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To


ASP


forever












Violence and progress coexist in Iraq.




—General George W. Casey, former U.S. commander of Multi-National Forces Iraq









Me and you and you and me No matter how they toss the dice, it had to be.




—“Happy Together,” 1967









In such dangerous things as War, the errors which proceed from a spirit of benevolence are the worst.




—Carl von Clausewitz,On War















Author’s Note










This book is my own personal interpretation of events. Some names have been changed for security reasons, others for reasons of privacy. A full list of altered names is included at the end of the book, along with an explanation of my sources.




—MH
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I Lost My Love in Baghdad













January 17, 2007










Andi wakes up Wednesday morning in Baghdad. She takes an hour to get ready. She showers, brushes her teeth, and thinks about placing a Crest whitening strip on her smile. She eats only a Zone bar, high nutrition, and drinks a bottle of Ocean Spray cranberry juice from her small refrigerator. Her room is in the Ramal Hotel off Karrada Street on the fourth floor. It is a two-star establishment pretending to be four-star. Lots of gold and dark reds. There is only a single bed in her double room; she asked for the second bed to be taken out to make space for her yoga mat. The drapes on her window overlooking the compound are always closed. She puts on her jeans, a long-sleeved white button-down shirt, and a navy blue blazer. She checks her email on a laptop with a wireless connection, sends a message to her friend in New York, giving advice on relationship troubles. She grabs her black bag and folder with pen and paper. She closes and locks the door.




Andi walks down the four floors, says good morning to the owner of the hotel, who stands behind the front desk in a suit. She waves at the boy who cleans her room and brings her room service, light meals of hummus and tea. She steps around the metal detector at the hotel entrance, checks to make sure she has her mobile phone, then steps out into the isolated world of her compound. It is a self-contained fortress: two barely functioning hotels facing each other across a narrow, closed-off street, an entire city block taken over by the organizations that live and work inside the compound.




There is sun today, a clear sky, but at this hour it is still chilly. Her office is inside the compound, protected from the main avenue by checkpoints and tall concrete walls. It takes her only a minute to walk there. She passes about a dozen vehicles, some armored white SUVs, others armored sedans, parked underneath an awning. She arrives at her desk about 9A.M. She has a trip planned for this morning, her first in her new job at the National Democratic Institute. Compound life can be stifling, and she is looking forward to getting out into the city. She sits down and calls her interpreter, who tells her the meeting is still on. The interpreter will meet her at the Iraqi Islamic Party headquarters in Yarmouk, a neighborhood on the other side of the city. She calls the head of security, telling him she’ll be ready to go soon. The security team is waiting outside, four European private security guards and three Iraqi drivers.




Across the Tigris River, other men are preparing for her arrival. A few of them were up earlier, most likely for prayer. They have names, though most don’t use them. They are cousins and brothers. They drink chai and start to move to their cars. They stash weapons—AK-47s, grenades, and a heavy machine gun—in the trunk of an orange and white Opel. They load up two more cars.




The leader’s cell phone rings. The ring tone is an Islamic prayer he downloaded from the Internet. The rest of the men are used to it, they know it is his phone. He gets confirmation.




She is coming. She is blond, American. They even have a name.




Andi sends a few more emails from her desk, typing quickly. She takes off her blazer and leaves it on the back of a swivel chair. A coworker wishes her good luck. She turns, smiles, says thanks. She doesn’t turn off her laptop and the screen saver kicks in a few minutes after she goes outside. Her private security guard opens the door of the BMW sedan. The sedan has B-6-level armor, which is supposed to stop bullets. She gets in the car, and they leave the compound, traveling quickly through the morning traffic. There is a tail car and a lead car, nothing unusual. The traffic circles are snarled. Iraqi police fire shots in the air instead of using their horns.




It takes her convoy twenty minutes to get to the headquarters of the Iraqi Islamic Party. It is now 10:30A.M.




Another phone call to the leader from his contact. The same ring tone. She has arrived. The orange and white Opel heads toward Yarmouk.




The meeting is off to a slow start; her interpreter is running a little late. Andi jokes and talks about the weather, about a story in theNew York Times , about how she isn’t able to get out of her compound much. One of the men she is there to meet refuses to shake her hand because she is a woman. Two security guards are with her in the room. The others wait with the cars in the parking lot. Glasses of chai are served. The interpreter, a young Iraqi woman, finally arrives and apologizes for being late. She was held up at a checkpoint, she says, a bomb scare, the typical morning.




They get on with the meeting. The purpose is to discuss how the Iraqi Islamic Party can effectively get their message out to the media. They are an important political party in the new government; the head of the party is one of the country’s three vice presidents. It’s also a chance for Andi to meet the politicians she’ll be working with over the coming month, part of a training program the National Democratic Institute has set up to assist the Iraqi government in building a functioning democracy.




It is now 11:30A.M.




The street outside the headquarters begins to empty. Traffic disappears; shop owners decide it is time to take a break. The street kids are nowhere to be seen.




The men are now in position. A machine gun is set up on top of a building. The rest of the men, nearly thirty of them, all carrying weapons, hide in alleys and shops along the street.




12P.M. The meeting ends, goodbyes are said, cards exchanged.




Andi walks out to the parking lot. The three cars have their engines running. Her security guard opens the door to the sedan, the second car, and she gets in.




12:07P.M. The first car drives out of the Islamic Party’s compound and heads down the street. The driver and guard don’t notice anything wrong. The route looks clear. There is no traffic, no one in the streets.




