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        More praise for 

        TO BE A FRIEND IS FATAL

        “Kirk W. Johnson’s rage-inducing account of government indifference is a tale of lost innocence that, in our American twilight, feels devastatingly allegorical.”

        —Megan O’Grady, Vogue

        “From the ruins of the war in Iraq and his own broken body, Kirk Johnson made it his cause to redeem the one American promise to Iraqis that honor required us to keep. He tirelessly fought the political resistance and bureaucratic indifference of two administrations. His account is riveting, darkly funny, heroic, and shaming.”

        —George Packer, National Book Award–winning 
author of The Assassins’ Gate and The Unwinding

        “I have long been an admirer of Kirk Johnson—for his humanitarian advocacy on behalf of forgotten Iraqis and for his honest and poetic writing. . . . His is a story that arcs from charity to futility to pain to charity again, and how much he needs to tell it equals how much it deserves to be read.”

        —David Finkel, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist 
and author of Thank You for Your Service

        “What is so intriguing about this beautifully written book is that while it is a scathing critique of America’s policy toward Iraq, it is not one of your usual policy books. To Be a Friend Is Fatal is a deeply personal and poignant story about how one young American’s passion and curiosity led him to a distant and troubled land, where his empathy and sense of justice prevent him from giving up on the people abandoned by the US government.”

        —Azar Nafisi, New York Times bestselling 
author of Reading Lolita in Tehran

        “Johnson makes sharp criticisms. . . . A well-written account of one man’s righteous quest to overcome government bureaucracy.”

        —Kirkus Reviews

        “[This] well-written book—the author is an honest, engaging, and indomitable guide—warrants a special place in nonfiction shelves.”

        —John Kael Weston, The Daily Beast

        “This authentic patriot has written a must-read memoir.”

        —Trudy Rubin, The Philadelphia Inquirer

        “A poignant story . . . a fascinating and intimate look at the inner workings of military occupation and its effects.”

        —Los Angeles Review of Books

        “Harrowing.”

        —Men’s Journal
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When men fight,  there is a continuum of war, rubble, and human flight.  Sometimes the flight comes before the war.  Sometimes the war persists even after all is made rubble. Sometimes the flight lasts longer than both the war  and its rubble.  But these immutable three come together,  reliable as gravity.


I made no war.  I went to Iraq to turn rubble back into  schools and power plants, and failed.


But the third element is flight. I did help some flee.  This is their story, and this book is dedicated to them.





Prologue


December 29, 2005


Two fingers pressed firmly against my forehead. The hand they belonged to wore a pale blue surgical glove the color of oceans on maps, except for the spatter of wine-dark blood. I was lying on a table, writhing but unable to free myself. Other blue gloves pressed against my chest, waist, legs, ankles, arms. My eyes stung. I thrashed again and freed one arm. I heard shouting. More hands appeared, forcing down my bucking knees.


“Motherfucker, how much longer?!”


A needle entered my blurred frame of vision and burrowed itself into a laceration running between my eyes. My forehead numbed for a moment before the anesthetic seeped back out with the blood, useless.


“Viente por ciento!” Loudly. Slowly.


My face was splayed open, and my lunatic flesh needed tying down. A gash ran from my right eyebrow into my left eyebrow and stopped above the eyelid. A piece of my nose was missing from its bridge, leaving behind a divot. My front teeth, dangling from a shattered jaw, had trifurcated my upper lip. Drained of blood, it looked like a worm baking on the sidewalk. My chin appeared as though it were falling off.


My brain was a captured wasp, thudding furiously against the glass walls of a jar, striking everywhere and nowhere. A suturing needle punctured through the cliff of flesh along my brow, ran a thread across the seeping ravine, before reversing course and knotting off where it started. A millimeter to the right, and repeat. After each suture, the surgeon pressed his thumb against the slowly forming rail of stitches, nudging the tracks in line, refashioning the putty of my face.


They ignored my English cries for painkillers, so I pleaded in Arabic, “Dawa, biddy dawa!”


Disconnected thoughts erupted with maniacal force: Twenty percent . . . teeth missing . . . Sheikh Kamal . . . blue gloves . . . beach . . . Fallujah . . . Mom . . . jaw . . . painkillers . . . Who are these people? . . . twenty percent.


Adrenaline coursed through each limb and muscle until my mind, exhausted, finally relaxed. My legs followed; the flailing subsided. I no longer felt the slow-moving needle, my broken wrists, my crushed nose, my jaw, my bleeding toes. The lava stilled and cooled.


The rubbery hands eased cautiously from my body. The room went quiet, save for an occasional instruction to an attending nurse and the sound of suturing needles clanking upon a steel tray.


Ninety minutes later, my face was stitched shut.


I was wheeled down the hallway on a gurney, bright ceiling lamps sweeping swiftly into my field of vision like rising and setting suns, one after another, lingering eclipse-like when I closed my eyes. The din of the waiting room hushed as orderlies pushed me through. In the operating room, the next team of doctors and assistants was preparing its tools. My jaw would need wiring, my arms would need fiberglass, my face would need masking. At last, they dosed me with general anesthesia, and I fell into a deep sleep.


October 13, 2006


The war was in its fourth autumn when Yaghdan’s future was swallowed up.


Late on a Friday afternoon, Yaghdan checked the clock on his computer screen and sighed. A few cubicles away, an American grazed on a microwaved bag of popcorn, and the scent of butter and salt tugged at Yaghdan’s hunger. The Muslim holy month of Ramadan was in its final week, and the required fast, made brutal by the long hours and his proximity to nonfasting Americans, was almost over. Yaghdan consoled himself with the thought that his wife, Haifa, was at that moment preparing an iftar feast far more sumptuous than American junk food.


The walkie-talkie on his desk squelched, and a young male American voice warbled through the handset, “Dispatch, we need a pickup from the white house, please!”


A few seconds passed, and an Iraqi driver in the motor pool replied flatly, “Okay, ten minutes.” The driver had probably only just returned from dropping off the American, Yaghdan thought. “White house” was their radio code word for the liquor store in the Green Zone. Through the thin blue walls of his cubicle in the massive bomb- and mortar-proof office building of the US Agency for International Development, Yaghdan sometimes overheard stories about the Americans’ parties. He had seen bottles strewn in the yards of the mortar-proof houses in the compound and recognized how a hangover sat on a face. He had no chance of seeing a party for himself, since Iraqis working for USAID were not allowed to stay overnight in the Green Zone.


