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Foreword

In the fall of 2011, Barack Obama declared that the United States would bring all American troops home by the end of the year. I watched the news with a sense of relief. It would be the end of a nearly nine-year military engagement that cost the lives of 4,400 troops and degenerated into a civil war that killed around one hundred thousand Iraqis. As he delivered his statement, I remembered the tears of General Petraeus. In November of 2003, Petraeus was the head of the 101st Airborne Division in Mossul. I met him at a service commemorating the death of seventeen soldiers killed in the collision of two helicopters hit by a rocket-propelled grenade. The general was overwhelmed by sorrow. Though his soldiers probably did not approve of the display, I found it incredibly moving. Here was a man on the brink of climbing to the top of the U.S. military ladder—thereby condoning all of his country’s operations—openly and trenchantly lost in his grief. He stood over the crowd like a Cassandra in waiting, a man broken by the death of his soldiers, and perhaps by the specter of their future in Iraq.

During all these years that I have spent covering this unending war, I have certainly been moved to grief. I watched the violence spiral out of control and upon each return trip to this battered nation, realized that many of the people I had met on my previous journeys, of whose hospitality I had partaken, whose stories I had shared, had not survived the escalating conflict. After nearly a decade, what has been the result of Operation Iraqi Freedom? Can Obama rightfully echo his predecessor in saying “mission accomplished?” Even a brief glance over today’s Iraq must inspire a resounding “no.” The insurgency continues to flare all over the country. The Sunnis, a minority who once had power under Saddam Hussein, now resent the domination of the Shia majority. Mr. Maliki’s government arrested more than six hundred people after being warned by the new transition council in Libya that former members of Saddam Hussein’s army were plotting a coup. For the Shia leader, the Libyan tip had given him an excuse to arrest his political opponents and strengthen his own status.

Al Qaeda in Mesopotamia is still in full operation, with new activity almost every week. It has issued warnings about launching attacks to avenge the death of Osama bin Laden. They have not been, unfortunately, empty promises—suicide bombings, IEDs, and indiscriminate killings happen with such frequency in Baghdad, Tikrit, and elsewhere, that these events are no longer front page material. Most damningly, the very thing that the United States wanted to accomplish above all else in Iraq—democracy that would then spread to the rest of the region—has become a hopeful reality everywhere … except in Iraq. After the beginning of the Arab Spring in February, demonstrations demanding a better government rippled around Iraq too. The Iraqi youth had little faith in this so-called democratic government backed by the United States. The demonstrations, in an echo of their sister protests from around the Middle East, were harshly quashed by the security forces.

Ironically, the U.S. intervention, by bringing the Shia majority to power, reinforced the primacy of American enemies in the region—extremist factions are now out in greater force in Lebanon, Syria, Iran, and Iraq. The occupation and power shift strengthened the antagonism between the Sunnis and the Shias in a relationship that was already famously treacherous, and set the table for ever-escalating violence. It is very difficult to predict the outcome of this new geopolitical situation.

Today, as democratic fever reaches across the Arab world, one cannot stop wondering: Could all of these senseless deaths and the civil war that followed Operation Iraqi Freedom have been prevented? If Saddam had been toppled by his own people, like Qaddafi in Libya or Ben Ali in Tunisia, would things be different? Maybe not. Maybe the bloodshed would have been even greater. We have yet to see how the Arab Spring will play out in the long term. I just returned from the Syria-Lebanon border, where a group of defectors, known as the Free Syrian Army, is fighting guerrilla-style against Assad’s regime in a series of skirmishes that could explode into civil war. In the Middle East, every regime change has the potential to become bloody.

The result of the first free election in Tunisia and the success of the Islamic party, Ennhada, is also a matter of concern for those who saluted the democratic uprising. In Tunisia, where, despite the dictatorship, women held near equal status in society, the same women who fought for their country’s freedom from tyranny are now concerned for their personal liberty. In Egypt, Christians continue to be harassed and killed in spite of the regime change. And in Libya, the transition council called for an Islamic government that would implement Sharia law across the country, a potentially dangerous prologue to an equally closed regime.

In the end, though, none of these concerns justify an operation carried out in blind vengeance against a country that never contained its stated target. The War in Iraq irrevocably changed the perception and reputation of the United States throughout the world. This war was ultimately a sad episode of American history. We can only hope that the story doesn’t get worse, that the withdrawal of the troops doesn’t bring more violence and oppression of minority factions. The Middle East is poised on the brink of a sea change. The world has already witnessed both extraordinary courage and extraordinary cruelty in the string of regime changes that have shifted the face of the region. Iraq, now an open wound in the midst of a world in flux, cannot bear any more violence.