Thirty seconds later, her car follows.




Andi is sitting in the backseat.















CHAPTER1





August 14, 2005





BAGHDAD









“Mike, get down, mate.”




I am lying in the backseat of a blue BMW. My view is the car’s ashtray on the back of the center console. My legs are wedged between the seats, my torso twisted at an awkward angle. I am wearing blue jeans and a button-down long-sleeved shirt, a vest of body armor firmly Velcroed to protect my vital organs. I’ve been in Baghdad less than one hour and am now a passenger traveling down the road from the airport to the Green Zone.




“Mike, just try to keep your head below the windows, mate.”




My security manager is Jack Tapes, an ex–Royal Marine, who flew in with me that morning from Amman, Jordan. Neither of us slept much the night before. We had first-class tickets, so we waited, chain-smoking, in the Royal Jordanian first-class lounge at the Queen Alia International Airport. The flight, one of the two scheduled daily commercial flights from Amman to Baghdad, was delayed for about an hour. The pilots were South African, working on contract because of their experience flying in and out of war zones. The plane was filled with contractors and mercenaries and overweight Iraqi businessmen and officials. The stewardesses, also South African, were very pretty; a slight blond girl with wild green eyes served me shrimp on a small slice of brown bread and a bottle of seltzer water. I suspected they chose the prettiest girls on purpose, to give the passengers a sense of calm, the flight a feeling of normalcy it shouldn’t have had. The stewardess stood in the aisle to talk about seat belts, emergency exits, overhead compartments, electronic devices off, and flotation devices under the seats, a highly improbable safety feature considering we were flying over four hundred miles of desert. The “corkscrew landing”—the phrase used to describe the now legendary descent for civilians coming into Baghdad—was uneventful. The plane angled down, a sharp diagonal cut across the sky, the wings dipping in ways the wings of passenger planes aren’t supposed to dip. I looked out the window at the sunlight bouncing off miniature homes and cars, a series of tiny sparkles, wondering if they were flashes of gunfire. The fear was more existential than physical. We were floating, circling, a big fat target over the dull brown landscape below. I remembered the warning on the State Department’s website: “Civilian aircraft flying into the Baghdad Airport are regularly targeted for rocket and small arms fire.” The travel advisory strongly recommended Americans not to visit Iraq. When the plane touched down, the stewardess’s voice came over the intercom to give us the local time, one hour ahead of Amman, and then said, “Thank you for flying Royal Jordanian. We hope you have pleasant stay.”




The day before, Tapes had briefed me on the pickup from the airport—what was supposed to happen, what car we would get into, what to do if we got hit, if there was “contact,” as Tapes put it. We would be traveling in a Mercedes sedan. “B-6 armor,” he explained, “the highest level available, made to stop 7.62mm rounds.” In addition to me and Tapes, there would be a driver and an Iraqi guard in the Merc. Three other Iraqi guards with AK-47s would be in the tail or “follow car,” a gray Chevrolet. Tapes diagrammed the whole thing out in the lobby of the InterContinental Hotel in Amman. “We’ll drive through any contact,” he said. First priority: keep going. “The Iraqi guards are okay,” he told me, “but they’re really ‘shit shields’”—bodies to be shot before I got shot. Our biggest threat would be from American military convoys. “When they go out, they stop traffic for miles,” Tapes said. “You get stuck behind one of those, and if a car bomb is aiming for them, you can get caught up in it. It’s what happened to that Marla girl”—Marla Ruzicka, the twenty-eight-year-old American aid worker who was killed in April by a car bomb on Airport Road.




The plan seemed straightforward enough, and Tapes seemed reasonable enough at the time. He’d been working in Iraq for two years. He’d been involved in gunrunning in Fallujah and Baghdad, transporting and selling arms to other security companies. He liked to say that the best time to be in a war is right at the beginning, when you can do whatever you want, before people get their shit together and start making rules. Drive any which way, shoot any which way. The golden age to work in Iraq, he told me, had passed. “It’s just no fun anymore,” he said.




We stepped off the plane onto the tarmac. Private security guards from Latin America in floppy recon hats stood guard with M-16s. Military cargo planes landed on the U.S. side of the facility. Sad-looking planes with greenIRAQI AIRWAYS decals sat on the runway. Slightly bombed-out hangars lined the landing area. The heat was intense, 45 degrees Celsius, 113 degrees Fahrenheit. According to the CNN weather report I’d watched the night before, Baghdad was the hottest place listed on the map.




A rickety fume-spewing bus, standing room only, brought us to the terminal at the Baghdad International Airport. I kept my bags close to me. The other passengers filed in, no smiles, the scent of body odor in the air reminding me that I had now entered the birthplace of civilization. The Fertile Crescent. Mesopotamia. Iraq.




We passed through customs and picked our luggage up off the baggage carousel. I’d brought two extra duffel bags filled with supplies for the bureau—one packed with Western food, Skippy peanut butter, Cap’n Crunch, and strawberry Pop-Tarts, the other with new DVDs and PlayStation 2 games. Our Iraqi security team waited in the arrivals section. They helped with my bags, and we walked at a brisk pace out to the parking garage. Tapes said we would wait a few minutes for all the VIP convoys—groups of SUVs with tinted windows and tail gunners—to leave first, on the theory that they were the “bullet magnets.”