At five o’clock, Yaghdan powered down his computer. He nodded at the Nepalese security guards as he exited through the building’s doors, reinforced to repel bullets and improvised explosive devices, or IEDs. He climbed into the Chevy Suburban idling out front, alongside other Iraqis who worked for the agency. The van snaked past demolished palaces and the sixteen-foot blast walls of the secretive compounds clotting the Green Zone. Yaghdan’s colleagues quietly removed their USAID badges and stuffed them into socks, brassieres, hidden pockets. His went into his shoe.


This daily ritual made Yaghdan nervous, but nervousness had become a function as natural as breathing or eating. It had a use, keeping them vigilant. The women wrapped hijabs around their hair and donned sunglasses. The men removed their ties and donned shemaghs.


The Suburban pulled up to the checkpoint known as the Assassins’ Gate and emptied its passengers. They stood on the edge of the Green Zone. Yaghdan smiled at a listless marine manning the US side of the checkpoint as he walked toward what Americans called the Red Zone, his country. The marine nodded slightly, his face expressionless.


Yaghdan’s gait was unsteady. Shortly after the fall of Baghdad, a 7.62 millimeter Kalashnikov round tore through his left leg, but that story belonged to a more hopeful era of his life that he didn’t like to think about anymore. He had spent six feverish months on his back, while tens of thousands of soldiers, marines, aid workers, diplomats, mercenaries, and contractors poured into his country and snarled barbed wire atop blast walls. When he could walk again, he took a job with the Americans to help rebuild Iraq.


As he filed around the chicanes rimmed with menacing spindles of concertina wire, Yaghdan’s pace quickened. From this point forward, the Iraqi employees of America did not speak to one another. The 14th of July Bridge connected the Green and Red Zones, and the Iraqis trained their eyes on the ground as they crossed.


Yaghdan felt the USAID badge shift uncomfortably under his sock. He saw a handful of men gathered on the other side of the bridge, and lowered his head. These were called alassas, slang deriving from the Arabic verb “to chew”: militiamen who hunted Iraqis like him by studying the faces of those who emerged from the gates of the Green Zone.


For three years, Yaghdan had avoided the chewers by varying the entry and exit points he used to enter the Green Zone each day, never falling into a pattern. Most days, he switched taxis more than once, wore disguises, and was never dropped off directly in front of his home.





This day, exhausted and hungry, he slipped up.


As he crossed the bridge, he heard a hoarse voice call out his name. “Yaghdan!” Before he could suppress the instinct, he looked up, and in that split second confirmed his identity. Realizing his mistake, he tried to avoid eye contact, but not before his eyes fell upon the familiar face of a neighbor from Street Number 2.


His eyes locked with the menacing glower of his neighbor, and the adrenaline felt cold as it drained into Yaghdan’s gut. In any other country, in any other neighborhood, in any other decade, this would have been an unimportant event. He would have smiled and waved, said hello, shared a smoke, asked about work.


But here, just after five o’clock on the twenty-first day of Ramadan in October 2006—1426 hijri on the Islamic calendar—the alassa opened his jaws wide and chewed him up.





Yaghdan woke early the next morning to the frantic drone of flies; the sound of a feeding frenzy. He opened his front door slowly. At his feet he found a sheet of paper, the kind used in the school workbooks that had been supplied through one of his education initiatives at USAID. He crouched down and picked up the note. Written in blue ink, just below the Date and Subject lines, he read:


“We will cut off your heads, and throw them in the trash . . .”


The buzzing of the flies seemed incomprehensibly loud. He looked up from the letter and settled his gaze on the delicate eye of a small dog. A fly was buzzing around its clouded cornea. Past the upturned ear, he saw the thick cake of blood around the creature’s severed neck.


He walked back inside and set the letter on the table. Haifa was still sleeping. He called to wake her and sat down before the letter. She came in with a groggy smile, read the concern on his face, and then saw the letter. She started to cry. He told her not to open the door for anyone, not to call anyone, not to walk by the windows even once. He wrapped his arms around her, but there was no more comfort to be found in this home.


Yaghdan took the letter and slipped out the front door. The air was foul from the scent of rotting flesh. He picked up the severed dog’s head and dropped it in a pale green trash can in the corner of the courtyard.


He made his way back to the Green Zone. He would ask his American bosses for help. Surely after three years of distinguished service with the US government, they would do something.





Weeks later, in the Al-Mahata neighborhood of Sharjah in the United Arab Emirates, Yaghdan slinked into an Internet café crowded with other Iraqi refugees and drafted a desperate email to me.





PART ONE
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The Johnson brothers, fall 1984.








1.


Jesus and Basketball


The Apology


Every son writes the myth of his father’s greatness and weakness, revising and eliding according to the depth of his own generosity, insecurities, and pride. Mine begins not long after my fifth birthday, when my dad traded a chance at fulfilling his dream of becoming a United States congressman for an apology. My mom once called the apology, which came from the leaders of the Illinois Republican Party, his magic beans.


My father is a man of stubborn principle, useful for nurturing a healthy pride but detrimental to a career in politics. He was not born with the thirst for power, and avoided the grease of Illinois machine politics. But when he was thirty-six, he and my mother sold a small, fallow plot of farmland in the nearby town of Addison to seed an upstart campaign for the Fourteenth Congressional District in the far western suburbs of Chicago. The land was my mom’s inheritance, and its soil carried the sadness of her father’s premature passing, felled at the age of fifty-six by a heart attack after a hard life in the garbage hauling business.


Dad launched the campaign without the blessing of his Republican Party, which barely knew him. The party had its own handpicked man for the district. This was GOP country: take the primary, and you take the seat. Its man, John Grotberg, enjoyed the perks of outside money: campaign flyers glimmering with expensive ink and headquarters in rented office space.


But Dad commanded an army of volunteers who were mostly new to the political process, and they fanned out far and wide. He knocked on door after door, walked up driveways long and short, across farm fields and industrial parking lots and subdivisions, talking with anyone who’d listen, sometimes carrying me piggyback. He was young, energetic, and owned by no party.


In one of my first memories, people are cheering and clapping and jumping with excitement on election night 1984. The Citizens to Elect Tom Johnson had gathered at the Back Door, a restaurant connected to West Chicago’s local bowling alley.


The night was joyous, until its final minutes. He led Grotberg all evening, and as the percentage of reported precincts inched its way closer to 100, a seat in Congress drew within reach of his young hands.


But when the final numbers came in from Kendall County, it slipped away. Grotberg squeaked ahead and clinched the nomination by 662 votes, and the joy drained from the bowling alley restaurant and from many nights and months and years to come. My oldest brother, Soren, then nine, collapsed into tears beside my mom and asked, “How could God let this happen?”


