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PREFACE

A friend from Afghanistan was busting my balls when he said my “greatest career achievement is getting shot in the face.”

I might be irked by his besmirching of the entirety of my journalistic accomplishments if he wasn’t sort of right.

Sure, I’ve reported from dozens of countries spanning the globe, but not to great acclaim. I’ve never won any of the myriad awards, grants, and residencies regularly doled out to my deserving peers. In fact, I’m willing to bet few of my colleagues have ever even heard of me.

For nearly two decades I’ve flown under the radar, embarking on ill-conceived adventures, writing about them, and wriggling my way out of frequent personal mishaps.

It’s been, for the most part, a hell of a way to make a living.

But when I got hurt something changed, both in my outward persona and inside me. Rather than being completely unknown, I became “that guy who got shot in the face in Afghanistan … you know, the one with the girl’s name … what is it again?”

I made jokes about my injury when anyone would ask me to recall what happened. I’ve always had a penchant for dark humor, particularly as it pertains to my own predicaments. “There should’ve been nothing left of me,” I’d say, wrapping up my umpteenth retelling of that day in Afghanistan with a wicked grin that let mouth-agape listeners know it was OK to laugh about it, too.

But I wasn’t OK. I was angry, jittery all the time, and prone to sleeplessness. When I could rest, I had nightmares about being killed in every way imaginable.

When therapy and ill-conceived romantic interludes failed to ease my woes, I decided writing about what happened might help.

It didn’t.

Instead, I discovered that unpacking and reexamining the worst period in my life merely amped up my cantankerousness. Even recalling the lighter moments following my injury offered no relief. Meanwhile, I drifted away from most family, friends, and loved ones with little or no explanation.

Perhaps this book offers one.

A little background on how I went about writing this book may also explain, albeit not excuse, my behavior:

I started writing Blindsided by the Taliban in a dilapidated cabin in Pennsylvanian Appalachia I rented during the coldest winter I can remember. In that house with its faulty furnace, rotten floorboards, and a sunken, back-aching mattress, I began cobbling together my story. I poured over hundreds of the hand-scribbled notes on napkins, assorted scraps of paper, notebooks, and my previous reporting trying to piece it all together into something resembling a coherent narrative.

After several months of writing in near-total isolation at my frosty mountain abode, the weather finally broke. I packed up my partial manuscript and notes and rode my motorcycle more than a thousand miles south to Miami. There I had a friend who said I could work at her house while she was vacationing, as long as I fed her two dogs and gave the sickly one a daily shot of insulin. Despite my extreme needle phobia, I agreed to the arrangement, injecting her poor pooch in the neck every morning before going about my business.

The change of scenery and warm weather helped me maintain my momentum, so much so that when my friend returned from her vacation I headed a little further south to a small place in the Florida Keys, where I was my most productive during the course of writing this book. But even in the tranquil, lazy Florida Keys I couldn’t find peace.

By now you may be wondering how I managed to afford all this continental gallivanting, considering I hadn’t done any paid work for months and freelance journalists are notoriously cash-strapped.

The answer, I’m loathe to admit, is lawyers. After years of legal wrangling with CBS over the workman’s compensation they owed me from my injury, I finally received a modest settlement that allowed me to take some time off.

Amid that prolonged legal struggle, I’d imagined getting a nice stack of cash would surely make me feel better.

Again, it didn’t.

Also, the settlement from CBS wasn’t enough to sustain me until I completed the book. So, after a year away from the reporting game, I decided to go back to my first love and see if I could jump-start my near-dead career. In doing so, I moved to Istanbul, a popular home base for journalists covering conflict and strife. While there, my book remained my first priority—I did just enough journalism to pay the bills and remind editors I hadn’t, in fact, fallen off the face of the earth during my hiatus.

I spent two years editing and polishing my manuscript and submitting it to hundreds of agents and editors, all of which said, “No thanks.” I worried that my story may never see the light of day and became as despondent as when I first got hurt.