But something else wasn’t right. Tapes was getting nervous, jumpy.




“Where the fuck are the guns?” he asked.




He was speaking to Massen, our Jordanian driver. Massen lived in Amman and was at the moment under some suspicion. A few days earlier, he’d claimed his SUV was stolen, along with eight hundred dollars, while he was trying to make the drive from Amman to Baghdad on what was called the Mad Max Highway, a straight five-hundred-mile dash across the desert that was now considered too dangerous for Westerners to take. According to Massen, gunmen stopped him and stole the car and he had to walk through the desert after spending a night out in the cold. He was demanding thatNewsweek , or Tapes, reimburse him for the lost car and the airline ticket he’d had to buy to get back into Iraq. There was a question as to whether he had actually been ambushed, or if he and his friends in Amman had just decided to steal the car. Massen was going to be my driver.




“What the fuck do you mean, you didn’t bring any guns?”




Standing in the parking garage, I noticed for the first time that none of my guards were carrying weapons. I also noticed that contrary to what I was promised—the heavily armored black Mercedes—I was going to be traveling in a smaller blue BMW.




“We didn’t have the key to the gun locker,” Massen explained.




“How didn’t you have the key to the gun locker?”




“TheL.A. Times took the key to the gun locker.”




TheLos Angeles Times and theWall Street Journal shared the house in the Green Zone withNewsweek, a way to ease the pain of paying upward of $16,000 a month for rent.




“You’re fucking kidding me, mate.”




Massen shrugged. “I have a 9mm pistol,” he said.




“One fucking pistol on Airport fucking Road? Christ. And where’s the fucking Mercedes?”




“We didn’t want to take the Mercedes today.”




“You didn’t what?”




Tapes’s thick British accent grew thicker the more he swore. He took the 9mm pistol from Massen.




“And if we get fucking hit today, Massen, if we get fucking hit today, what do you thinkNewsweek in New York is going to say? They’re going to say why the fuck did we spend 130 grand on an armored fucking Mercedes when you shits decided to drive in a fucking Beamer? They’re going to say why the fuck wasn’t Mike in the fucking Mercedes?”




Luggage loaded in the trunk, I got in the backseat of the BMW. Tapes sat next to me. He was highly agitated. “Once we leave the airport,” he said, “you lie down.”




Twisted down on the backseat, I can feel sunlight on the top of my head, on my hair, and I wonder if that means I am exposed and should try to wriggle down lower. It is very sunny, very hot, the air conditioner in the car doesn’t work, and we can’t roll the windows down because if a bullet gets into an armored car, it bounces around until it hits something, or more likely someone. I’m smiling. There is no fear; there is adrenaline. I know things aren’t going according to plan. I know that there are no guns and I am in the wrong car and there was a serious breakdown in communication somewhere along the way. I think to myself: I guess this is to be expected in a conflict environment when you are dealing with former gunrunners and possibly criminal Iraqi men. I’m not going to say anything. I just got here, I’m new, I guess this is how it works.




Tapes is on the handheld Motorola radio used to communicate between the cars. He’s telling the drivers to slow down, speed up, don’t hold the radio too high above the window (if insurgents see a radio, they’ll know you’re guarding someone), avoid that bump, stay away from that car. He’s looking out the back window, out the front window. I stay quiet, though I do want a cigarette, staring at the ashtray in front of me.




“You got to be fucking kidding me.”




The car is stopped. A convoy. We are stuck in traffic. Twenty minutes pass before the car starts moving again.




“You got to be fucking kidding me, mate.”




Another American convoy, another twenty minutes. The car is getting hotter, Tapes is keeping up a steady rhythm of fucks and shits. I am sweating and I remember this thing I read a year ago by Ryszard Kapuściński, the Polish journalist, about a trip he took to Azerbaijan. “Once you are in this kind of situation, you are in this kind of situation.” Or something like that.




This is what I signed up for. Fucking Baghdad. I am finally here.




In January 1992, when the U.S. went to war with Iraq for the first time, I sat with my father in the kitchen of our childhood home in Malone, New York, and watched the bombs fall on CNN. I was in fifth grade when the three-day ground war started, and I asked to be excused from phys ed class so I could see General Norman Schwarzkopf, Stormin’ Norman, give a live press conference from Riyadh. I asked my teacher, Sister Marilyn, to bring a television into the classroom so I could watch. I took notes on a small pad with a pencil.




I’ve always been obsessed with the news. When I was six years old, I would wake up early before school to watch the newly founded CNN. But Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait was news that went beyond the television. When the gulf war started, everyone in my class wore yellow ribbons and we all sang that song—I’m proud to be an American, because at least I know I’m free, and I won’t forget the men who died who gave that right to me. It was a very small Catholic school in a very small town. During recess, I talked about the war with my friends, the few kids who’d been as glued to the TV as I was.




One day that winter, there was a special assembly in the gymnasium. A local actor was brought in as part of an educational initiative to explain the war to elementary school students. He got up on stage, carrying two rubber Halloween masks, one of President George Herbert Walker Bush and one of President Saddam Hussein al-Tikriti. He played each role, switching back and forth behind a folding screen on stage, explaining American foreign policy in simple terms, bad guys versus good guys. It was entertaining. I remember raising my hand and asking, why don’t we just kill Saddam Hussein? The actor, prepared to improvise, put on the Bush mask and said something like: “Would you like it if they killed me, your president?” And I remember thinking, perhaps precociously, or perhaps I’d heard it somewhere, that the cost of one life is nothing if it could save so many others.




