”




  “Say you leave someone out,” Dirty Blond interjects, “and they turn out to be someone who is of interest to us. Well, that’s a bad thing—bad for you.”




  On he goes, an hour passes. He thinks about his father, who has interrogated al Qaeda suspects in Pakistan. What would Dad tell him to do? Just be completely honest. But the truth can be

  complicated, and an area of confusion can so easily create suspicion. Then, God forbid.




  Another agent arrives with an atlas.




  “I don’t know much about Pakistan,” Italian says. “Show me where you’re from.”




  Usman opens the atlas to Pakistan. He points to Lahore. Dirty Blond’s up, looking over his shoulder. “That’s close to the areas where there’ve been some problems,

  isn’t it?”




  Usman looks up, then down. Yes, on the map the wide span of Pakistan seems to shrink. Lahore looks as if it’s right beside Peshawar and the edge of the tribal areas.




  “It’s farther than it looks—on the map, I mean. Like five hours’ drive.”




  Then the questions come in waves.




  “What do you think of Islamic fundamentalism?”




  “What’s your opinion about Osama bin Laden?”




  “Define for me the word jihad.”




  “You seem to know a lot about it.”




  It’s like there’s a trap in every question, and each one of his responses seems to ensnare him. How much knowledge of these things is good to have? How much adds to suspicion?




  “I know some things, I guess, because my father is, um, a police chief in Pakistan.”




  That should help. But then Dirty Blond seems to infer that Pakistani authorities have been infiltrated by radicals. “Is he a radical?”




  “No . . .” Usman sputters. “He loves America. We even came here for a year when I was a kid. We lived in Seattle. He was funded for a year in America

  as a Hubert Humphrey Fellow.”




  Dirty Blond looks at him, affectless. “And then you went back. So you learned a lot about America, how things work here, and then went back to Pakistan.”




  “Yes, I guess so. I mean, I was in first grade.”




  More notes are jotted on the pad.




  Usman looks, pleadingly, at Italian. “Can you at least tell me why I was picked up? Was it just the way I look?”




  “It was also what you were doing, fooling with your iPod as the motorcade passed. That didn’t help. You understand how bombs are detonated by remote devices?”




  No, no, I’m not going there.




  “Um, no, not really.”




  Dirty Blond: “You’re from Pakistan and you don’t know how things are detonated with radios or cell phones or PDAs?” He seems angry.




  “Well, I guess—yes, I do.” A lie.




  More notes on Dirty Blond’s pad. I’ll never see my mother again.




  Italian, smiling, asks, “Why did you think you were stopped?”




  Usman pauses. He’s drenched in sweat. Hasn’t eaten yet today. He was going to get a muffin this morning near the office. He’s been underground for hours. Has to be at least

  midafternoon. He tries to answer with only the facts he’s sure of.




  “Well, a guy in a uniform stopped me.”




  “What kind of uniform?”




  “Secret Service, or something else.” He can’t pull it up.




  “You don’t remember? It just happened.”




  “No, no I can’t.” This draws arched brows from both agents.




  They ask him a long list of medical questions. Has he ever been treated for depression? Paranoia? Bipolar disorder? The list goes on.




  Dirty Blond produces a form, a medical release form.




  He pushes it across the table. “This is so we can access all your medical records, to check everything you’ve just said.”




  Usman is thoroughly beaten. He just nods, silently, and signs.




  Both agents rise, Dirty Blond in the lead. “If anything you told us today doesn’t check out, we know where to find you. And we will find you.”




  Usman nods, looking down. “Let’s go,” Dirty Blond orders.




  As George W. Bush is returning to the White House—having just finished a rousing speech about the “miracle of the U.S. economy” to manufacturers gathered at the Grand Hyatt

  Washington—Usman Khosa is leaving it.




  Dirty Blond leads him through the security gate and onto the sidewalk. He seems oddly jocular, assuming Italian’s friendly posture. They walk along, as though they’ll be staying

  together.




  “So I think I’ve got you,” he says, like it’s a joke. “Why are you wearing shorts and a T-shirt if you’re really on your way to an office, right over

  there?”




  He stops. Usman stops. They’re face-to-face, or rather forehead-to-chin. Usman measures every word. “Because my suit for today is at the cleaners near the office. I was going to pick

  it up.”




  Dirty Blond stops, calculating the response. It’s clear he was saving this one—saving it until Usman had let down his guard. “So what’s the name of the

  cleaners?”




  “Oh God, I really just don’t know.”




  “Okay, you’re free to go. But I’ll be checking out everything you’ve told us. And, at this point, we know everything about you and where to find you.” He turns and

  walks briskly back toward the White House. Usman is left standing on the sidewalk.




  And so two characters—a president, chosen to represent America to the world, and a Muslim striver, who’s acutely representative of a struggle now turning history’s

  wheel—watch the day’s shadows lengthen.




  One reads through security briefings, preparing for his meeting the next morning with Tony Blair when he plans to talk frankly about this airline plot.




  The other walks across the street to Lafayette Park, sits in the grass, and weeps.