My dad dealt with the loss with stoicism and repression, traits honed and inherited from generations of Swedes. He had gambled a big piece of inheritance on his dream and came tantalizingly close—close enough for it to feel tangible. In the basement war room, he wedged a dolly under each of the filing cabinets, which were swollen from two years of campaign plans, volunteer lists, registration forms, buttons, bumper stickers, and brochures, and wheeled them across the field to the barn, where he stored them in a stall adjacent to the chicken coop. In the general election that fall, Grotberg sailed into office, and my dad returned to the one-story brick building that housed his small law practice and began to move on.


And then, Grotberg suffered a heart attack and slipped into a coma while receiving experimental treatment for cancer, knowledge of which was kept to his inner circle during the campaign. The GOP would hold a special election to fill Grotberg’s seat, and my dad was now the most prominent Republican in the district. The phone began to ring with his supporters, excitedly urging him to put his name on the ballot.


But the Republicans were wary of my dad. He had never taken any money or favors from them and therefore owed them nothing, which granted him an intolerable independence. As the family legend goes, the party convinced Grotberg’s wife to keep him on life support long enough to move their new man into the district. Their new man’s name was Dennis Hastert, a state representative from another district.


My dad’s political organization was reactivated, ready for a race. The filing cabinets were wheeled back into the house, which again buzzed with enthusiastic young volunteers.


But this time the buttons and brochures were worthless. The electorate for a special election was composed not of farmers and the families he had won over in the previous campaign, but of party insiders. A handful of county chairmen, committeemen, and other assorted Republicans held the key to his election—a number even smaller than the narrow margin by which he’d lost to Grotberg.


The Republicans of the Land of Lincoln scorched my father from the field. Their tactic was as simple as it was ancient: they set fire to his reputation, calling my parents John Birchers, far-right loons who were secret members of a secret cult. They whispered that he and my mom had attacked abortion clinics.


The party leadership made it clear that Hastert was its man. In a brief meeting with a senior staffer to Governor Big Jim Thompson, my dad was told, “Tom, forget it. You’re out. It’s never going to happen.” My dad had only one thing that they wanted: his name. They wanted him to withdraw from the ballot, suspend his political operation, and give Hastert his endorsement.


He drove home and told my mom. An anonymous committeeman had just called to ask if she was really a cult member. “Only if the Protestant Evangelical church is a cult!” she cried before hanging up and bursting into tears.


“What are you going to do?” she asked my father.


“The game is fixed, and we’re not the winners.”


The GOP was offering a judgeship and all manner of sinecure if he endorsed, but he had only one demand. In exchange for his withdrawal from the race and endorsement of Hastert, the senior Republican state senator, Pate Philip, and each of the party chairmen had to publicly apologize for the lies that had been spread about him. They would also have to sign a letter to the same effect.


The apology letter was issued. The local newspaper ran a short piece. My dad clipped it out and put it in the filing cabinet. Hastert sailed into office and went on to become the longest-serving Republican Speaker of the House in American history. Pate Philip became president of the Illinois Senate. The others who apologized each went on to control the levers of the party for decades.


The black vines of depression wrapped around my father in the ensuing years, but he held on to his pride, however faintly it burned.


What I Knew


I grew up on a dead-end street that has never seen a tank and never will. We were surrounded by animals, tamed and wild, oftentimes obliged to keep the two apart. We had a small barn in which my older brothers and I tended to the chickens and kept Joe the horse fed and made sure the water in his trough didn’t freeze during winter. When Pepe the goat chewed free from his tether to head-butt the neighbor kids, we had him dehorned and replaced his rope with chain. To fill the coop, we ordered Rhode Island Reds and White Giants and Barred Rocks through the Murray McMurray Hatchery catalog, along with a rooster that my oldest brother named Clucker. The post office called when the chicks arrived, and we brought the large and peeping box home. As they grew, Soren, Derek, and I slept summer nights in the loft above the coop, a BB gun at hand to shoot at groundhogs that burrowed in to steal their feed, or at the fox that shimmied through the groundhog tunnel to feast on the chickens. Soren rigged up a black-and-white TV, and we watched The Twilight Zone while the birds slept.


I was too young to comprehend the impact of the campaign on our family. What I knew of the world’s badness was limited to the snapper turtle lurking in the muck of the pond out back. In the excited company of a brace of White Pekin ducks, my brothers and I paddled around in tiny square boats sawed and hammered and caulked together by our dad, while the fowl gorged on duckweed algae multiplying across the pond’s dark surface. After losing a race one muggy afternoon around the egg-shaped perimeter, I drifted toward the ducks just as one disappeared from the surface with a horrific squeal, dragged to the bottom in the prehistoric jaws of the snapper. The others swam on blithely.


Later that summer, as the sun disappeared behind the towering four-hundred-year-old oak, we spotted the snapper crawling across the yard and ran to get Dad and his rifle. From a great distance, he fired a bullet into the turtle’s jaw. We approached it tentatively and saw blood seeping from a bullet-shaped opening in its carapace. We asked him to show us his marksmanship badge, still pinned to his Vietnam uniform.


We knew that Dad had been in Vietnam, but he kept those years sealed off from us. He never went to the VFW. I heard that before his deployment, he and his antiwar brother bled each other in fistfights over Vietnam, but not much more. Once, when I was eight, he put on his uniform, and mom dug out her wedding dress, and they posed for a picture on their twentieth anniversary.


In a dim hallway in the basement, there’s a picture of him in a Huey helicopter. He’s skinny and smiling. I always thought that he was a helicopter pilot, and imagined harrowing missions over Vietnamese jungles and rivers borrowed from Apocalypse Now, burned-out cigarette wedged at the corner of his swearing mouth.


I didn’t bother asking him about the war when I was young. The picture said enough, and he wasn’t offering up any more.





In the nineties, West Chicago was news. Our little railroad town was aglow in radiation, our bodies sick. For decades, from the 1930s until the 1970s, the Lindsay Light and Chemical Company maintained a Rare Earths Facility on Ann Street in the center of town. My high school was a football toss from its gate.


The plant heap leached thorium from ore for use in gasoline lanterns; the radioactive material gave mantles their glow. The process created a mountain of tailings, so once a month, the gates would swing open to the citizens of West Chicago, who lined up with wheelbarrows for free dirt for their gardens. Radioactivity spread by our own nurturing hands and hoes, our tomatoes and tulips sprouted in toxic soil.


The Lindsay Light Company, which was subsumed into another corporation named Kerr-McGee Chemical Corporation, played its own contaminating role in our little play, dumping thorium, radium, and uranium tailings in Reed-Keppler Park near the public swimming pool, Kress Creek, the sewage treatment plant, and the DuPage River, which ran a silted chocolate color through our backyard. My dad taught us to fish in the shade of the small fishing hole overlooking the river. He hacked it clear each spring and set out little chairs for his three boys, and we reeled in catfish and carp with fat night crawlers on Snoopy poles. When I asked him why we always threw back the fish, he shook his head and said, “Kerr-McGee.”