—Sara Daniel
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Introduction

VERY SIMPLY, it was on the infamous day of September 11, 2001, that I became a war correspondent, much to the dismay of my family, who had long hoped that I would find a path less fraught with danger.

This said, I come from a family of journalists — my father had founded one of the most important and prestigious weekly magazines in France, Le Nouvel Observateur, and for many years my mother had been a press photographer — so that I grew up thinking I would never follow any other profession than journalism of one kind or another. When I was a child, I thought that going to work meant going to the newspaper or magazine every day on a normal working schedule, except that on Tuesdays, when you put the issue to bed, you came home at four in the morning. It seemed perfectly normal to me, on those rare occasions when I was allowed to stay up late to watch the magazine being printed, to see in the corridors the pallid, bleary-eyed journalists, whose very lives seemed to be hanging in the balance as they pondered one last time their prose, to make sure it was as good and as tight as they could make it. My childhood was thus steeped in the clatter of the telex machines, the typefaces one saw at the printer’s, the weekly editorial meetings, the roar of the presses. It took me a long time to realize that children did not go running off to places where revolutionaries were holding their clandestine meetings or to interview Arab or African chiefs. Nor did I grow up with a blind belief in the importance of the military. On the contrary. My father was a war correspondent covering the colonial wars of the 1960s as North Africa was rising up in rebellion against the French, during which he was shot in the leg. As a result, he went through life with one leg shorter than the other, and I always thought of him as an eternal convalescent. As I was growing up, the sight of that scar and the endless stories he told and retold impressed me no end: very early on, I realized that war reporters risked their lives, and that real danger, and real wounds, were not just something that happened in the movies.

Growing up, I was also fascinated by the German Occupation and the tales of the people who fought in the Resistance. Although I knew of the period only from books, that strange and difficult time obsessed me. If I had lived then, would I have ratted under torture? Would I have sacrificed myself for my comrades? Vaguely but surely, I felt that I was not meant to be living in this tepid, egotistical period.

As a student, I stamped my feet with impatience as I watched, day by day, the Soviet Union crumble. I remember, too, watching on television a good-looking French journalist in Romania, Patrick Bourrat, who was covering the execution of Ceaucescu. How I wished that I could have been there! And for the first time the idea that I too might some day be a war correspondent crossed my mind: I felt it physically, telling myself I had to make it happen. Some years later, I learned that Patrick had been killed at the start of the Iraq war, struck by an American tank in Kuwait….

My real start as a journalist was in the United States, a country I came to love, where I felt free for the first time, unfettered by the restrictive hierarchies of my native France. My first stint was as an intern at the Washington Post; later I was a stringer for a number of French and Canadian media companies, then a full-fledged correspondent for the Nouvel Observateur. I wanted to see everything. I crisscrossed the country from one end to the other for more than three years, covering such disparate events as the upheavals and heated debates over affirmative action; the O. J. Simpson trial; the fallout from the Clinton/Monica Lewinsky scandal. Most vividly I remember that day in April 1995 when, stationed in front of the prison in a small town near Oklahoma City, I saw Timothy McVeigh, handcuffed and manacled, pass only a few feet from where I was standing, as the assembled throng booed and hissed. A few days earlier, he had committed the bloodiest terrorist act on American soil that this country had ever known. During that same period I spent a great deal of time studying and writing about right-wing American militias, both in the forests of Arkansas and in their camps in Minnesota. What I recall especially about them was their unmitigated paranoia, based on the Ku Klux Klan. Not only were they obsessed about the American political scene, they were equally fanatic in their hatred of the United Nations, much as another kind of fanatic would be, years later in Iraq. These American “outsiders” reminded me strikingly both of the Islamic fundamentalists I would meet when I began to specialize in the Middle East, and of the extremist Israeli settlers in Gaza who were also awaiting Armageddon.