When I’d take a break from anguishing over my book to report from the Turkish/Syrian border or Iraq, I was reminded what real suffering was, something I’d inexcusably forgotten amid my obsession with my own story. The concerns of a would-be memoirist/reporter trying to find a home for his book were inconsequential compared to those who lost family, friends, and homes amid the wars. When I returned to the comfort and safety of my own home, I felt even worse than I already had for my ridiculous self-indulgence.

Only after my daughter was born did my injury angst finally subside. The demands of a newborn baby and her vulnerability were the kick in the ass I needed to pull myself out of my post–Taliban attack malaise.

And as a result, “getting shot in the face” is no longer my greatest achievement, professional or otherwise.

Knocking up my wife is now firmly atop the list, though my one-in-a-trillion injury has a tight grip on the number two slot … for now.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

In a not-so-subtle homage to my beloved profession of journalism, and because I’m used to writing this way, each chapter of Blindsided by the Taliban has a title followed by a date and location. “Datelines,” as we call them in the reporter biz.

I mention this because the story occasionally jumps back and forth in time, which is my inarticulate way of attempting to avoid the dubious descriptor of a technique known as (shudder) “flashbacks.”

Now, it’s been suggested to me by some publishing professionals that this narrative device is too convoluted for readers to understand. They tell me you will be hopelessly confused by a nonlinear storyline. In their estimation, you apparently possess the intellect of a Shiitake mushroom.

To that I say, “Phooey.” You can handle it.

You’re already familiar with this technique in movies and TV shows. Whereas they do it with bad wigs, makeup, and outdated cell phones, I use datelines.

Same thing, different technique. No biggie.

I trust you’ll have no problem. Why, you’ve already proven your superior intellect by selecting this book. As such, a story that occasionally dips into the past will be a cakewalk.

Now kick back and enjoy.

Thanks for reading,
Carmen


PART ONE

Autobiography is only to be trusted when it reveals something disgraceful.

—George Orwell


CHAPTER 1

FREELANCING IN AFGHANISTAN

SEPTEMBER 6, 2010
KUNAR PROVINCE, EASTERN AFGHANISTAN

The company commander at Combat Outpost Pirtle King only half-heartedly offers to let me tag along on a mission in the mountains that kicks off at 3:00 in the morning, probably thinking I’m not up to it. He warns me it’s an all-day, ass-breaking hump up steep mountains littered with ankle-twisting rocks and Taliban boogeymen.

Though daunted by his description of the day, I tell him I’m game, convincing myself it will give me the perfect opportunity to document the difficulty of the fight in this corner of Kunar Province, a relative safe haven for militants crossing the porous border from Pakistan.

More importantly, I don’t want the commander to think I’m a pussy.

I’ve been embedding with US forces for years, both in Afghanistan and Iraq, so I have a pretty decent idea of what it takes to get readers interested in a story. A firefight helps. So does anything blowing up, hopefully nothing that puts soldiers in harm’s way. With that in mind, I insert myself into situations that will make for tantalizing reading so folks will pay attention to what’s going on over here. That doesn’t mean I’m not scared shitless when I do it. I just leave that part out of my stories.

I can’t let soldiers see I’m scared either. It makes some of them nervous enough having a journalist in their midst, wondering whether something I’m going to report will get them chewed out by their commanders or end their careers. Worse yet would be me panicking when the action kicks off and jeopardizing their lives by doing something stupid. They can’t be thinking about me when they need to focus all their attention and firepower on the guys trying to kill them.

“Count me in for tomorrow,” I tell the commander as calmly as I can, hoping he doesn’t notice the tremor in my right leg.

After a few hours of nervous, twilight sleep, I meet up with the men preparing in the darkness for the torturous slog ahead. During the pre-mission brief, the platoon leader warns them to keep their eyes open for snipers hiding behind the boulders and in the caves that dot the mountain. I listen to his instructions while stuffing my bag with bottles of water and nervously inhaling several knockoff Chinese Marlboro Lights. I’m up to three-quarters of a pack a day, evidenced by the mud-color phlegm I spit. That’s too many for me. I wake up every morning feeling like there is a cinderblock on my chest.