In the early 1990s, my hometown organized itself against the plant and fought for help. The Thorium Action Group was founded and organized rallies where we chanted “Hell no! We won’t glow!” The governor landed his helicopter on our high school’s football field and promised to rid the town of thorium, which accumulated in our bones and lymph nodes and spurred lung, lymphatic, and pancreatic cancer in our citizens.


Men from the Environmental Protection Agency appeared, tiptoeing with wands and gauges over front yards, backyards, sidewalks, and parks, measuring alpha, beta, and gamma radiation. Some of my friends lost their entire front yards in an afternoon as yellow Caterpillar bulldozers scooped the thorium-laced soil into nearby Dumpsters. Bright orange plastic fencing was put up around the ten-foot-deep craters to keep children from falling in.


Railroad tracks were laid to the Ann Street plant, upon which hopper cars trundled away our contamination—twenty-one million cubic feet in all—to a government storage facility in the mountains of Utah. The town’s opera house, an anomaly in our blue-collar burg, a half block from the Tastee-Freez, had once been a laboratory for Kerr-McGee; after repeated attempts to rid it of radiation, its foundation gave in. The building was demolished, and the rubble was piled onto the westbound train.


West Chicago obtained Superfund classification and the pitiable designation as one of the most radioactive cities in America. My parents were involved in the effort. In the midst of the struggle, my dad threw in his name for state representative and won, and when I was eleven, he began commuting to Springfield to represent his district.



Henrietta



In the early 1890s, in the town of Skanninge, southwest of Stockholm, my Swedish great-great-grandfather was making plans to bring his family to America. He laid bricks when it was warm, and when winter came, he threshed wheat, pounding grain in the barn out back. He worked hard, enough to own a home with six apple trees and a gooseberry bush in the front yard, but the work claimed him when his heart gave out in his early forties. Burial was impossible that winter, so my great-great-grandmother had him laid out on a bale of hay until the thaw. The next summer, on May 6, 1893, my eleven-year-old great-grandmother and her sister were put on the City of Berlin, which churned from Gothenburg across the North Sea, with a stop in Liverpool before crossing the Atlantic. She had the words Rockford and Illinois written in a notebook; there she picked strawberries and tomatoes for a few years until she became a servant girl in the homes of rich Chicagoans.


Another great-grandfather came from the northern Dutch farmlands of Groningen in 1913, carried in upon one of the last great waves of immigration. Like the other Dutch in America, he worked in the garbage business, hauling ash and cinder from the belching factories of Chicago. His sons took over the business, which boomed in the worst of times; such is the nature of trash. Shortly after my grandpa Bernie met Henrietta, my grandmother, he began to save for a luxury usually limited to the upper class: a good-looking smile. The dentist yanked his crooked twenty-year-old teeth from his young jaws and inserted a shining pair of dentures just in time for the wedding.


I knew none of these ancestors except for my grandmother Henrietta, who lived next door. She grew up in Dutch Chicago on Ashland Avenue just southwest of the Loop, the daughter of a world-class alcoholic who beat my great-grandmother and in a drunken rage struck one of his sons so hard he went deaf in one ear. Henrietta’s mother was paralyzed by fear during her father’s benders, so my ten-year-old grandmother became a grown-up, locking him out, calling her mother’s parents, gathering the siblings’ clothing and schoolbooks, and herding the whole family away from Jake. The last anyone heard of my great-grandfather, sometime in the 1940s, he was living in what was then Chicago’s skid row, on Lower Wacker Drive. No one knows where this failed root of the family tree is buried, and no one in our family names their kids Jake.


Henrietta married Bernie, a teetotaler, managed the books for Van Der Molen Disposal, and left Chicago for the western suburbs, where she had six kids. When Bernie died of a heart attack in his early fifties, he left behind a garbage hauling empire that stretched throughout Chicagoland.


When my grammie, a devout Evangelical Christian, was widowed at fifty without great financial worries, she looked to how she could help others. She was fiercely pro-life, and opened her home to forty-six pregnant women whose boyfriends had skittered off or whose families had kicked them out of the house. She fed them, paid their bills, and held their hands while they delivered. When I was little, I thought that only pregnant women were babysitters.


Henrietta then became involved in helping refugees, opening her home to twenty-seven Russians, Ukrainians, and Hmong from Southeast Asia. I never wandered next door without hearing a new language.


Having missed out on the kind of sheltered and burden-free childhood that led others to college, my grammie valued travel over any other form of education. She and Bernie had blazed through the world, snapping pictures of Abu Simbel and Upper Egypt in the fifties before Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser built the dam; Baghdad and Tehran in the sixties; Addis Ababa in the seventies—nearly eighty countries in all.


After my grandpa died, she continued her travels, with a plan to take each of her grandchildren somewhere in the world. When my oldest brother, Soren, was fifteen, she brought him to the Soviet Union. Upon his return, he enrolled in a Russian language class at the nearby community College of DuPage and then went off to pursue a degree in Russian studies in college. My other brother, Derek, started studying Spanish after a trip to Guatemala and Ecuador.


While the sound of Russian instruction tapes blared from Soren’s room, I lay on my bed and stared up at a poster of Michael Jordan affixed to the ceiling. By junior high, I had only one dream in life: to go pro and play in the National Basketball Association. I spent hours each afternoon practicing free throws, running lines, praying to Jesus to make me taller, quicker, and stronger. I wore out shoes each summer, attended Crusader Basketball Camp at nearby Wheaton College, blew my allowance on basketball cards, and wallpapered my room with blurry posters from Kmart that shouted Barkley and Shaq in massive block letters.


Only I was short, pudgy, and slow. But with God on my side, though, I’d work around these deficiencies, so I practiced my jump shot at the hoop by the barn while Joe the horse grazed.


The eighth-grade coach cut me. Even Jordan was cut once, I figured, and spent the summer before high school practicing with maniacal intensity, fantasizing about my jersey number. A few weeks into high school, Coach Adamczyk cut me from the freshman team. When Kevin Brewer saw his name on the cut list, he shook and then erupted into a spasm of tears so intense that Coach A said, “Okay, okay, Kevin!” and added him to the roster.


I waited until I was back in my room to cry, and tore down the posters, boxed up the basketball cards, and threw out the Chicago Bulls T-shirts. A few nights later, I sat down my parents in the living room and announced that I was renouncing my ambitions to go pro. I didn’t know where my plans would take me, I said, but I knew my future no longer included basketball. They mustered a serious-enough “Well, okay then, Kirk, we’ll stand behind you no matter what you end up doing.” Years later, they confessed to laughing once I was safely out of earshot.