On September 11, 2001, I was in Jordan doing a story on the Palestinian refugee camps in Amman. That afternoon, I had decided to go visit the ruins of the ancient city of Petra, which had been deserted since the second Intifada. As I left the site after my visit and headed back to Amman, I began to sense that something extraordinary had happened. First of all, there was the man who suddenly emerged from his roadside stall, his voice a mixture of exultation and menace, asking me whether I was pleased or unhappy about what had happened. I had no idea what he was referring to, but when I arrived back in Amman I found the refugee camps exploding with joy. As for the attack itself, I learned the details from the people I had been interviewing, who were using mobile phones to send messages of congratulations to their friends and colleagues throughout the Middle East. As for my interpreter, a young woman whose tight-fitting leotards were not exactly what the Islamic dress code specified, a woman who since my arrival had never missed a chance to praise Osama bin Laden, she was quite simply ecstatic. His daring attacks on the United States homeland, she said, proved once and for all her hero’s superiority.

As for me, a Westerner, I had immediately and automatically been classified as an “enemy” by the same people who only hours before had been only too ready and willing to answer my questions thoughtfully and civilly. Even those who were hesitant about expressing their feelings openly, one sensed, were proud and pleased.

That day I felt the die was cast: my responsibility henceforth would be to try to understand and explain this new world schism, this war of civilizations that had already been taking shape for some time, in a sense before my very eyes, for I had spent a good part of my youth in Arab countries. That knowledge, plus my love for the United States, seemed like an order to investigate and report.

On September 11, 2001, my daughter, Hanna, had just turned two, and yet I had no hesitation about leaving, several months later, for Afghanistan. I knew when I left for this divided and isolated country in the throes of a bloody war that I risked being there quite some time. But if my daughter wondered later on how I could have pulled up stakes and left her behind, to expose myself to such dangers, I would tell her, very simply, that I felt it was my bounden duty. (Though that war had just started, it is still not over as I write.) I would tell her, too, that though it was not a French war, it was a war implicating all of us. Which was why, even after two fellow correspondents with whom I was traveling were killed by Taliban bullets on the northern front, I pushed on to Kabul.

And then came the war in Iraq. How could I not be there? A year before the war started, as I describe in these pages, I went there to witness the celebration of Saddam Hussein’s birthday. Virtually everyone with whom I talked told me, confidentially, how deeply they hoped for and dreamed of an end to this mad, absurd, bloody dictatorship. And it was my belief, when the war began, that it might well succeed, this dream come true. But visit after visit, experience after experience, error after error, failure after failure, as I covered the war for three years almost uninterruptedly, I saw the fatal spiral of violence spinning out of control. And the plague that the Americans had come to eradicate was daily replaced by another, for which the occupiers were completely unprepared. If I have stayed the course all these years, against the better judgment of not only my friends and family but even the French government, it is because, having come this far, I felt it imperative to face, and hopefully understand, the monster that has been created.

This book begins the day I found myself face to face with the assassins of Nicholas Berg, a twenty-six-year-old businessman and the first American citizen to be kidnapped and decapitated in Iraq. Later I had the dubious honor of meeting the man one sees standing to the right of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi in that all-too-famous photograph seen around the world. Together with the American photographer Stanley Greene, I was the only Western journalist to witness the profanation of the bodies of the four American contractors in Fallujah. Before that I spent a week with the men who carried out the attack on the DHL plane in Baghdad. All during this time I was meeting, interviewing, and befriending many American soldiers, from the lowliest private to colonels and generals. As a result, I have had perhaps more than my share of scoops, though I never thought of them as such: my endless peregrinations throughout the country simply brought me into situations that few others have experienced. And wherever I went, all I was trying to do was understand this new century where such crimes as I have seen are possible. All I can say, of this time and this place, is that it is far too filled with superlatives: too much violence, too much barbarity, too much suffering on both sides. In short, too much war. Sadly, so many of the people I met and talked to are now dead, most of them assassinated.

As for understanding, I still cannot grasp what goes on in a man’s head when, in cold blood, he carries out a decapitation, especially when he coolly tells me that he derives “pleasure” from the act. Nor do I comprehend how one can claim to enjoy the prospect of infiltrating a crowd of one’s fellow Arabs and blowing them and oneself up. When, too, did these so-called resistance fighters become terrorists? Questions I can raise more easily than answer.