  After a time—could be five minutes, or twenty-five—he calls his friend. “Thank God, Usman, thank merciful God,” Reggie says. “Look, come

  over to the office. Everyone here’s been worried sick.” Usman says he will, but first he calls his other friend, Zarar. He calls his father, leaves another message. He calls Linas at

  his office, and David at his. He tells them they may be getting calls from the Secret Service. He sits some more, wondering how many people of all those he mentioned will now be called by the FBI,

  or the Secret Service, or Homeland Security, or CIA, or whoever the hell follows up on this sort of thing. Will some of them get tripped up in the questioning? Should he call them all and alert

  them, or would that constitute “suspicious behavior”?




  These questions distress him for a half hour. He begins to wander over toward Alexander Hamilton. Looks up at the pointed, patrician chin, the aquiline nose, and then crosses Fifteenth Street.

  When he gets off the elevator on ten, Reggie leaps from the reception desk and throws his arms around him. He’s talking excitedly as others start to gather in the carpeted reception area. The

  whole gang seems to be moving, carrying Usman along, toward the conference room.




  Usman sees something on the long mahogany table. The crowd parts. It’s a cake, a sheet cake the size of a car door. Linda the office manager ran to a bakery across the street and got it

  once Reggie trumpeted the good news. Written in blue on the white icing are the words WELCOME HOME USMAN.




  What a strange and surprising country this is, Usman Khosa thinks, lifting the first slice to his lips. Heaven and hell, and then we eat cake. His mind reels, as his heart searches the

  faces—his friends, his colleagues, this makeshift American family—aching to know if he’s still one of them.




  







  CHAPTER 2




  Takeoffs and Landings




  EVENTS MOVE FORWARD SWIFTLY AND in secret. These are the operational trademarks of the era of Bush and Cheney. Keep the information loop small, a tight

  circle of trusted people. The actual decision is often made by just the two men, alone in a room—the Oval Office, the video room at Camp David, the small dining room on the second floor of

  the White House, where they lunch.




  Once the why is decided, keep discussion of the how—how it will be done—as tightly controlled as possible. Just like running an intelligence operation, people will

  sometimes see part of the equation—this was ordered, that was done—but not the whole.




  For complete context you need to pull back a distance and gauge, first, the traditional dilemmas of the so-called political mandate. Politicians have always felt its pull—survival’s

  tug—and have had to decide, day to day, where or whether their political self-interest coincides with the broader interests of the nation. Their reelection, or place in history, often depends

  on their choices along this axis.




  The oddity, however, of the modern conflict between governments and terrorists, conducted largely in secret, is that this tendentious line can be drawn in the privacy of the White House,

  invisible to anyone except those who need to know.




  Along with its penchant for secrecy, a feature of the Bush presidency, clear at this point, six years along, has been a sense of messianic purpose that makes the

  national interest almost indistinguishable from the political interests of the president. What triggers action, thereby, is often Bush’s simple dissatisfaction, the garden-variety frustration

  of not getting one’s way.




  And the meeting with Blair on the morning of July 28 happens not to go well. When Bush brings up the airliner plot and expresses his desire to snap the trap shut, Blair is unmoved. He says

  he’s quite clear about the position of his people—Eliza Manningham-Buller, the imperious head of MI5, domestic intelligence; and John Scarlett, the chief of MI6, the foreign service.

  They seem to have prepared Blair for just this kind of push from the Americans. It’s not just that this is a UK operation, Blair says, and that nearly two thousand British operatives have

  been working it for nearly a year. It’s also that if they’re patient, at some point they’ll be “at the ready” when the plotters seek “green light” approval

  from al Qaeda’s chiefs. It’s too large a plot for them not to. After all, it was U.S. intelligence, Blair points out, that discovered how Zawahiri called off the New York City

  cyanide-in-the-subway plot in 2003 for “something better.” With a plot as big as what is slowly developing in London, the terrorists will surely seek permission to move forward, and

  when they do, Blair asserts, we can run the thread right into Zawahiri’s beard.




  By then, it’s time for their joint press conference. Bush is not going to get anything. After Blair leaves, Bush tells Cheney about his dissatisfaction. Cheney receives the message

  clearly, as he’s received many others over the years. He knows how concerned Bush is about the coming midterm elections, that Congress will go to the Democrats and the rest of his

  administration will be a wash of gridlock and recrimination. Cheney, of course, is similarly concerned. And now Bush wants something done. No one needs to create any memos, which some historian

  might dig up. In a private, two-man exchange there is an understanding. This is the way their relationship works, especially on the most sensitive matters that Bush will want to deny if he’s

  ever confronted.