I found myself exiled into an unfamiliar landscape: no hoops, no trading card stores, no new Air Jordans to save up for, no interest in stats or trades or play-offs or buzzer beaters. The river of worthless shit for which I once pined pooled off into cartons and trash cans and ran dry.


I turned sullen. My patient mother bore the brunt of my angst while Dad was in session down in Springfield. On occasion, I’d ride with him and serve as a page, fetching ham-and-cheese sandwiches for other members and for his office mate, a Democrat named Rod Blagojevich, but they were mostly lousy tippers. Across the rotunda, Barack Obama was also starting out as a state senator.





Into this haze of adolescent defeat sailed my grammie, who pulled her tiny Buick Century into the driveway and honked.


“Got a proposal for you, guy. Howja like to go to Egypt with me this Christmas?”


I shrieked yes and ran inside to tell my brothers.


I marked down the days until the TWA flight direct to Cairo on December 20 and memorized the itinerary. After exploring Cairo and Giza, we could cruise up the Nile toward Upper Egypt, stopping at the ruins of Edfu, Esna, Luxor, Karnak, and Abu Simbel.


Within days of arriving, I forgot about basketball. I was entranced by the sound and appearance of Arabic. I constructed a new image of myself as an archaeologist, expert in techniques of construction and burial, hieroglyphs, and the brutal mythology of Osiris, Isis, Horus, and the villain Set, transcribed by the ibis-headed Thoth. I went weak-kneed at the National Museum of Antiquities in Cairo’s Tahrir Square.


Grammie and I returned to West Chicago in the dead of winter. On the ride home from the airport, I excitedly asked my parents if I could start studying Arabic and Egyptology. I wasn’t old enough to drive but would soon have a learner’s permit, so I called up the University of Chicago’s Oriental Institute, which agreed to let me sit in on Egyptology classes the coming summer. At the nearby community College of DuPage, where Soren began his Russian studies, I found a listing for a night course in beginner’s Arabic.


When my mom picked me up from the first Arabic class, I was near tears. Only one other person had signed up, and college policy set the minimum enrollment at three. Unless someone else enrolled by the following week, the course would be canceled.


The next day, my mom enrolled. I was still adolescent enough to be embarrassed to sit next to her in class, so I sat behind her and beamed as the teacher began to demystify the Arabic script. Although she paid for the spot, my mom never came to class after that. Even though she has more degrees than I do, she still jokes about being a community college dropout. When I exhausted the community college’s offerings in the fall of my junior year, I started taking the train two nights a week into Chicago, where I studied with a tutor my mom had found at the Egyptian consulate general.


School changed for me. I traded less in the nervous stock market of popularity and felt as though I had a separate life that none of my classmates understood. The basketball team posted some of the worst records in the school’s history. The summer before my senior year, I applied to study at the Arabic Language Institute at the American University in Cairo and skipped my high school graduation ceremony to board a plane back to Cairo for intensive studies. I was seventeen.


War


Abu Khaizaran is a smuggler. Three men, Abu Qais, Marwan, and Assad, are stagnating in a Palestinian refugee camp in Lebanon, and have paid him to secrete them into Kuwait, where they heard there is work. Abu Khaizaran drives a water tanker. He drains the tank and loads his human freight into the back. They drive through Iraq toward the Shatt al-Arab, where the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers meet for a brief moment before tumbling into the gulf. While the truck idles in the inferno of summer, the Kuwaiti border guards give Abu Khaizaran a stack of forms to complete. The paperwork seems endless. Afterward, he sprints back to his truck, worried about his human cargo, and drives down the road into Kuwait before unlatching the seal to the tank. With great effort, he dumps their extinguished bodies alongside an empty stretch of the highway and tries to comfort himself with a thought: If I leave them here, someone will find them in the morning. As he climbs back into his truck, his remorse hardens into anger and blame: Why didn’t they knock? Why didn’t they call out? Why?


I had never read a book so closely in my life. The task of translating Ghassan Kanafani’s Rijal fi’il-shams, or Men in the Sun, was the culmination of my Arabic studies at the University of Chicago under Farouk Mustafa, a renowned translator of Arabic fiction. His voice was graveled from decades of Marlboros but still boomed with satisfaction or disapproval over the choices we made with words.


I devoured the university’s Arabic courses while working on a degree in Near Eastern studies, the antiquated term used by British imperialists when discussing what we now call the Middle East. I spent the summer before my senior year studying the Syrian dialect in Damascus, and when I returned home, I hadn’t yet finished unpacking on the morning of 9/11.


When I returned to campus, it seemed as though everyone was carrying a first-year Arabic textbook. Before the attacks, the typical introductory course had maybe twelve students. Now the university was struggling to accommodate more than a hundred new registrants. Within months of the attacks, the Central Intelligence Agency and National Security Agency sent recruiters to campus.


I was one of a small number of Caucasians who had reached an advanced level in the language. I agreed, more out of curiosity than any ambition, to be flown to Fort Meade, Maryland, to test at the NSA. In a dimly lit room in the basement of the building, I sat in a cubicle with a cassette player, headphones, a few sheets of blank paper, and a pencil on the desk before me. I listened to the cassette and translated a discussion in Arabic about a dispute between Syria and Iraq over the water rights of the Euphrates. A few weeks later, they sent a letter offering me a job as an analyst. I declined it without much thought. I hadn’t studied the language to sit in a depressing government building, translating snippets of conversation between people I’d never know.


After graduating in 2002, I left for a Fulbright scholarship in Egypt to study political Islamist “pulp” writings: cheap tracts and treatises sold throughout the streets of Cairo and the Middle East. Nobody in the United States was paying much attention, but these books were the most widely read in the region, written by uneducated but earnest laymen.


I was supposed to spend the year reading and analyzing these books, but as soon as I arrived, I found myself unable to focus on anything but the imminent war in Iraq. I started moonlighting as an intern at the New York Times’s Middle East bureau, where I translated the headlines from the Arabic newspapers each morning for the bureau chief. By the winter, the office was swelling with reporters who were coming into the region ahead of the invasion. I ran measuring tape around the heads of correspondents to order the right-sized helmets and booked their reservations at the Al-Rasheed Hotel in Baghdad. The major Arabic daily paper, Al-Hayat, ran a map of the region showing big arrows pointing to the probable points of invasion and listed the individual commitments made by each nation in the “Coalition of the Willing.” Iceland deployed two soldiers. Kazakhstan sent twenty-nine. Tonga contributed fifty-five.