My nervousness about this mission isn’t unwarranted. I’ve had a handful of close calls on embeds in Afghanistan, most of them here in Kunar. Last summer, just a few miles south of Pirtle King, I got pinned down with a platoon along a riverbed. Gunmen tucked behind boulders and positioned on nearby hilltops fired on us from three sides. We were soundly fucked. Shots pinged off the stone and mud walls we crouched behind and it occurred to me we might not make it out. Finally we screwed up the gumption to sprint across a wide-open expanse toward a footbridge across which the armored vehicles were parked. Once across, everyone scurried for the quickest cover. A dozen soldiers piled in the back of a truck designed to hold six men. Bullets plinked off the truck’s armor plating. Somehow, no one was hurt.

“Seven more days till I go home,” said one soldier laughing. Pinned under 1,500 pounds of young men in the steel-walled cabin of the armored truck, I caught on camera the mass of haphazardly stacked soldiers, their faces conveying a mixture of relief and jubilation at escaping another close call in Kunar Province.

I’m preparing myself for the possibility of more of the same today at the start of our predawn excursion. We pass through the gate of the combat outpost and set out along a dirt road for a couple hundred yards, then hang a sharp right, taking a wide snaking trail upward into the side of the mountain. After ten minutes of humping up steep faces cloaked in darkness, stumbling every other step, my lungs are a raging inferno.

Fuck, I’m thickheaded for tagging along.

Between gasps, I tell myself for the 10,345th time that I will quit smoking as soon as I get back from Afghanistan.

No more excuses!

After two hours of climbing, day breaks over the jagged mountain peaks. We rest halfway up the mountain; soldiers take defensive positions while I guzzle water and try to capture the moment on video.

The sun streaks over verdant mountain faces peppered with craggy boulders and settles on the ginger-red thatch of Lt. Derek Zotto’s unruly pubic hair and exposed genitalia. The inseam of his pants is ripped wide open from countless climbs in these mountains. The terrain in Kunar wreaks havoc on uniforms, blowing out crotches after just a few missions; it’s a common problem for the men at Pirtle King. A few other guys are also sporting crotch-less fatigues. And seeing as there’s no running water at Pirtle King, Zotto isn’t the only one not wearing underwear.

I conduct an impromptu, on-camera interview with Zotto on the side of the mountain in whispered tones so as not to alert any potential Taliban in our midst of our presence, urging him to keep his legs closed and try not to laugh. “It sucks never having the high ground,” he muses for my video camera about the distinct disadvantage soldiers have in the mountains where Taliban fighters have the geographic advantage.

I wrap up the interview, then grab some B-roll shots of his dong, just for fun.

After our short break we slog on. Several hours later, the summit doesn’t look any closer. “Are we there yet?” I ask in a coolly received effort at comic relief, knowing damn well we still have a ways to go. I groan like a child getting on his parents’ last nerves while en route to Sea World.

“Ughhhhhhhh!”

I am running out of gas. My bulletproof vest and camera gear seem to be getting heavier with every step. I shouldn’t bitch; my load is nothing compared to the hundred-plus pounds these guys are lugging around. Laden with extra magazines of ammo and other gear, their vests weigh twice as much as mine. Their weapons, an awkward mass of metal whose shifting weight over uneven ground constantly alters their centers of gravity, make climbing in these mountains near impossible without occasionally toppling.

Spc. Jeff Hutchins stumbles over the loose boulders and lands face forward, his legs splayed behind him. “Is my helmet crooked?” he quips in a whisper as he pops up with his Kevlar head cover cocked forward over his eyes and resting on the bridge of his nose. The rest of us suppress our laughter.

We spend the rest of the increasingly sweltering morning hauling ourselves over and around boulders until we reach our objective, a summit the soldiers dub Observation Post East. It’s a flat, shadeless expanse with views of now tiny Pirtle King and the river valley below. We all shed our gear and collapse to the ground, our clothes stained with sweat that’s dried into a crystallized, tie-dye pattern of salt on khaki and camouflage.