Months later, there was another assembly. The war was over, and this time we listened to a returning veteran who couldn’t have been older than twenty. I raised my hand and asked him: Did you carry an M-16, and does an M-16 have automatic and semiautomatic fire? And if so, is there a switch on the gun? (Yes, it has both, and there is a switch.) He described trying to dig a foxhole in the desert, and how he went on a mission for two days, observing the enemy from a distance. I was riveted. It was like being in the presence of a celebrity—better, even, because this celebrity had been to war. I’d always been fascinated by the military. Throughout grade school, my favorite game involved hiding in the woods with cap guns and camouflage uniforms. Every month, I would ask my father to bring me to a nearby army/navy surplus store. When I was nine, he bought me a real Vietnam-era flak jacket that I had wanted.




Throughout the nineties, I stayed focused on the news about Iraq. I read about the economic sanctions, how human rights groups estimated that over half a million Iraqi children had died due to the restrictions on imports, about the allegations of WMDs and the U.N. deployment of weapons inspectors, then Clinton’s bombing of over one hundred targets in Iraq in December 1998. I watched David O. Russell’s gulf war adventure filmThree Kings twice in the theaters and many more times on DVD. Saddam even made a cameo inThe Big Lebowski, another of my favorite movies, popping up in a dream sequence at a bowling alley.




I moved to New York City to finish college in September 2000, taking classes in English literature and media studies at night and working part-time jobs during the day. It was an election year in which George W. Bush promised that America would do no more “nation-building.” The song “Bombs Over Baghdad” by Outkast became a hit. On September 11, 2001, my father called and woke me up and told me to turn on the TV. I headed downtown, under the blue skies, making it to Houston Street before being turned back at the first police barricade. I watched the towers burn from the roof of a friend’s apartment in the East Village. I turned twenty-two the next year, graduated, and got a summer internship atNewsweek. I started to report and write for the international edition of the magazine. I was hired at the end of the summer.




That August, I listened to Vice President Cheney say we were going after Saddam. I remember my initial response was, what a crazy idea. What a crazy, crazy idea, flying thousands of miles with an invading army to topple a government. But as the debate began, I started to think, well, democracy, freedom, 9-11, WMDs, maybe it’s not such a bad idea. Being a contrarian, I argued with my antiwar colleagues, taking on the neoconservative talking points just to see how they felt, even though the talk of mobile weapons labs all seemed like complete bullshit to me, like whoever drew up the diagrams of mobile weapons labs had watched too much G.I. Joe as a child and could only imagine some kind of fantastic weapon that C.O.B.R.A (the evil terrorist organization fighting to rule the world, as the theme song pointed out) used to attack the real American heroes. On February 5, 2003, Colin Powell posed on 1st Avenue in New York City with a vial of fake anthrax. On March 20, 2003, the war started. For the next forty-eight hours, I watched TV, nonstop it seemed, switching between live coverage of the invasion and Adult Videos on Demand, alone in my New York apartment, thinking, I want to be over there, I want to be in Iraq.




Two years later here I am.




The BMW is moving at a crawl. My body feels each bump in the road. My sweat has soaked through my shirt.




“Okay, mate, you can get up now.”




The car stops again. We are at the first checkpoint to enter the Green Zone. There are two lanes, divided by fifteen-foot-high concrete walls erected to contain the damage of suicide car bombs. One lane is “high priority” only American military personnel and Defense Department contractors allowed. The other is for Iraqis and foreigners without proper identification. A sign in front readsDEADLY FORCE AUTHORIZED, in both English and Arabic. Follow the soldiers’ instructions or you will be shot, it advises. Cell phones must be turned off; no photos allowed, either. I take it all in after seeing nothing but the car floor and the ashtray for the last forty-five minutes on what should have been a ten-minute drive.




There are palm trees. There are blast walls. A Bradley tank rolls past. Iraqi Army and American soldiers stand guard in front of a shack protected by sandbags. Water bottles and empty soda cans litter the ground. Dozens of beat-up cars are queued up, waiting in the sun to be searched. Their hoods and trunks are popped to check for explosives. A young American soldier watches from the shade of a blast wall as an Iraqi soldier lazily pats down the passengers in the car in front of us. The American spits chewing tobacco into an empty Gatorade bottle.




Nothing seems to fit. I don’t know what it is. It may be the heat or it may be lack of sleep. Or it could just be the adrenaline coming down. I have this sensation that I am seeing too many parts that don’t quite go together—randomly scattered signs of America in this completely un-American place, sun-blasted and slow-moving. I take it all in.




My first real look at Baghdad, and I remember my thought to the word.




What the fuck were we thinking?















CHAPTER2





August–October 2005





BAGHDAD









Scott Johnson was sitting behind his desk on the second floor of theNewsweek bureau, a two-floor home inside the Green Zone, abandoned by its Iraqi owners and now rented to us. I walked into the office. He looked up and smiled.




“I brought a bunch of new DVDs,” I said.




“Cool, we’ll check them out later. Let’s go get your badges.”




Badges, I would learn, were the key to the Green Zone. I needed two of them—one military press ID and another called the International Zone (the official name for the Green Zone, usually just called “the IZ”) badge. The IZ badges were color coded—red was the lowest (for most Iraqis), purple being the highest (for high-level government officials). The right badge could get you into the U.S. embassy; the right badge allowed you to walk freely in the IZ without an escort, got you priority access to the checkpoints outside the IZ. The right badge allowed you to carry firearms and not get searched.