  This sort of deniability is the product of the arrangement Bush and Cheney slipped into in the first few months of the administration. That’s when Bush told

  Cheney that he had to “step back” in large meetings when they were together, like those at the NSC, because people were addressing and deferring to Cheney. Cheney said he understood,

  that he’d mostly just take notes at the big tables and then he and Bush would meet privately, frequently, to discuss options and action. This gave Cheney the structural latitude to carry

  forward his complex strategies, developed over decades, for how to protect a president. After the searing experience of being in the Nixon White House, Cheney developed a view that the failure of

  Watergate was not the break-in, or even the cover-up, but the way the president had, in essence, been over-briefed. There were certain things a president shouldn’t know—things that

  could be illegal, disruptive to key foreign relationships, or humiliating to the executive. The key was a signaling system, where the president made his wishes broadly known to a sufficiently

  powerful deputy who could take it from there. If an investigation ensued, or a foreign leader cried foul, the president could shrug. This was never anything he’d authorized. The

  whole point of Cheney’s model is to make a president less accountable for his actions. Cheney’s view is that accountability—a bedrock feature of representative

  democracy—is not, in every case, a virtue.




  So over the next week, as Bush packs up and arrives in Crawford, Cheney makes provisions. It’s all very tightly held. No one can know what’s under way—no one, certainly, in the

  foreign policy establishment and not even most top officials in the intelligence community.




  If this were run on a split screen, one image would be a man slipping into Islamabad in darkness in early August. The man is Jose Rodriquez, the director of operations at CIA, the agency’s

  number four official, and the head of all clandestine operations and CIA stations around the world. He was moved into that position in 2005 by Porter Goss, as part of Goss’s mission to rein

  in the renegade agency and make it more attentive to filling the needs of its “customer,” the White House. Outside of Cheney’s office, virtually no one

  in America or abroad knows that Rodriquez has been dispatched to Islamabad. It is not, however, Pakistan’s powerful Directorate of Inter-Services Intelligence, or ISI, that Rodriguez and

  Cheney are concerned about. It’s that British intelligence will discover Rodriguez’s presence through their sources in Pakistan or those in the U.S. intelligence community.




  His mission is to secretly pass information to a selected Pakistani intelligence official, who will summarily arrest one Rashid Rauf, the man suspected of being the Pakistani contact for the

  British airline plotters. Rodriguez then has to get out of the country undetected.




  He manages this, and Rauf is quietly apprehended. As a whisper of the arrest spreads to a few top officials in British intelligence—first in Islamabad and then in London—they curse,

  throw ashtrays, and scream bloody murder. They know the Pakistanis would never have moved on Rauf without first checking with them. And God knows the Brits didn’t the give the order.




  This was their investigation. They might have made arrests in a week, or in a month. Clearly the hijackers were moving into some next stage of planning, but many inside the British intelligence

  and law enforcement communities were beginning to suspect it was more experimentation than anything resembling a “dry run.” If so, taking them down too early would leave investigators

  with insufficient evidence to effectively prosecute. The British model is, after all, to be patient, gather sufficient evidence to try terror suspects in open court, and get long prison terms,

  treating it all as a criminal matter rather than a historic—and terrorist-glamorizing—clash of power and ideology. As for Rashid Rauf, the British had even more specific plans. He was

  wanted for murder in the UK. The Brits were preparing a case, with plenty of evidence, for the Pakistani police to arrest him and have him extradited to England for trial, just like any murderer on

  the lam. Instead, he gets picked up by the notorious ISI, where he’ll be either tortured or feted—depending on ISI’s complicated views of the matter—and rendered unsuitable

  for public trial in the UK or anywhere else.




  His arrest lights a fuse that will swiftly implode their entire investigation. Top U.S. officials are perplexed. DHS intelligence chief Charlie Allen, a CIA legend who

  helped uncover the Iran-Contra affair, predicted the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1991, and was ahead of the curve on al Qaeda in 1998, tells the Brits that he and DHS are surprised as well.

  “Jose had to get the green light from upstairs, but no one here was briefed,” a senior intelligence official recounted later. “We were all shocked.” No one, beyond a

  half-dozen people in the entire U.S. government, several of them among Cheney’s national security team, knew who was responsible.




  But not everyone is upset. Bush suddenly is in a very good mood. He’d seemed a bit glum when he first arrived in Crawford, aides said. But by Tuesday, August 8, he is notably ebullient,

  spirits high, watching the thermometer with glee. It’s turning into a Central Texas scorcher. Ninety-seven degrees by late morning. Now ninety-nine! Just after 1:00 p.m., as the temperature

  passes one hundred, he starts rousting up staffers: tryouts, immediately, for the president’s 100-Degree Club. The rules? Run three miles when the thermometer hits triple digits. The coveted

  prize: a gray Under Armour T-shirt with the insignia “The President’s 100-Degree Club” framed by a Texas Star. You also get a photo with Bush, commemorating membership in the

  club. Eighteen White House aides, among them the press secretary, Tony Snow, line up and set off. Bush, who blew out his knee jogging in 2003, pedals around them on his bike, mocking the leaders,

  taunting the stragglers. He’s giddy. The ones who make it the three miles, including Snow, gasp toward the finish line, purple and breathless. The rest, also called losers, get no shirts.

  Then, pumped up, Bush hits the phones, making preparations for some political jaunts over the coming days to assist beleaguered Republican candidates. He knows he’ll be able to deliver

  something for them, an August surprise, something very good for the Protectors of America.
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