In Iraq, I had the misfortune to descend into hell and the good luck to come out alive. I can say without exaggeration that, though I have returned alive, I have not returned unscathed, for what I have seen and described is deeply embedded in my heart and mind. Whether we like it or not, this new world of terrorists, men possessed, is our world as well.
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With the Throat Slitters of Fallujah
July 2004


AS A REPORTER COVERING THE WAR IN IRAQ, my goal for the past year had been to enter the insurgents’ capital, Fallujah, forbidden to all foreigners — especially journalists. I wished to interview insurgents in an effort to understand and convey to the world at large what made them do what they did. It was an important if self-imposed assignment. After months of trying, using every military and political contact I had, I had all but given up hope. Nonetheless, with the invaluable help of Muhammad, my devoted Iraqi driver cum guide, who had been obliged to give his entire family’s whereabouts to the insurgents as guarantee, we finally received an “invitation” to the insurgents’ inner sanctum. Fully aware that any mistake on my part would jeopardize Muhammad’s wife, children, and family, Muhammad and I left Baghdad for the infamous city with a sense of victory but also with great trepidation.

“I am responsible for the decapitations of the American agent Nicholas Berg, Kim Sun Il, and the Iraqis who spied on us on behalf of the American enemy,” said the man before me. He was about thirty, had a short black beard, and was wearing a white tunic. Looking directly at me, he delivered this calmly, without my having asked anything. In fact, he was the one asking the questions: “And what do you think of our combat?”

Suddenly fifteen pairs of eyes focused on me. The elite of the extremist guerrillas of Fallujah were hanging on my every word. I pretended to be absorbed in my glass of tea, examining the tiny grains of sugar mixed at the bottom with the dry black leaves that were swelling with water. My face was impassive, but inside I was swearing at myself. What was I doing in Fallujah, the capital of throat slitters, with the temperature 120° in the shade? I knew I had to keep my composure, and I decided to take a little time before answering the question posed by Omar Hadid.

Was I living through my final minutes? I betrayed no emotion.

I had wanted to come here to this most dangerous town in Iraq. For the last ten days I had been thinking of nothing else and had tormented everyone around me with my obsession.

Once the temperature gets above 120° in Iraq, you move with economy; every step is an enormous effort. But every step I had taken for the ten days while I had been running around Baghdad had pointed to the same goal: to find a way to get to the town where Iraqis themselves no longer went. Yan, my partner and the father of my daughter, tired of spending summers apart, had surprised me by buying a ticket to spend a few days with me in Baghdad. He was the only “tourist” in a city where every foreigner is involved in the war in some capacity. He stood out. Everyone must have thought he was a spy. I found his gesture a moving sign of love, and was touched that he wanted to understand and see for himself how I worked and what I did during the long weeks when I was not with him and Hanna. In Baghdad, he was able to come along with me to meet the sheikhs and to the most clandestine guerrilla hideouts. My Fallujah obsession was contagious, and soon Yan shared my fixation on how to get to the forbidden town.

And then, one morning when I no longer expected it, the invitation I had been working so hard for finally arrived. Omar Hadid, al-Zarqawi’s right-hand man in Iraq, head of the Fallujah mujahideen council, had agreed to meet me the next day in Fallujah. I was not yet aware of the close connection between the military leader Hadid and the Jordanian terrorist who had declared his allegiance to Osama bin Laden. I only knew that Hadid was an “eminent” member of the resistance to the occupation and that his headquarters were in the accursed city of Fallujah, capital of the anti-American insurrection, capital of Iraq’s very own Bermuda Triangle.

My Iraqi friends hated all the media hype about this little town, a way station on the road to Jordan. “It’s a provincial town swarming with smugglers,” they kept telling me, when I mentioned I had seen it gradually turn into the epicenter of the jihad against the West. Personally, I had nothing but unpleasant memories of the place. My first time in Fallujah, a year before, I had been chased out of town at gunpoint, and the last time, the American photographer Stanley Greene and I, the only Westerners there that day, found ourselves witnessing with horror the desecration of the bodies of the four American contractors. That nightmare vision still haunts me today.

Since the Americans had laid siege to Fallujah in April 2004, no news had come out, and no one any longer knew what was going on there. Non-native Iraqis made brief and risky visits, like dives into shark-infested waters. For war correspondents, however, living on adrenaline and scoops, Fallujah was the last frontier.

Why was I so eager to go? The fact is, Fallujah with all its dangers represented precisely why I was covering the war, and why — to the distress of my partner — I kept coming back to Iraq. In Fallujah, I knew I would be the first reporter to meet the very man who embodied evil in the eyes of Americans, the devil’s spawn.