We walked outside the bureau. The house had a small lawn and garden out front, surrounded by a six-foot-high white wall. It was located on a quiet street guarded at both ends by a private security company called Edinburgh Risk.




Scott got behind the wheel of the Mercedes. At thirty-one years old, he was the magazine’s youngest Baghdad bureau chief. In a few short years he’d gone from reporting in Paris to covering the war in Afghanistan, then to Iraq and from there to become the bureau chief in Mexico City. Now he was back in Baghdad with the top job. He backed out of the driveway, explaining the rules for moving around the IZ as he drove.




Rule 1: Stay away from American, Iraqi, and private security convoys. They are authorized to shoot anyone who comes within one hundred meters of their cars.




Rule 2: Stop at all checkpoints, whether on foot or in the car. Turn on your hazard lights and the inside car light at night. If you don’t turn the lights on, they might shoot you.




That was basically it.




I sat shotgun, cracking the three-inch-thick bulletproof window to smoke. The extra weight from the armor on the Mercedes made the car drive like a boat.




We were on our way to the Iraqi parliament building, or the Convention Center, a five-minute drive from the house, where I could fill out all the necessary paperwork. At the first checkpoint, Scott made sure to hold his badge up against the windshield so the Iraqi guards working for Edinburgh Risk could see it. We then took a left, drove around the July 14th traffic circle—a dangerous intersection, Scott pointed out, because American patrols and private security convoys often came flying over the July 14th Bridge, returning from the city, still hyped up on adrenaline and more prone to shoot. The traffic circle flowed onto a wide four-lane road, with deep potholes and without lane markings, where no speed limit applied. After another traffic circle, we passed an area that was once the crown jewel of Baghdad’s government, well-manicured parks surrounding the massive seashell-like Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. The parks were now off-limits and overgrown; across from the tomb stood the complex of Iraqi government buildings, including the prime minister’s office. The wide road narrowed down to two lanes, funneled in between blast walls, and abruptly ended in a parking lot for the Convention Center. At the end of the parking lot, there were twenty-foot-high barriers separating the Green Zone from the rest of Iraq.




As we stepped out of the car, the sun pressed down on us, a dry heat so severe that it took a few seconds for my body to understand how hot it was. I inhaled and it felt like breathing the crisp air inside an oven. We walked down a palatial white sidewalk to the first checkpoint outside the Convention Center and Scott showed his badge to Georgian soldiers who guarded it. They were part of the Coalition of the Willing, and their job was to guard key installations inside the Green Zone, despite their inability to speak English or Arabic. On the roof of the Rasheed Hotel, across from the Convention Center, snipers watched over the area. The next checkpoint was manned by Gurkhas, private security guards from Nepal. One hundred and fifty feet beyond them was another one before the steps of the Convention Center, manned by Iraqi police officers sitting in a wooden guard box that looked like a telephone booth. At the top of the steps, we were searched individually by an Iraqi security guard in plainclothes before we emptied our pockets and proceeded through a metal detector and X-ray machine. Finally, we were in the Convention Center, a multifloored complex that resembled any oversized venue for corporate summits. There were rooms for press conferences, government offices, and on the second floor an open-air cafeteria for Iraqi parliament members and the assembly hall for the Iraqi government. We walked upstairs to the second floor, where the military’s public affairs offices were located, the Combined Press Information Center, or CPIC. Another Gurkha waiting in the hall checked our IDs again. I filled out the paperwork, handed to me by a sergeant working in public affairs, and grinned for the picture to get my ID. We left and drove back to the bureau. My first day in Iraq was over.




I’d arrived two years, five months, and twenty-five days after the war started, and Baghdad was under siege. Gone were the days of journalists traveling freely throughout the country. The stories I’d hear of the wild parties at the Hamra Hotel (“You know her, from Egypt, she swam in her underwear!”), the morning drives to Ramadi and Fallujah, casually searching for stories on the streets of Sadr City, moving without two carloads of armed guards—all of that had disappeared. Now about half our time was spent moving from one protected compound to the next, reporting by phone and email, conducting interviews with Iraqis who were willing to come see us. The other half was spent out on embeds with the U.S. military.




Most Westerners agreed that the good times ended in the spring of 2004. That April, the bodies of four Blackwater employees were strung up on a bridge in Fallujah. The next month Nicholas Berg, an American contractor, was beheaded on video, and the video was shown throughout the world. It was the month after that, they said, you could feel the change in the air. Things were going to get much worse. The war settled into a new pace. Brutality that had once captured headlines—three car bombs, over 115 dead—was now standard. The armed killers became better organized; there were more guns on the streets, more explosives, more suicide bombings. There were more suicide bombings in Iraq from 2003 to 2006 than in the entire world during the previous two decades. The improvised explosive device, or IED, evolved into a significantly more sophisticated and powerful weapon, the thing U.S. soldiers feared more than anything else. Death squads that had formed under the new Iraqi government, which was being propped up by the Americans, began launching a campaign of ethnic cleansing. By the summer of ’05, many of the correspondents who had been covering the war from the beginning were leaving. A second and third wave of reporters was getting their chance at the story, but it was a much different story now, a much different time. Personally, I was just happy to be there. When I’d share my enthusiasm with the veteran correspondents, they’d tell me, “Just wait until you’ve been here a few times, you’ll see.”