It took us eight ankle-rolling, deep-heaving hours to reach the summit. And now that we’re up here, it feels like it’s well over ninety degrees despite our elevation.

I look out at the terraced hillsides carved out by countless generations of Afghan farmers who still work the land with basic hand tools. I’m near passed out and dehydrated just hiking up here, and Afghans on the other side of the valley are doing it every day to tend to their vegetables. Either I’m in lousy shape or these are the hardiest people on the planet.

I dig into my bag for a drink and discover I’m down to a bottle and a half of water. Some of the soldiers are nearly dry too. My joy at reaching the top drains away and is replaced by dread of the climb down, knowing it will be a dry-throated dash back to the outpost. Meanwhile, we need to return before sunset. That’s when the Taliban are more likely to attack.

After an hour’s rest, Zotto orders his men to throw on their gear so we can start the long haul to Pirtle King. The descent is always quicker, but the perils are greater going down. If anyone is watching us, the climb down would be the ideal time to strike. With our heads facing down and our energy depleted, we are extremely vulnerable to potential sniper attacks from the peaks above us.

Halfway down the mountain, two soldiers suffering from severe dehydration stop dead in their tracks, their faces stark white and gaunt. Hutchins, a medic, whips out IV bags and jabs their inner forearms to pump them with fluids as they lay motionless on the mountainside. Combatting my squeamishness at the sight of the IV needles, I focus my camera on Sgt. Chris Kline, who immediately takes umbrage at the sight of my camera directed at him. “Dude, don’t film this,” he says, his eyes rolling back in his head due to exhaustion and extreme dehydration. His cheeks are hollow and his face the color of skim milk. A moment later he relents. “Oh, what the hell, go ahead.”

This is how the war in eastern Afghanistan is fought: one long slog through the mountains after another, up and down, day after day. At least that’s what I’ve seen in all my time here. They call them “presence patrols.” It’s a common tactic that strikes me as unproductive and unnecessarily dangerous. These grueling, regular humps through the mountains provide the Taliban the perfect opportunity to light up a platoon from hidden firing positions on the slopes above, making effective retaliation nearly impossible.

But I’m not a military tactician, so what the hell do I know? That said, if there’s a reason for hanging soldiers’ necks out for the Taliban to take clean hacks at them, I’ve yet to figure it out.

What little I do know of military strategy I’ve gleaned from the pages of history and the campaigns that make the History Channel’s highlight reel—decisive wins that can change the course of the war.

But that’s not how it’s done in Afghanistan. There are no D-Day-like offensives with tens of thousands of soldiers going head-to-head on some predetermined battlefield to decide this thing once and for all. This isn’t that kind of war. The Taliban are guerrilla fighters. Real sneaky ones, too. They play small ball. Plant an explosive here, carry out a sniper attack there. Every once in a while they’ll try to overrun a combat outpost with a couple dozen guys or infiltrate the Afghan Army to take out a handful of soldiers in a surprise attack. Unlike the Viet Cong that stymied US forces in Vietnam, the Taliban aren’t organized enough to attempt their own version of the Tet Offensive.

I feel like the dearth of great battles leaves young soldiers longing for a fight with historical significance. Some commanders clearly recognize this fact. However, in lieu of nationwide campaigns aimed at ending this fight once and for all, they mount smaller missions with colorful names meant to evoke strong sentiment and rally troops with sagging spirits. Operation “Eagle’s Claw” or “Righteous Hammer” makes walking around the mountains with a target on your back seem like it’s worth the risk. A while back on another embed, I got to sit in on a mission brief and listen to a colonel tell his junior officers how they would carry out operation “Thundercat,” obviously named by one of the younger soldiers for the ’80s cartoon and whose humor was lost on The Brass. Every time the colonel referred to the operation by name, a young lieutenant sitting next to me would let out a muted version of Lion-O’s trademark war cry: “Hoooooooo!”