I opposed the war on fairly simple grounds. Saddam Hussein was among the most isolated and reviled dictators on earth. Yet America’s rush to depose him triggered some of the largest antiwar protests in history and turned long-standing allies against us. If we could not convince like-minded nations of the justness of our cause, we ought to have been humble enough to reconsider the case we were making. Instead, prowar neocons grunted with crotch-grabbing tribalism: skeptics were called sissies, french fries were renamed, and the country backed itself into war.


Many of my friends and professors who had opposed the war were horrified when I told them I wanted to go to Iraq. They believed that no good fruit could spring from a rotten tree, but I felt that despite the unjust rationale for the war, it was unethical to ignore the just and critical efforts to rebuild the country. I was also sick of relying solely upon other sources like newspapers and think-tank denizens to decipher what was happening.


Shortly after the fall of Baghdad, I read an article about the US government’s woeful lack of Arabic-speakers in Iraq. I thought I might be able to contribute something and began to apply for jobs in the nascent reconstruction effort. Although I had seven years of Arabic studies behind me, nobody called back: the first year of the war was staffed by the true believers, and my New York Times internship likely flagged my résumé in an unfavorable way. And so I waited.





2.


Yaghdan


Years of War


Yaghdan was born into a year of violence, and since 1977, there has been a year of war for each year of peace. Years of peace are used to prepare for more war. On September 8, 1977, his mother delivered him in the Elwia Hospital near their home in Adhamiya, a predominantly Sunni neighborhood on the west bank of the Tigris in central Baghdad.


He was an infant during one of the first major Shi’a uprisings in modern Iraq. The ruling Sunni Ba’ath Party was caught off guard when the Shi’a rioted during their annual Ashura procession from Najaf to Karbala’. Thirty thousand Shi’ites protested against their marginalization in the Iraqi government. The response was brutal: more than two thousand were arrested, including many senior Shi’a clerics. A special court sentenced eight clerics to death and imprisoned others. Remaining Shi’a leaders fled, not to return for twenty-five years, among them future prime minister Nouri al-Maliki.


As Yaghdan was learning to speak, Saddam Hussein, already the de facto leader of Iraq with President Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr ailing, formalized his authority with a brutal flourish. On July 22, 1979, he assembled the Ba’ath Party leadership and ordered a camera to record the reading of a list of sixty-eight traitors. Soldiers dragged each man from the room after his name was read; it is rumored that the shots of execution were heard inside the hall. A year later, Hussein began an eight-year war with Iran, a conflict that ranks among the most blood-soaked offered up by the twentieth century. When Yaghdan was in first grade, the sirens wailed whenever Iranian fighter pilots raced in low and fast to bomb Baghdad.


His father hailed from Najaf, where most of the extended family still lived. He was a primary school teacher but took advanced degrees in child psychology and was eventually drafted into the Iraqi Ministry of Education in Baghdad to develop curricula. He was not an ideologue, and his coolness toward Ba’ath Party machinations was noticed by both his supervisors and subordinates. As the war intensified, when Yaghdan was seven and obsessed with English-language cartoons like Tom and Jerry and Casper the Friendly Ghost, party members regularly dropped by the home in search of his father, hoping to conscript him into the Jaysh al-Sha’abi, the Popular Army. They wanted to send him to the front lines, where bodies piled and lethal gas clouded, but his dad managed to evade them until the war’s end.


Mired in a resource-draining war, Iraq’s infrastructure—refineries, power plants, water treatment centers, dams, and roads—grew brittle, along with the public’s tolerance for Saddam Hussein’s rule. Saddam wanted new and better technology and reoriented Iraq away from the Soviet bloc and toward the West, particularly America. He invited US firms like Bechtel to carry out massive infrastructure projects to solidify relations with the West, which gladly threw its support behind him as a check against the Iranian revolutionary government.


And then there was no more war with Iran. Eight of the first ten years of Yaghdan’s life had been punctured by missile fire. On 8-8-88, the date of the cease-fire, Iraqis pooled into the streets to celebrate. He was in sixth grade. No longer would the futile war suck the youth from the cities and the men from their families. But the triumphant monuments to war that Saddam erected throughout the country were not enough to obscure the true cost: at least one hundred thousand dead, three hundred thousand wounded, and a material loss to the nation’s coffers of a staggering $435 billion, a significant portion of which was bankrolled by Kuwait.


Two years and a month passed before Saddam reignited the engine of war. The Kuwaiti government had refused to forgive the debt, so the Iraqis invaded and took more from them. Cars were driven north, gold seized, the nation looted, and, in twenty-four hours, Kuwait became Iraq’s nineteenth province. Though driven by economic desperation, the war—more an aftershock—was presented to the Iraqi people as a form of anticolonial justice. The British had carved out Kuwait from its rightful place in Iraq, and now Saddam aimed to take it back.


The West recoiled, and a coalition was formed. American troops were loaded onto airplanes and ships, and within six months more than half a million troops were positioned for war.


On January 16, 1991, America started a six-week program of bombardment in advance of ground troops. Once Iraqi military targets were destroyed, the United States targeted the nation’s infrastructure, hitting power plants, water, and roads, and setting back industrial production to levels last seen in the 1960s. Gone to rubble went the Bechtel projects and others carried out by the West only a few years earlier. One senior administration official admitted that the targeting of key infrastructure—bombing seven of Iraq’s eight dams to ruin access to clean water, for example—was a deliberate plan to increase “postwar leverage.” Potable water vanished with the power, and access to food became unreliable. Disease spread, and sewage flowed untreated.


The tide of Iraqi soldiers receded from Kuwait nearly as quickly as it had flooded in. On February 15, George H. W. Bush addressed the Iraqi public on Voice of America: “There is another way for the bloodshed to stop: and that is, for the Iraqi military and the Iraqi people to take matters into their own hands and force Saddam Hussein, the dictator, to step aside, and then comply with the United Nations’s resolutions and rejoin the family of peace-loving nations.” A CIA-funded radio station in Saudi Arabia, Voice of Free Iraq, reinforced this message by broadcasting a speech from a high-ranking defector in the Iraqi military: “Rise to save the homeland from the clutches of dictatorship so that you can devote yourself to avoid the dangers of the continuation of the war and destruction. Honorable sons of the Tigris and Euphrates, at these decisive moments of your life, and while facing the danger of death at the hands of foreign forces, you have no option in order to survive and defend the homeland but to put an end to the dictator and his criminal gang.”


The Shi’a community again rose up, believing that the American president would support it. Cities throughout the south—Najaf, Karbala’, Basrah—soon fell to local rebels, but Saddam was prepared, maintaining his Republican Guard for such scenarios. “La shi’a ba’d al-yawm”—“No more Shi’a after today”—was spray-painted onto the side of their tanks.