It was much quieter in the Green Zone than in the rest of Baghdad. Americans jogged on the streets; soldiers in PT gear rode bicycles with rifles slung across their shoulders. Men and women from Alabama and Arkansas drove shuttle buses filled with Filipino and Iraqi day laborers from one side of the zone to the other. Americans lived in trailer parks, and dressed as if they were going to a NASCAR race: tattoos, tank tops, goatees, bellies hanging out over their too tight Levi’s. Young black men wore baggy jeans, sported gold teeth and chains. Middle-aged white women with weathered faces wore push-up bras and cheap, stretchy, form-fitting pants. At any given time, some three thousand Americans and other foreigners resided in this ten-square-kilometer chunk of Baghdad, along with a few thousand Iraqis. It was the clearinghouse for the hundreds of millions of dollars in defense contracts, the Mecca of funds for “capacity building.” There were street addresses, but places were known by their compound’s corporate sponsor—the Lincoln Group house, the RTI compound, Fleur, DynCorp, CRG Logistics, and the biggest of them all, KBR, or Kellogg Brown and Root, the Halliburton subsidiary and civilian backbone for the American mission. The highest-ranking Iraqi leaders lived in a neighborhood of mansions called “Little Venice.” There was a bastardized Disneyland quality about the whole place—a destination vacation for careers, an escape for those whose real lives back home were falling apart. There were even tourist attractions, like Saddam’s Crossed Swords, the war monument with four giant sabers on a concrete parade ground, and the bombed-out Ministry of Information building.




The Green Zone had its own mixed-up culture. It started with those who protected it. The guards, for the most part, were neither American nor Iraqi. There was the battalion of Georgian soldiers, peasants from the outskirts of Tbilisi, given the task of manning checkpoints inside the zone. They had the manners of East European pillagers, and I would often see them speeding around helmetless in their Humvees, apparently drunk on the vodka they scammed from stores inside the IZ. No one seemed to know why the Georgians had this particular mission—a fairly important one, protecting the home of the new Iraqi government—but everyone agreed they aggravated more than helped, the way they crudely eyed Iraqi and Western women and spoke only in grunts.




Then there were the Gurkhas, Nepalese men with guns who spoke some English, having been trained in the Queen’s Army. The squat brown-faced fighters—tough and extremely well trained—reminded me of Willy Wonka’s Oompa Loompahs, snatched from a far-off land to go serve in a magical palace of the white man’s eccentricity. After a private security contract changed hands, checkpoints and key installations in the Green Zone started to be manned by Peruvians and others from Latin America. They were barely literate, spoke only Spanish, seemed fairly incompetent. Yet they were given the important task of guarding the U.S. embassy. They worked for a company called Triple Canopy, which, like Blackwater, was cashing in on the private security boom. These companies played a large part in the culture of the Green Zone, each of them employing groups of armed men, drawn from the ranks of retired soldiers across the world, though there was not much quality control. (Blackwater and Triple Canopy both had nicknames—Bongwater and Triple Comedy.) Along with the Nepalese and the Peruvians, the ranks of these companies included Americans, Britons, Frenchmen, Ecuadorians, Australians, Croatians, Fijians, and Senegalese, among others. An estimated twenty to thirty thousand private security guards—sometimes referred to as PSDs, for private security details, but also just called mercenaries—operated in Iraq. They held the jobs that the U.S. didn’t have the manpower or expertise to perform. (The American ambassador, for instance, was guarded by a Blackwater detail, and Senegalese guards manned checkpoints inside an American base near the airport.)




The U.S. embassy was in Saddam’s old palace, an imposing feat of architecture that showed off the vicious dictator’s poor taste. It was now the brain center for the American occupation. Bureaucrats from every federal agency with an acronym (CIA, DIA, ATF, FBI, NSA, DOS, DOD, DOT, DOC, USAID, etc.) set up shop on the extravagant marble floors and relieved themselves in the palatial bathroom stalls that had been retrofitted by the Americans to include stand-up porcelain urinals. It was rare to see an Iraqi inside the embassy. The ambassador and the military commander of U.S forces in Iraq had their offices on the top floor. There was something telling and obscene about our being there. The gold fixtures and ostentatious chandeliers were the tacky choices of a brutal ruler flaunting his power, and it seemed even tackier for us to rule over the country from his former confines.




Not that I didn’t like going to the place. It had a great, spacious lounge area, a former hall for imperial receptions where they had the best coffee shop in Iraq, the Green Bean, a Starbucks clone that served double lattes and vanilla smoothies twenty-four hours a day. The embassy also had a pool, where signs warned that no weapons were allowed while drinking. The American officials at the embassy worked in the palace, though they didn’t live there. At the end of the day, they all went home to the KBR trailer parks and slept under flimsy ceilings that would do nothing against a direct hit from the regular insurgent attacks. (A new U.S. embassy is currently under construction in the Green Zone. The cost is an estimated $2 billion, and when complete, it will be the largest U.S. embassy in the world, about the size of the Vatican.)