So far I had managed to cover and understand both sides of the war. I had been lucky and had often enjoyed rare access to the insurgents, trying always to process and sort out the information I received in the opposing camps. But from the moment the insurgents started using the barbaric tactic of decapitation, my journalistic objectivity faded, leaving me with complete horror and disgust at their archaic fanaticism. What had at first been perceived as resistance had evolved into all-out terrorism. True, barbarism had a way of shifting from one side to another in Iraq. What was unacceptable for one was quickly explained away by the other. But this time, I had come face to face with absolute otherness. These acts could never be justified. Furthermore, how was it possible that Arab intellectuals, no doubt equally disturbed by these acts that risked tainting the entire Muslim world, had not yet come together to speak out against barbarism? The future of the insurgency was now at stake in Fallujah. The town had become a jumping-off point for the restoration of pride among Islamists. My job was to try and understand the gap between two civilizations.

Which of my convictions, prejudices, elements of my identity as a Western woman, I wondered, would I have to surrender in order to understand them?

I must confess that one of the reasons I wanted to go to Fallujah was a perverted kind of laziness. If this interview was successful, I would no longer have to write the banal political analysis of the transfer of power I had tediously been researching in Baghdad for weeks. This on-the-spot report would preempt it.

But now I was also afraid. Very afraid. What had I got myself into! In my Baghdad hotel, the Korean photographer for Time, Cho, pleaded with me every day: Whatever you do, don’t go to Fallujah! He had tried using his contacts in the Iraqi resistance to intercede with the kidnappers of Kim Sun Il for the release of his compatriot, but he had failed and Kim had had his throat slit. Cho was still traumatized.

Sitting around the hotel pool, none of the reporters would utter the name of “the F town,” even though we all knew it was on everyone’s mind. This was especially true after some extremists in Fallujah issued a fatwa authorizing the killing of all foreign reporters. “You’re not going there today? Don’t do anything stupid,” my friends would say. Journalism in Iraq is a merciless business, and although a good reporter is a live reporter, none of them wants to lose out on a scoop.

Like my colleagues, I had originally given up on the idea of going to Fallujah. For ten days Yan and I had danced attendance on sheikhs from Fallujah who had taken refuge in Baghdad, drunk tea with them in the hope of getting a safe-conduct, a password, an invitation. In London a Salafist (reactionary militant) doctor I had met and befriended during the siege of Fallujah in April 2004 had given me letters of recommendation in case I was arrested by jihadis, and cryptic passwords. With tears in his eyes, he too had pleaded with me to abandon my expedition. I’d had no better luck in Baghdad. Since spending a few days earlier on with the insurgents who had carried out the first attack on a civilian aircraft in Iraq, the one belonging to DHL, I had established many contacts with anti-American guerrillas, which made me assume that entering Fallujah would be relatively easy. But no one wanted to help me now. Kidnappings had grown far more frequent; I was politely warned that even my “contact” could not guarantee my safety. Much tougher mujahideen had just taken control of the war against American occupiers. I was on my own.

With the decapitation of Nick Berg, the nature of the war had radically changed. In Fallujah’s total war against the infidel West, there was no time to make distinctions of nationality or sex. And a detailed account of the death of six Shiite drivers cut into pieces called for a political analysis of the new Iraqi government. Not to mention the fact that, one after the other, all the translators I approached, on the chance I might find a way to be invited into the accursed town, categorically refused, despite their need for money. Was I crazy to pursue going to Fallujah?

Only Muhammad, my driver and guide in Iraq throughout the time I had been covering the war, now accompanied me in Baghdad as I made my rounds to find ways to get to Fallujah. He seemed to be even more frustrated than I by our failure. At night, after dropping me off at my hotel, he went on his own trying to stir up his contacts in Fallujah. I pleaded with him to be careful, knowing how dangerous it was for an Iraqi to act as a go-between. His life was in greater danger than mine, and that responsibility frightened me each day a little more.

On July 23, Muhammad and I finally had a lead. Through a complex set of messengers, I sent my Arabic business card to someone identified to me as an associate of the leader of the mujahideen in Fallujah. He carried out the customary checks, and Muhammad told me I had passed the test. This man had vouched for me. As a guarantee, however, Muhammad had to surrender his address and the names of all his brothers and cousins, an act that placed him further on the firing line. We were both on pins and needles. One false move and his entire family, wife and children, would pay the price.