Within weeks, the rebels were crushed. Fifty thousand Shi’a refugees fled to Saudi Arabia, others to Iran, and still others to the swampy marshlands in the south of Iraq. In the north, the Kurds also revolted, but retaliation was swift and complete. Hundreds of thousands fled across the border into Turkey and Iran, blistering with a feeling that the American president had just turned his back on the uprising he had encouraged.


After the rebels had been turned into refugees, the UN passed a Security Council resolution creating no-fly zones in the north and south, but tens of thousands were already dead.


Sanctions were imposed in order to extract good behavior from Saddam. Before Iraq would be permitted to import freely, Saddam would have to repay the Kuwaitis, give up his missile capacity and weapons of mass destruction, and cease the repression of his citizens.


And so the economic siege of Iraq began, when Yaghdan was thirteen.


Sanctions


Following his previous wars, Saddam had drilled money from the deep pools of oil below Iraq’s blood-soaked crust to clear the rubble and repair infrastructure. After the Gulf War, though, the international community declared Iraqi oil off-limits and banned the importation of chlorine, vaccines, tractors, fertilizer, and anything else that could be converted to military ends. Pepsi was banned, wheat and sugar imports cut. The sanctions committee found danger in the most quotidian needs: a pencil has lead, lead can be used for war, and so pencils were banned. In one of the more ostentatious breaches of the embargo, a convoy of Jordanian trucks sped across the border to ferry millions of pencils into Iraq.


If Saddam could be prevented from rebuilding, the Americans argued, his country would turn on him. The more that Iraqi civilians were deprived of basic services, the greater the loss to the legitimacy of his rule, and the more leverage the United States would have in its dealings with him. It was a simple equation.


The drop in oil production—85 percent, by most accounts—meant that the Iraqi government had less money to import food. Although Iraq was the land of two rivers, it could not feed itself, unable to coax enough food from its soil when its tractors were broken and pesticides and fertilizer were illegal.


A humanitarian crisis developed. The infant mortality rate doubled, due in large part to the proliferation of disease caused by untreated water, a result of the ban on chlorine (which could be used to make explosives). When, in the mid-1990s, the New York Times reported that as many as five hundred thousand Iraqi children had died as a result of the harsh sanctions, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright told 60 Minutes, “The price is worth it.”


Haifa


He had known Haifa only as a friend and classmate from the Physics Department at Baghdad’s Mustansiriyah University. Yaghdan hadn’t seen her since their graduation two years earlier, but when he bumped into her at a mutual friend’s lecture in the summer of 2002, he saw the woman he wanted to marry. He was twenty-five.


Yaghdan had opened a small shop on Sina’a Street with a partner. They sold computers, monitors, and software and repaired broken computers brought into the store, which was just across the street from Al-Technologia University in eastern Baghdad. Business was good, despite the economic throes of his country.


Yaghdan hired Haifa at the shop so that they would have an excuse to be near each other, and their love unfolded steadily over the fall and into the winter, oblivious to the revving sounds of war. They saw no pictures of troops massing at their border and heard no speeches from George W. Bush. The United States had threatened Iraq with war on countless occasions, Yaghdan figured, so if a war came at all, it would probably start and end with a couple cruise missiles and another bombed-out military installation.


Two days before the invasion, they were in the store, taking coffee breaks, making dinner plans with friends. Haifa’s father had heard enough rumors down south in Karbala’ to be convinced, though, and pleaded with his daughter to leave Baghdad. She laughed and said, “There is no war! Are you kidding?”


But Haifa decided to oblige her father and made plans to spend that last afternoon with Yaghdan. They strode around the Mansour district. He bought her ice cream, and the Egyptian pop singer Amr Diab’s song “Ana ‘Aish” warbled from the window of a passing car. They joked about her anxious father. There was no gravity to their good-bye that night; Yaghdan knew he’d see her in a couple days, after the war had come and gone.


On March 19, 2003, Haifa drove an hour south to Karbala’ and teased her father about his “war.” Yaghdan and his parents passed a normal evening in their small home on Street Number 2 in the al-Jihad neighborhood in western Baghdad. They had a dinner of rice and fish and went to bed.





Hours later, bombs tore apart the city and burned the night sky in the early morning of the twentieth. At first Yaghdan hoped it was only a demonstration strike, but the bombs fell all night, and in the morning there were more. He felt his ears about to burst and worried that his parents would perish, if not by the bombs, then by heart attacks. At around ten o’clock, the bombers relented, but for how long, he didn’t know. He ran out to the driveway and checked their Volkswagen Passat. There was a half tank, more than enough to get them to Najaf if the roads were in one piece.


There was smoldering rubble everywhere, columns of smoke rising from Baghdad. The road out of the city was a mess, thronged with dazed Iraqis piled into cars and trucks and walking alongside the highway, heading anywhere away from the Shock and Awe. Yaghdan had grown accustomed to bombs: there was once a time when his country was not at war with the world, but all he knew was that every few years, the skies over Iraq opened up and showered ruin.


But now, just as he was starting to grasp the edges of a life for himself as a young man—a steady business and a woman who loved him—here it came again. The electricity vanished in an instant, followed by Iraq’s antiquated landline telephone network. He had no way of finding out what had happened to Haifa in Karbala’.


In Najaf, he braced for the second night, which passed without attack. He figured that the Americans would not bomb the holy city, but the ferocity of the first day gave him second thoughts. Najaf sits on a hill, so when Yaghdan climbed to the rooftop, he could see American troops, tanks, and Humvees gathering, churning up massive clouds of dust on the outskirts of the city. He heard the sound of a helicopter before he saw it bearing down on him. Alone on the roof, he waved with exaggerated movements at the chopper, which hovered, circled around, watched him. It flew on, over the city, in search of indications of resistance.





June approached. The Americans had taken Baghdad. Iraqi policemen and soldiers, once iron fixtures of his life in Baghdad, had melted away in the first hours of the war. Looting was rife. Government buildings were stripped of their veins of copper piping and any fixtures of value. Cars were stolen and shops emptied. Old feuds were settled.


Yaghdan wanted to return to Baghdad to protect his business. He drove back north, leaving his father in Najaf.


He and his business partner, Mohammad, reopened the computer store with zeal. Yes, there were looters and a breakdown of order in Baghdad, they reasoned, but the American troops would soon settle and take control. He found Americans everywhere in the streets and could tell when they were lost, offering them directions.