To walk around the Green Zone, or even to get in, was impossible for most Iraqis—you needed that special IZ badge. Applying for a badge was a time-consuming, frustrating process that could take months. And once you received the badge, there was a chance the rules for badge applications would have changed, and you’d have to apply again. The badges became a fashion accessory displayed in pouches that everyone wore around their necks—they came in desert khaki, black, camouflage, and had embroidered inscriptions likeOPERATION IRAQI FREEDOM andU.S. EMBASSY BAGHDAD. According to the legend I heard, the first person to sell badge holders was Crazy Tony the German. Tony drove down to Baghdad from Europe in a minibus shortly after the invasion, and set up shop on the American bases, selling souvenirs and badge holders. (His most popular souvenir, which got banned by the Americans, was a coffee mug with Kenny fromSouth Park. TheSouth Park catchphrase—“You killed Kenny, you bastards!”—was altered to “You sent me to Iraq, you bastards!” Kenny was pictured with a bullet hole in his head.) Tony was known for driving a moped around town when most wouldn’t trust an armored car. He was also a source of cash for Westerners. The cash was generated from his souvenir and badge holder sales, which were huge. He could drop off tens of thousands of dollars in brown shopping bags in exchange for wire transfers to an account he kept in Croatia.




Newsweekhad decided to move its bureau into the Green Zone in early 2005. The decision wasn’t made lightly. The previous year a car bomb had exploded down the street from theNewsweek house in the neighborhood of Mansour, killing eighteen, shattering the windows of the house, strewing body parts on the road and scrap metal across the lawn. The next temporary bureau was in the Rasheed Hotel, and then finally we rented the house on the street guarded by Edinburgh Risk, sharing the house with theL.A. Times and theWall Street Journal . (Despite the popular myth, most news organizations aren’t in the Green Zone. The three news organizations also had bureaus at the Hamra Hotel, a popular location for journalists just over the Tigris from the IZ. TheJournal ’s office there was damaged in a double car bombing in November 2005.)




I was given a bedroom on the bottom floor. There was not much natural light in the house. There were notices up all over the place—fire plans, radio plans, advisories, labels on each piece of equipment, and rules governing the use of every room in the house. The rules were introduced by a veteran war correspondent who, after spending over twenty years in conflict zones, tried to control his environment as best he could. He had written a seven-page single-spaced introductory manual for Baghdad correspondents to read. It included directions to the house, its GPS coordinates, what you should carry when leaving the house (keys, radio, cell phone), what bedrooms belonged to each news agency, and a strong recommendation for visiting correspondents to clean up after themselves.




It was a way to mitigate the chaos and the chance of violent death that was always present, everywhere, at all times. You are standing next to a car bomb, and boom; you are sitting drinking a cup of tea and a piece of shrapnel from a rocket landing three doors down hits you in the brain; you are waiting outside smoking a cigarette, not under hard cover, and a bullet, shot in the air in celebration, lands on top of your skull; your Humvee flips over and you’re crushed; a sniper in the distance, who could have picked anyone, picks you; your helicopter crashes; you’re on the commercial jet that gets shot down. Wrong place, wrong time, bad luck.




We changed bureaus in January 2006. The new one was a much nicer house, and I would eventually consider it my home. It was where I got my mail, where most of my clothes were stored, where the bedroom had a shelf full of my books. It was a three-story seventies-era home with a clumsy layout; an excess of doors; and wiring that was totally fried (each room had at least half a dozen light switches). Half the time, the house ran off a large yellow power generator outside. There were six bedrooms, four bathrooms, a large kitchen, a nice lawn. It was once the home of an upper-class Iraqi family; that family was now long gone. We rented from a man who claimed to be the original owner. He now made his living leasing his four houses to foreigners. The owner didn’t live in Iraq anymore, either. There were sandbags on the front office window and a guard shack outside. Thick black Kevlar blast blankets hung on the windows along with old curtains made from an odd-feeling brownish fabric. I slept in the downstairs bedroom, next to the living room, which was connected to the office (which was converted from a dining room). Our downtime was spent on one of the two couches in the living room, watching bootleg copies of TV series and movies. That was basically the only recreational activity; it was common to blow through an entire twelve-hour season in three days or less, depending on the news.Rome, 24, Deadwood, The Sopranos, Lost, Battlestar Galactica, Firefly, Extras, The Office (both British and American versions),Seinfeld, Curb Your Enthusiasm, Desperate Housewives, andThe Wire.




But living in the Green Zone raised a difficult reporting question: How well could you cover Iraq if you weren’t experiencing the real Iraq? Did working out of the Green Zone put too much distance between us and the Iraqi people? Were you by definition part of the occupation if you were in the IZ? There were advantages, for sure. We saved money on security costs. We had the best access to American and Iraqi officials. We rarely had to risk getting blown up at an IZ checkpoint in order to see an American diplomat or go to the generally worthless press events. We just had to roll out of bed. And from a more cynical perspective, American readers didn’t seem to care too much about the lives of average Iraqis. They cared about American decisions, and American decisions were made, for better or worse, but mostly worse, in the Green Zone. There were drawbacks, though. The Green Zone was a constant target for rocket attacks and shelling, and our Iraqi staff was at a high risk to get kidnapped every time they left the IZ gates, which insurgents kept under close surveillance.




The question for journalists was always: How do you get closest to the story without getting killed? Not easy, when all Westerners are targets, and when your very presence endangers the lives of the people you are interviewing and working with. We constantly asked each other, How often are you getting out? Where are you going? What neighborhoods are still safe? No one I knew fell in love with Baghdad in the way journalists had with Saigon—there was no exotic intoxication or mystique. There was only a deep, unhealthy attachment.