A few hours later Muhammad’s cell phone rang, and I gathered from his respectful tone and his apparent disappointment that this was the call we had been waiting for. It was bad news, however. “Do not come under any circumstances. You are not welcome. We will not guarantee your safety.”

My face betrayed my feelings — I wanted to howl in disappointment. All this wait for nothing! Muhammad, deeply distressed, suggested we disregard the warning and visit one of his friends in Fallujah to get a feeling of the town’s atmosphere.

The image, back in April 2004, of the charred leg hanging from a wire over my head that day in Fallujah flashed back into my mind, as did the memory of my journalist colleagues who, a few days later, were forced at gunpoint to lie in the dust. I also remembered my first visit to Fallujah, when a Salafist sheikh had stepped between me and a gang pointing weapons in my direction. Not to mention Kim, and Nick Berg. No, I would definitely not go, and I was fully reconciled: it was just too dangerous.

Next morning, however, Muhammad rushed into the hotel out of breath, in a state of panic. The “people” in Fallujah suddenly requested that we come very early the next day. He didn’t understand, for the rejection had been so categorical the day before. What had made them change their minds? Was this a trap? We spun out the most complicated theories. Had they seen on the Internet one of my pieces that displeased them and were ready to finish me off? Was it my name, my CV? Had Muhammad’s insistence made them suspicious? What would happen to us? Would we ever return?

No, we had to give up the whole idea once and for all. No article was worth having our throats slit. But we no longer had any choice, Muhammad told me. We simply had to accept the “invitation” and go. If we didn’t, the insurgents would take exception. And they not only knew where he lived, they even knew the number of my hotel room.

Muhammad rang my doorbell at six in the morning. His face was drawn; it was clear he had not slept. He inspected me, making sure I was properly dressed — nothing could be left to chance. Muhammad’s poise and volubility had been responsible for securing this “invitation.” He had spent long hours at the Iraqi game of name-dropping, listing all his religious acquaintances in the region in the hope the mujahideen were related to some of them. Trying to impress them, he had also talked about all the reporting I had done since I had begun covering Iraq, and praised my impartiality. This must have been a good part of the reason the insurgents finally said yes. Being interviewed by a member of the French press made it possible for the insurgents to convey their message to the world. My only safeguard: I was serving their purpose.

Still, we knew there were no guarantees, and as we set off we were deathly afraid. The hard part would be to make it to the house of the people who had agreed to see us. We had at all costs to avoid being intercepted by one of the several roving groups of mujahideen, who might simply shoot at us for the hell of it before taking the trouble to find out whether we had permission to go where we claimed. What’s more, how could we be sure the fighters along the way would recognize the authority of the man who had agreed to let us enter the capital of the jihad? The fatwa authorizing the killing of reporters didn’t help. American bombing of Fallujah had resumed a few days earlier, and the inhabitants were understandably nervous. Anyone could be considered a spy. Not to mention the patrolling coalition forces, also trigger-happy on this road, the most dangerous road in Iraq.

I put on a headband that completely covered and flattened my hair and a hijab that came down to my shoulders. I was wearing a full-length black tunic and, over everything, a long Iraqi abaya like the ones worn by Shiite women. I put the recommendations Dr. Salam had given me for the sheikhs of the town into my pants pockets — lists of names and enigmatic code phrases, one of which mentioned “the last bullet of the last battle.”

In Muhammad’s yellow Chevrolet Caprice, originally a New York taxi, I had always had the impression that everyone was looking at us. But yellow happens to be the color of Baghdad taxis as well, and we were in fact relatively inconspicuous, especially with my Iraqi costume. Sitting next to Muhammad, I could have passed for one of the women in his family. When reporters had begun to be singled out and it had become extremely dangerous to travel in Iraq, being a woman was an advantage.

We were not allowed to bring anyone with us. Yan was very disappointed, but he understood and didn’t insist. He knew his presence would put us in even greater danger. Terrified at letting me go alone, he hugged me and stoically said nothing. I was frankly relieved that he couldn’t come. It would have been sheer madness for both of us to risk our lives and, literally, abandon our daughter.

I really would have liked at least to take a photographer along. But the insurgents trusted only Muhammad and me, the reporter he had vouched for. I would have to deal with his English, which was not great, though getting better every month. We had no camera, the sign of a spy to the mujahideen, and no satellite phone. Muhammad took along his mobile phone, with the batteries carefully removed so that his car could not be tracked by satellite. Since the “DHL affair,” we knew it was impossible to move around Iraq without being noticed.