We have a problem. Sgt. Kline can no longer walk due to his dehydration. Another one of the guys broke a toe and is severely hobbled. The terrain is too steep to carry them off the mountain. Even if we could haul them down, our water situation made the extra exertion dangerous. More guys could drop out from the heat, severely diminishing their ability to retaliate in the event of an attack. With no other alternative, medevac is radioed to get the injured off the mountain. While waiting for the chopper, we sit quietly on the mountainside trying to stay low and inconspicuous. Minutes seem like hours while we bake in the afternoon sun and scan the surrounding peaks for any movement.

After about an hour of tense waiting, the steady thrumming of helicopter blades begins to echo off the mountains. Moments later, a medevac chopper hovers over us, winching a rescue paramedic to the ground because the terrain is too steep to land on. The medic fastens a harness to the injured, who are hoisted into the aircraft. Thankfully, someone in the platoon has the presence of mind to tell the medics about our precarious water situation. As the soldiers, limp with exhaustion, are hoisted into the chopper, a crew member tosses out several cases of water and Gatorade. Even before the helicopter takes off, we pounce on the drinks and gulp down several bottles, then pack as many as we can for the remainder of the march.

The soldiers resolve to get the hell off the mountain as quickly as possible. I’m struggling to keep pace as the platoon picks up the tempo hoping to beat the setting sun. By the time we are a few hundred yards from Pirtle King, we’re jogging in unison as I suck deep for each breath like an asthmatic John Candy on an exercise bike.

When we stagger through the gates, I’m near hallucinating from exhaustion.

“Wait, you mean to tell me the fucking reporter made it, but two of you had to be airlifted out?” says a razzing voice as I double over to catch my breath. “I can’t wait to bust their balls about that.”

That I endured the rigors of what turns into a fifteen-hour excruciating slog to the top and back earns me a measure of respect with the guys. While basking in their near adulation, I try not to let them see just how wobbly I am. I find the nearest object approximating a seat and plant my exhausted ass, trying not to look too tired.

Hutchins sidles up to me. “Hey man, how old are you?” he asks. I tell him I’m 36 and fairly fit despite my incessant smoking, by my own estimation.

“Huh, you’re just two years younger than my dad.”

Thanks … douche.


CHAPTER 2

THE PIRTLE KING CLUSTERFUCK

SEPTEMBER 7, 2010
KUNAR PROVINCE, EASTERN AFGHANISTAN

Pirtle King, or PK, as everyone here calls it, is tiny. Wedged between a steep, rocky hillside and the roiling Kunar River, it is home to a company of American soldiers from the 101st Airborne out of Ft. Campbell, Kentucky. It’s named for two soldiers killed in 2009 when another nearby outpost was overrun by the Taliban. They and other militant groups have a solid foothold in these parts, making it an ideal staging ground for attacks on the provincial capital, Asadabad, as well as Afghanistan’s larger cities, like nearby Jalalabad and the country’s capital, Kabul.

Along Kunar’s shared border with Pakistan, just a couple miles from PK, there are valleys spanning the divide that are natural conduits for fighters and weapons passing with relative ease through the porous and indefensible boundary. The tough terrain, coupled with the presence of a significant number of Taliban and their supporters, is giving American military leaders fits and proving difficult for the guys on the ground.

The American troops here share PK with a small contingent of Afghan soldiers and a handful of Latvian military advisers tasked with training the Afghans. It is cramped quarters. You can sprint from one end of PK to the next in about 10 seconds. And with all the enemy fire it gets, everyone here has. The “fish in a barrel” analogy could have been invented for this place. Mountains surround it on all sides; boulders and ravines on the slopes make for ideal cover. PK is a Taliban sniper’s wet dream.

Every plywood building and sandbag-covered bunker is pockmarked with bullet holes and ragged punctures from twisted, metal fragments of rocket-propelled grenades. There might as well be a target on every rooftop. I can’t for the life of me figure out why it’s even here. Whoever decided to put a combat outpost in such an indefensible place (my guess: some general who’s never so much as flown over the place) should be busted down to buck private and forced to tongue-clean 1,000 rancid latrines.