There were plenty of reasons to be optimistic in June 2003. He had heard through a mutual friend that Haifa was safe and would return to Baghdad soon. His shop hadn’t been looted, and the fall of the regime meant the end of sanctions, allowing him to import new technology and computers without submitting to a review board. He and Mohammad talked with excitement about the coming year, when American companies would surely return to Iraq. He heard that the Bechtel Corporation was returning to build power plants and repair their infrastructure. They’d have better electricity, cleaner water, and a free economy. The Americans would leave in a year, he thought, just as they had after rebuilding Kuwait.


On Sina’a Street, Baghdad’s high-tech boulevard, business was coming back. New technology flooded into Iraq, and suppliers ferried crates of computers and monitors down the street to vendors.


At the end of the workday on his third Thursday back in Baghdad, Yaghdan and Mohammad locked the outer door to the shop. Yaghdan carried a white plastic bag stuffed with the week’s receipts, which he intended to tally up over the weekend.


Mohammad started his car, a white Toyota Crown sedan, but it was sweltering inside, so he got back out and left the doors open to air it out. Yaghdan leaned against the hood of the car, the receipt bag around his wrist.


With a wail of engines and screeching tires, a black BMW and another Toyota skidded up onto the curb alongside them. Their doors flew open and six men poured out. They carried weapons: four AK-47s and two 9 millimeters.


Without exchanging a word, they began pummeling Mohammad, who lunged back into the car in a futile effort to escape. They dragged him out and told him to hand over the keys. Three men surrounded Yaghdan, who shouted, “Why are you doing this?” A gunman approached him. He was short, at least six inches shorter than Yaghdan. When he reached for the plastic bag, Yaghdan shoved him away.


Yaghdan fell to the ground. Someone had shot him in the leg, right through his kneecap. The short gunman yanked the bag of worthless receipts from around his wrist, jumped into Mohammad’s sedan, and sped off.


As he lay there, he thought he was a dead man. A bullet through the knee was not necessarily lethal, but everyone knew that the hospitals were in dire shape. In addition to being looted, they had run out of blood and medication from treating those wounded during the invasion. Doctors were scarce.


The sun was unforgiving. Cars and trucks drove by. A neighboring shop owner raced out and saw a puddle of blood forming around Yaghdan, who lay there quietly.


An ambulance arrived forty-five minutes later, and the pool of red had turned into a small pond. Medics hoisted him onto a stretcher and sped off. Soon someone came by with a bucket of water to wash his blood from the sidewalk.





Yaghdan found that he was not as patient as he liked to think. He still hadn’t seen Haifa, and wondered if she and her family were okay. Under strict orders from the surgeon not to move without his crutches, he sat in the corner of the living room in his home, tormented by boredom and heat, which made the skin under his cast itch.


He didn’t know who had shot him, but didn’t even bother calling the police. There were none to call. He could hobble out and locate some American soldiers, but what would he tell them? What could they do?


His impatience churned with frustration until he decided the surgeon must be wrong and it was okay for him to walk, just four weeks after his knee was shot to bits. He stood up without the crutch and felt something tear apart in his knee. He fell back into his chair and called an ambulance, which arrived after two hours to shuttle him back to the operating room.





Yaghdan’s cell phone rang loudly from the other room. Summer was easing into fall, and his knee was finally on the mend. He hobbled on his crutches to take the call from Mohammad, who updated him on business. He mentioned in passing that Haifa had come back to work, and Yaghdan’s mind raced happily. “I think I’ll try coming in soon,” he said, trying to mask the excitement in his voice.


In the three months since he was shot, Iraq had fallen quite ill, stricken by an insurgency that seemed to be equal parts criminal enterprise (kidnapping for ransom, hijacking cargo trucks) and anti-American uprising, fueled by a widening furor over America’s inability to restore order.


In the beginning of the war, he and his parents saw massive helicopters carrying tanks and Humvees—sometimes two Humvees suspended from a single helicopter. It was just a matter of time, they believed, before they would see generators hanging from the helicopters.


But the summer passed, and the electricity was weaker than ever. Sewage pooled in the streets, which teemed with US soldiers who never had any answers for the Iraqis who came up to ask about the power and water.


Even though it was September, the house was a furnace. He turned the faucet handle to splash some water on his face, but nothing came out. He didn’t care: today he would finally go back to work, to see her. He locked the house door behind him and hobbled past the garden that his mom once tended. There was little hope for the flowers this year, but still they sprouted, sickly but alive.


He lowered himself into the Passat. He could still drive with his good right leg. There were several checkpoints that had sprung up between his house and Sina’a Street, one run by American soldiers, the others by Iraqis. What was once a fifteen-minute drive now took over an hour, but he would not be fazed. He smiled as he handed his identity card to the American soldier and said, “How are you today?” Startled, the soldier smiled, handed back his papers, and waved him through.


He saw Haifa’s eyes flash with happiness when he walked into the shop. Yaghdan tried to make small talk with the other employees, but he spent most of his time with her. They made plans to see each other the next day.


As thrilled as he was to see her, he wrestled with the realization that between the checkpoints and the throbbing pain in his leg, he was not yet ready to return to work.





An American organization, Creative Associates International, was looking for Iraqi employees. The recipient of a $62 million contract to revitalize Iraq’s schools, the company was hiring Iraqis to help on a range of projects. Millions of schoolbooks needed to be drained of Saddam and Ba’ath Party ideology and reprinted. Over a million schoolbags were filled with pencils, pads of paper, and calculators and given to every Iraqi child. Tens of thousands of teachers were trained.


Suhair, a friend of Yaghdan’s from the university, had started working with Creative. She called Yaghdan and recruited him for a massive data-entry project compiling the results of a countrywide survey about the needs of Iraq’s schools. He planned to work for the Americans from home for a couple months until he could return to Sina’a Street to run the computer shop.


But he soon began to see how his work was impacting the lives of his fellow Iraqis. He felt that he could do more good with the Americans than with his computer business, so what started as a temporary job became full-time. When he was well enough to walk without crutches, he began commuting to work at the Creative Associates compound in the Karrada neighborhood of Baghdad, just across the Tigris from the Green Zone.


The well of Yaghdan’s optimism was filling once again. Although he walked with a slight limp, his knee had healed. Haifa was back in his life, and they had begun talking about marriage.


He went to Haifa’s father and asked for his blessing. The wedding took place in January 2004. Haifa moved into his home on Street Number 2, and the pair lived happily alongside his parents.





Eight months later, in the fall of 2004, officials at USAID, which oversaw the Creative Associates contract, noticed Yaghdan’s work. He accepted their offer of a job working directly for the US government at the agency’s compound in the heart of the Green Zone.
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Incoming
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A SHORT GUIDE TO IRAQ
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