In the pale light of dawn, we took the road I had already traveled dozens of times, the desert road to Jordan. There were tanks scattered on the roadside and a single Iraqi police checkpoint on the outskirts of the town. I couldn’t figure out why Americans didn’t have a roadblock on the “hottest” road in Iraq. No one stopped us, and the trip took less than an hour. At that time of day, the streets in the outskirts were deserted. We turned right after the mosque, near the very spot where I had seen the charred leg.

In this particular spot, we knew that we risked being stopped, shot, and decapitated at any moment, and I felt my heart pounding. Nicholas Berg’s pleas echoed in my head. But as we moved through town, my fear dissipated. My abaya made me invisible and, absurdly, made me feel safe and invulnerable. Outsiders, even Iraqis from the immediate area, were automatically suspect in Fallujah and in danger of death unless they produced a good reason for being there and a proper invitation. The entire town was controlled by totalitarian fanatics who executed people without trial as they saw fit. The mujahideen had become killing machines, impervious to compassion.

We woke up Ahmed, the man who had agreed to let us wait in his house until our point man came to fetch us. His dilapidated house had the advantage of being on the outskirts of town, which made it relatively safe. In the car, Muhammad had outlined the “career” of this man, whom he had met the preceding April while taking photographs of the fighting during the siege of the town.

Strictly speaking, Ahmed did not belong to al-Zarqawi’s group, Unification and Jihad, but he sometimes helped out with logistics. For example, one day in January 2004 he went to collect the body of one of the Saudi “martyrs” who had just blown himself up near the Khaldiya Bridge. He told me that he had great admiration for the men who had the courage to become “martyrs,” and added, “I, too, when I have run out of weapons, will have no choice but to blow myself up.”

Ahmed was extremely thin, with a face swallowed up by a long black beard. He seemed to be suffering from the fierce July heat. Already at this early hour the temperature was above 100°, with no fans, no cold water. In the three months since the April siege, Fallujah had had only two or three hours of electricity a day. Ahmed told us about his skirmishes with the “American devils,” and about the hunt for spies, of whom he said there were many in the town. He mentioned a fake beggar woman who went from door to door, whose task was to point out fighters’ houses to the coalition forces. “To set an example,” he said matter-of-factly, “we had to decapitate and dismember her.” Hearing something like that shakes even a seasoned reporter to the core. I had trouble concentrating. The time Muhammad took to translate enabled me to conceal my feelings. I thought about how Yan, back in Baghdad, must be worrying.

At the foot of the couch I was ushered to, I stepped on old Russian Kalashnikovs. With a patronizing smile, Ahmed said, “Those are the children’s toys.” The only assets of these poor people consisted of weapons, and they learned to shoot as children. “This was a gift from Saddam, although he didn’t know it, when he enrolled us all in training camps when we were very young.” As though to illustrate his father’s words, Ahmed’s seven-year-old son skillfully loaded the submachine gun. During the fighting in April, the little boy had helped by keeping a lookout and carrying messages. His mother, her face covered by a long white veil, looked at him with pride. Since the revelations about torture in the American prison of Abu Ghraib, she too had come to think of the decapitation of hostages as rightful vengeance. Looking fondly at her son, she said, “One of my uncles spent more than a year in Abu Ghraib. We will never know if he was tortured or raped. He would rather die than tell us.” Then she handed me a piece of paper, a rudimentary CV, asking me to bring it to the government office where she had worked before the war. It may appear paradoxical, but, when they were not fighting Americans or executing spies, insurgents and their wives longed for the orderly life of government employees.

After many phone calls and a few hours spent discussing the jihad and sipping warm, flat soda, we were told that the right-hand man of the head of the Fallujah council of resistance, the dreaded Omar Hadid, had arrived.

The man who entered was in his mid-thirties with a round baby face. His closed and hard look belied the softness of his features.

Muhammad, Ahmed, and I all piled into the car driven by Mazen, Omar Hadid’s lieutenant. The radio was playing chanted prayers, the only music now allowed in Fallujah. Proudly Mazen ushered us through his town, controlled by his group. At first frowning, faces brightened as soon as they recognized him. “Who is she?” “She’s with me.” I felt like a Jew being escorted into Gestapo headquarters by Himmler himself. Reverence was apparent on the faces we saw. Iraqi soldiers were quick to answer his questions. I was being driven by the prince of the town.
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