I’m here because I requested an embed where there would be “some action,” hoping to get some good audio for CBS Radio, which is paying the freight on this assignment, and USA Today, one of my go-to clients for print stories, photos, and the occasional video.

The trek up the mountain didn’t make for great sound, but I got some fantastic quotes and images of the hillsides carved into terraced farms that probably date back at least a couple of centuries.

I approach a young soldier with questions for the story I’m working on about the difficulties they face at PK. He regards me cautiously at first, asking me at the outset not to use his name. I sense he’s not sure whether to trust me, which is understandable since I’ve only been here a couple of days.

When I’m embedded, some guys don’t know what to make of me at first. There are those that are wary of reporters and keep their distance. They either feel they’ve been burned before or were briefed by their sergeants and commanders to stay away. Others eventually warm up, glad to have a new face around, someone who will listen to their stories that hasn’t heard them a million times already. We talk movies I’ve seen and they obviously haven’t and what other parts of Afghanistan are like; if it’s their first deployment to the country, their particular area of operation is all they typically know. Sometimes the conversation runs deeper. They speak of loved ones back home; their kids growing up without them; domestic troubles that brew when you’re gone for a year or more; wives and girlfriends that left them; alimony and child support payments they can barely afford.

But more than anything we talk sports. Everyone’s got a team. Mine is the Steelers, which unless you’re also an NFL fan from Pittsburgh, you probably hate with every fiber of your being due to their Super Bowls and the indefensible, boozy arrogance of their fan base.

After we gab for a while about the season that’s just started, the young soldier opens up with his opinions about their predicament at PK. “When the Taliban are looking down at us, they can see everything,” he says, an estimation I can confirm firsthand, having spent the previous day on the same mountain frequented by snipers. Every time I took a breather and looked down into the valley, PK was completely exposed to Taliban lurking in the slopes surrounding the base. Picking soldiers off from the mountains surrounding PK would seem fairly easy shooting for an accomplished Taliban marksman. Fortunately, that hasn’t happened so far. The attacks on PK commonly come from farther away, the next valley over. Taliban launch mortars at the combat outpost, blindly hoping to land a lucky shot, or fire AK-47 rounds from the slopes overlooking it, then scatter. During our hump into the mountain, one of the guys found an unexploded, rusty mortar. Spc. Nikolai Wyckoff picked it up and blew the dust off the head and laughed. “Looks like they were trying to hit PK and just failed miserably.” I took a step back before turning my camera on it to film him, as if an extra three feet would protect me from the blast were it to go off.

While the Taliban can sure as hell see them, the soldiers have difficulty spotting the militants hidden in the mountains. It’s a common problem for US forces in eastern Afghanistan, but at PK it’s especially difficult. The surrounding hills offer so many places for Taliban to hide and little recourse for soldiers on base other than to launch mortars into the hillside in the general direction of the attack. They may spot the occasional muzzle flash from an AK-47. If it’s only a few shots, they’ll fire back with mortars till the shooting stops. In the event of a complex attack featuring mortars, recoilless rounds, and other artillery, they may call in an airstrike. That is, if air assets are available. Even a sizable ordinance like a JDAM (that’s Joint Direct Actual Munition, fancy speak for a big bomb dropped out of warplanes) has little effect because there are so many places to hide and survive even the largest bombardment, and the mountain appears no worse for wear. I’ve seen fighter jets drop what seems to be a Pearl Harbor’s worth of explosives on a distant mountaintop, but after the brush fires die down and the smoke clears, it’s difficult to discern with the naked eye that anything happened there. “The problem with Afghanistan is it looks exactly the same after you bomb it as it did before you bombed it” is a common expression here. That saying usually refers to the ruins of the capital amid the civil war after the Soviets left, but the same applies up here.

The soldier I’m interviewing about the challenges of fighting such an elusive enemy seems to be searching for the most diplomatic way to express just how disadvantaged they are here. It’s not easy to be objective when you’re constantly being targeted by an unseen enemy. “When they are looking down at us, they can see everything. But trying to see them is like trying to look through a keyhole from across the room.”