Scott explained the rules of reporting. In terms of going out in the Red Zone it was a simple calculation of risk versus reward. If it was a story that would get in the magazine, perhaps you go to the scene, or maybe you set up a meeting in Baghdad at a family’s home. But we weren’t chasing bombs anymore, he made clear. A year ago, when seventy people were killed in a bombing, that was a cover story; now it’s not even an item in Periscope—the two-hundred-word news briefs at the front of the magazine. We don’t go out wandering around the streets looking for stories; it’s too dangerous, and you can’t stay in one place for more than an hour; the risk increases exponentially. There are exceptions—if the story is exclusive, or if it’s an important interview—sometimes it’s worth taking a risky trip. But normally you have two options—you can set up interviews in secure locations, like the Hamra Hotel or the Rasheed or the Iraqi parliament, or you can go out on embeds with the military. The third way, the thing most integral to the success or failure of reporting in Baghdad, is to rely on your Iraqi staff to get the story.




Our Iraqi staff was composed of four interpreters and an office manager, all fluent in English, all of whom also worked as reporters. There was Ahmer, Omar, Mohanid, Mohammed; later Ali and Hussam. There were ten drivers and guards, too. They were from Iraq’s two largest religious groups, the two dominant sects of Islam, Sunni and Shia. (The Sunnis made up the minority of Iraq’s population, roughly 30 percent; the Shiites the majority, close to 60 percent. Historically, there were tensions between the two groups—not unlike Catholics versus Protestants, and under Saddam’s regime, the Sunnis ran the country, while many Shiites were brutally persecuted. The U.S. invasion switched the power dynamic, so now the Shiites were in charge.)




We had three Sunni staffers, who were brothers from a prominent Sunni tribe. In their past lives, before the war, they had been good citizens in the regime. Ahmer worked at the Ministry of Information as an interpreter; Omar studied to be a dentist; Mohanid was a nuclear engineer. Mohammed, our Shiite staff member, was also a former engineer.




The staff worked out of a safe house that was set up to look like an electronics shop. We never visited the safe house, and the location was known only to them. We communicated with them by phone many times each day, or over Skype, the instant-messaging service; they would come into the bureau a few times a week. In contrast to other parts of the world where I have worked with fixers, the majority of Iraqi journalists I knew were more passive. If you asked them to do an interview, you had to send a detailed list of questions and follow-ups. If you said, please ask if his brother was killed, and the person said yes, they would not instinctually ask, why was he killed? Who do you think killed him? What day was he killed? In Iraq, cell phone signals were often disrupted, and the people they were supposed to be calling turned off their cell phones. The staff would make one call, and then not try again. They were too ready to take no for an answer. Also, they were inclined to view events with a conspiratorial eye, bringing with them their own cultural bias: They seemed to think Jews and Kurds were behind everything.




This lackluster attitude wasn’t true in all cases, of course, and in their defense, when I met our staff they were already three years into the war—three years of no electricity and the threat of death; three years of worrying their children were going to get killed on the way to school; three years with no end in sight. Of the more than 110 journalists killed since the war began, over 90 were Iraqis. And on a very basic level, I sensed they were not comfortable with us. We were friends, close friends, even, but the entire enterprise was too colonial to feel right. They had to go home to terrorized families at the end of the day; we could kick back and watch a DVD. No matter how well we treated them, or that we were paying them better money than they’d ever made before, we were Americans. We were responsible for their new and difficult lives.




One morning in October, I helped myself to a bowl of Frosted Flakes and sat down at a table in the living room. I was in a good mood. I had gotten my first byline from Iraq in the American edition ofNewsweek, having obtained an exclusive document from the United Nations. An Iraqi staffer from theWall Street Journal, Hakki, sat down across from me.




I could tell Hakki was agitated. His pale, doughy face and goatee were damp with sweat.




“Do you know what happened to me on the way here today?” he asked.




“No, what happened?”




“One of the PSDs waved his gun at me. Outside of my own home this American man waves a gun at me, threatens to shoot me. And for what? What had I done? I had crossed the street, that’s what I did. And he points a gun at me?”




I nodded.




“You know,” Hakki went on, “I cheer when Americans are killed. Not you, you are the journalists, you are okay, we are friends. But when these soldiers get killed I am happy.”




He told me that a friend of his, the owner of a cell phone shop next to his own electronics shop, had been murdered recently. He explained that in “Saddam’s time,” if the secret police asked you for information, you gave it to them. It was how the system worked and how you survived. “Yes he was a dictator, but if you stayed out of politics, there was no problem. Now I cannot go outside. I have moved back home with my mother. This is freedom?”




I listened, thinking it was best not to tell him that my younger brother was in the 10th Mountain Division, scheduled to deploy to Iraq soon.




“Do you understand?” he asked. “Do you understand why I am angry?”




I finished up my Frosted Flakes and excused myself. I walked up to the roof to smoke a cigarette. I could see all of the Green Zone from up there, a suburb within a city of squat tan houses and sagging palm trees and government buildings. I could see part of Baghdad’s skyline past the boundaries: a few high-rise buildings, an oil refinery, minarets, plumes of smoke of unknown origin. Bombs? Fires? Burning trash? The only sounds from the city to reach me were sirens.




What Hakki said had disturbed me. But I’d gotten my first Iraq byline in the magazine, and I was proud and happy and excited to be where I was.




I thought about calling Andi to tell her to go pick up a copy of the magazine from the newsstands on Broadway, but I didn’t want to wake her up.
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