Oh, that’s a money quote.

I mark it with asterisks in my notebook so I’ll remember to use it to lock off the end of the piece I’m writing.

In addition to being a favorite target for the Taliban, PK is a colossal shithole of epic proportions stuffed in a tiny package. Small combat outposts like this are poorly supplied due to the dangers of getting convoys down narrow dirt roads where planting an IED is as easy as digging out a few shovelfuls of dirt and laying in some explosives with a command wire running fifty yards up the adjacent hillside. There, the trigger man hides behind a boulder to blow up a long-awaited, much-needed truckload of water, toilet paper, bacon, or whatever necessities and desirables to high heaven.

Dangerous living and few amenities are the norm for the soldiers who see combat in Afghanistan. But this place is particularly bad, one of the worst I’ve ever seen. The showers and clothes washers at PK gave out long ago; consequently, no one has had a proper wash in months. Everyone reeks of mud-caked, sweat-soaked uniforms and moldering, unwashed feet. The stench would make most anyone retch. Being something of a slob, I’m usually quite at ease with filth. But this place is fucking gross even by my exceptionally lax standards. The smaller bases on nearby mountaintops have even fewer amenities, though aren’t nearly as foul. They typically house a smaller number of soldiers and have the advantage of steady mountain breezes to whisk away the putrid stench. But not PK. Here, soldiers are stacked in cramped bunker-style barracks, like a long-expired tin of sardines. Their gear and uniforms reek like fine cheeses aging in a dank cave.

I make a feeble effort to clean up a bit by giving myself a baby-wipe bath. I bought a bunch before I got there and handed them out. The PX (the military’s answer to Walmart, where you can buy most anything: from soap to socks, cigarettes to an Xbox) at larger bases stock up on the sanitized wipes meant for use on pink newborn behinds. Soldiers in rural hinterlands use them so they can at least feign cleanliness until they take their next shower, which for these guys might not be for a very long time. A single swipe across my brow and the moisturized toilette is a poop-brown mixture of grime and sweat. Some of the guys at PK appear to have given up even trying to get clean. They’re dusty, flesh-and-bone incarnations of my favorite Peanuts character, Pig Pen.

Despite the unsanitary conditions and dangers of living in PK, the guys here have developed a strange affinity for the place that defies common logic. One of them attempts to explain it to me in terms that I can’t use in any of the mainstream outlets for which I work. I write it down anyway.

“It’s kinda like a fat chick that you don’t wanna say anything about, but when someone runs their mouth you’re like, ‘Wait, that’s my fat chick!’”

Before reviewing my photos and video from yesterday’s mission in the mountains, I need to check my email. There might not be any hot water for showers here, but the Internet works. Without the latter, this place couldn’t function. The military runs on its wireless communications. From orders down the chain of command to supply requests from here to headquarters, it’s the one thing the army can’t do without anymore. A young IT specialist once put it to me this way: “Take away every armored vehicle and other means of transport for a day and we could still fight this war, but cut off the Internet and we’d be helpless.”

I need to get online to see if I have a new message from my fiancée. We’re currently conducting a particularly heated back-and-forth online argument and the barbs are flying. I’m expecting her next salvo to be a doozy. Soldiers aren’t the only ones whose relationships can suffer from spending too much time in Afghanistan.

Her latest criticism of me is that I shouldn’t even be here. According to her, embedded journalists interfere with the mission and endanger the lives of soldiers. This opinion comes courtesy of her colleagues at the US Department of State’s Bureau of Diplomatic Security, where she is a new member of Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s security detail. Her work was one of the first things that drew me to her. Now it’s driving a wedge between us. Several of her male colleagues are former military and take pains to express their disdain for the media, opinions that have recently manifested themselves in several of our arguments.

“Don’t you think you are getting in the way when you’re with them?” she said to me a month ago, right before I left. I tell her I think it’s important that people know what’s happening and see the dangers military men and women face.

“Not so important that you get someone killed,” she retorts without reference to, let alone expressed concern for, my safety. I don’t read much into it at the time, considering her oft-professed dislike for my line of work. But since I’ve been in Afghanistan it’s really been irking me.

Who is she to rag on my job?

I love journalism, though judging by my bank account it’s an unrequited love. Still, I can’t imagine doing anything else. I don’t even consider what I do “work”—it’s more a cross between compulsion and a calling, with an unhealthy smattering of addiction and chronic delusion sprinkled on top.

The reporting life has afforded me the opportunity to see and do things most people can barely fathom. When I was based in Brazil, the beaches of Ipanema, where I used to surf every day, were my backyard. I climbed mountains in Bolivia on a whim after reporting on some growing unrest there. I happened across a mountaineer outfitter while in La Paz, signed on with a guide and a few days later, voilà, I’m summiting a 19,000ft. peak. “Poor in Wallet, Rich in Experience” should be carved on my headstone.

And as for embeds, I maintain it’s important that folks back home know what’s happening over here from the viewpoint of the youngsters risking their necks while the rest of America sits at home either Monday morning quarterbacking every perceived setback or tuning the war out completely.

I scroll through our email thread to reread where we left off in our argument, searching for tidbits that help me make my point. I’ve yet to answer her recent accusation that I’m too lazy to do anything about the trail of ants frequently seen scaling a wall in our bedroom. They don’t bother me. I actually find their industriousness inspiring, especially when I’m lying in bed with a story deadline looming. I decide to opt out of defending my deference to the ants.

You’re not going to win this battle. Don’t bother.

Instead of crafting an email in defense of my ant fancy, I decide to pour over previous emails dating back to the beginning of our relationship, that period when we were nauseatingly in love. It wasn’t all that long ago. We first got together just weeks before I left for a long stint in Afghanistan back in the fall of 2009. Seems so long ago, though it’s been less than a year.

So much has happened since then.

I wish we could go back to those days. Maybe we could if we just stopped bickering. We tried counseling. It didn’t help. Maybe we just need to decide to be happy and treat each other right.

Could it be that simple?

I refresh my email amid daydreams about rekindling our misplaced romance.

Maybe she feels the same way …

But there’s still no response to my last message to her. It’s been two days since I sent it.


CHAPTER 3

THANKS, CLAUDE PEPPER

MARCH 15, 2009
MIAMI, FLORIDA

For all my professed contempt for anything approximating authority, particularly the federal government, I like hanging out here.

The Claude Pepper building is named for an old Florida lawmaker whose sourpuss, oil-painted visage graces the lobby. It is a Cold War–era filing cabinet with well-worn carpets and the pervasive smell of musty bureaucracy, like an old library card catalogue that’s been opened after decades of disuse.

It’s just down the street from the federal courthouse where I cover the odd trial for the New York Times and other papers. Florida’s well-deserved reputation for attracting the disreputable from around the globe doesn’t disappoint. A couple months ago I saw Chuckie Taylor, the son of the former Liberian dictator Charles Taylor, get sentenced to nearly a century behind bars for assorted war crimes. Witnesses at the trial said Chuckie ate some of his victims’ hearts.

When I’m at the courthouse I often pop in the Claude Pepper to see my friend Brian, who’s a correspondent for Voice of America, the federally funded news agency that’s also a Cold War relic. He and I sometimes work on the same stories and occasionally collaborate, though I am much more reliant on him and his superior Spanish skills than he on me. I do like to think I pull my weight by keeping him entertained when I’m over here.

“I’m going to take a wazz, then we’ll go to lunch,” I tell Brian on my way to the bathroom. We decided on the Italian joint around the corner.

I’m thinking it feels like a seafood linguine kind of day as I exit the bathroom and see her walking down the hall. We lock eyes and maintain our gaze while passing, stutter step, then turn to check each other out. We’ve both been caught blatantly body-scanning each other, then exchange awkward hellos.

“Do you work here?” she asks me in a tone that’s both personal curiosity and professionally interrogatory.
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