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AMERICAN HOSTAGE








INTRODUCTION






In the summer of 2004, Iraq was descending into chaos. The U.S.-led Coalition was fighting a war on two fronts: the predominantly Sunni insurgency in the north, and the Shi’ite uprising in the south led by the religious leader Muqtada al-Sadr, and the militia loyal to him, the Mahdi Army.


There was a conspicuous vacuum of authority after the transition from U.S.-led Coalition control of the country on June 28, 2004. Iraq was officially sovereign and the reconstituted Iraqi security and police forces were expected to lead security operations for the country, but they lacked the training, weapons, and numbers to be effective. The Coalition had stepped back just far enough to create a void that insurgents moved quickly to fill, and many parts of Iraq fell under the control of fundamentalists or outlaw gangs.


Kidnapping and killing of Iraqis had been a problem throughout the country following the war, but videotaped executions of kidnapped foreigners, like those of Nick Berg and Kim Sun-il, had become the weapon of choice among insurgents trying to terrorize and influence policy among Coalition member countries.


 


We had come to Iraq in spring 2004 to make a documentary film about the rampant looting of archaeological sites and the tragic ongoing loss of world history due to the deteriorating security. It was my third trip to Iraq, Marie-Hélène’s first.


Our journey took us back and forth from Baghdad to Nasiriyah all summer, where we would drive for hours and never see Coalition troops or Iraqi forces. Following the violent uprising of Iraqi insurgents and the Mahdi Army, security seemed to melt away in the heat, leaving us at the mercy of the roads.


As the summer progressed, the situation in Iraq grew steadily worse. In July, Muqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi Army took over the Shrine of Imam Ali in Najaf, one of Shi’a Islam’s holiest sites. The interim Iraqi government and the American forces were determined to bring an end to the fighting and drive the Mahdi Army from the shrine. On August 5, the Coalition began what they hoped would be a final offensive against the Mahdi Army in Najaf.


Our film project was coming to a close as well. After three months of grueling work, Marie-Hélène left on July 30. I stayed for another two weeks, a total of five months, to finish a few interviews and film the first day of the new civil guards working to protect Umma, a heavily looted Sumerian site two hours north of Nasiriyah.


In the early morning of Friday, August 13, as the fighting escalated in Najaf, I drove from Baghdad to Nasiriyah with Amir, our friend and translator, for a final weekend of filming.









PROLOGUE






Marie-Hélène, Friday, July 30


Micah, Amir, and I drove quickly along the airport road as it cut through a landscape, razed and desolate. We slowed to a crawl at a military checkpoint where a handpainted sign threatened lethal force if a car did not stop, then waited an hour in the sun for the only bus that drove from the checkpoint to Civilian Terminal C at Baghdad International Airport. I was heading home, and Micah and Amir had come to see me off. We sat near the front of the bus, framed by shattered windows. The driver tapped his foot to the tinny music on the radio and shouted at the few passengers over the clattering rhythm of the bus, “We were shot at last week. Let’s see what happens today.”


The previous three months had been some of the happiest of my life as I’d traveled between Baghdad and Nasiriyah, taking photos, shooting video, interviewing. Now my work on our documentary film was complete, and I was heading to Europe for a long-awaited vacation with my mother and sister.


We arrived safely at the terminal, but only Micah could accompany me through the metal detectors to the gate. I turned to say good-bye to Amir. He looked down and kicked his right foot back and forth.


“Amir, you have been wonderful. We couldn’t have done this without you. You’re a great friend.” He continued looking down, holding in his emotion. “Promise me you will look after Micah?”


He squeezed my hand, so tightly it hurt.


“I promise, Mary-Helen, I promise.”


Moving to the Royal Jordanian counter, I looked back once more. Amir waved, then turned away.


“It won’t be the same,” Micah told me, despondent, as we waited for my luggage check. There were only seven other passengers and one dog, named AK by the contractor bringing him home to his daughters. “I wish I could come with you.”


Micah had insisted on staying in Iraq for two more weeks to film some final scenes. I wanted him to leave with me, too, but didn’t want to dampen the last couple of weeks of work with my concern. I had waved him off to Baghdad and welcomed him home before. Soon, I’d be picking him up at JFK.


“It’s only a few more days of filming,” I told him. “Don’t stay longer. And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”


Hugging him as long as I could before the loudspeaker announcement called me to the plane, I whispered, “I love you, I love you.” It was the one thing I wanted him to remember over the next two weeks.


He stood and watched me, a hand to his heart, as I walked to the gate.


“See you in New York,” I called out.


When I turned around a last time, he was gone.









Micah, Friday, August 13





The four-hour drive south from Baghdad to Nasiriyah was quiet. I kept my eyes down as we passed a Mahdi Army checkpoint on the main road just outside the town of Fajr, the center for Iraq’s illicit antiquities trade. One hundred yards farther was a modest Iraqi police checkpoint. The twin checkpoints signaled an uneasy truce that had been struck in the Dhi Qar province, while just a few hours east in Najaf fighting raged between the Mahdi Army and Coalition forces. We drove past the two checkpoints without slowing down. They were a token show of force by both sides, a delicate balance. Stopping cars might upset the balance.


We arrived in Nasiriyah at tenA .M. and stopped outside Amir’s small translation office in the center of town. Amir got out of the car, looked both ways to see that everything was okay; then I quickly followed him up the stairs with my bags. I didn’t know where I would stay that night. I was no longer welcome at the Italian base and had not heard back from my request earlier in the week to stay at the American base. The local hotel for foreigners, the Al-Janoub, was too dangerous. That left the Nasiriyah Museum, Amir’s office, or possibly his house, none of which were good options.


Amir told me to wait, saying he had good news, and went out, padlocking the door behind him for my safety. I sat on his old sofa thumbing through a worn copy of theNorton Anthology of Modern Poetry, one of many books that lay scattered around his cluttered office, the walls papered with pictures of Don Quixote, French philosophers, and works by local artists.


Amir returned a half hour later, smiling, holding my small digital camera. The camera was the smallest of the half dozen we carried, a pocket digital that could shoot a few minutes of grainy video, allowing us to film or photograph without drawing much attention or suspicion. It had been stolen two days before by one of the guards at the Nasiriyah Museum. Mr. Hamdani, an archaeologist and antiquities inspector for the Dhi Qar province, who looked after the museum, had managed to apply enough pressure and, in Amir’s words, “the situation was resolved.”


“Which guard was it?” I asked.


“Don’t worry,” Amir said, “your camera is back.”


“But which one?” I insisted.


“The one who helped you look for it.” That was the way things were done. It mattered less who was responsible than that the camera had been returned safely.


 


Since we had an hour to kill before a meeting with Mr. Hamdani at the Nasiriyah Museum, with my camera back we decided to film the market.


We headed first to a nearby Internet center so I could check messages. Public places were not safe for foreigners, but I blended in so well by now that no one noticed me unless I spoke: Iraqi haircut, the sort of beige plaid polyester shirt that almost every Iraqi man owned, and, most importantly, a bushy mustache. Amir sat me down at a computer and whispered to me not to say a word, then disappeared to run an errand.


Internet centers had sprung up all over Iraq shortly after the war, and were full most days with young men chatting by Internet phone or instant messenger with relatives and friends all over the world. Use of personal computers and Internet communication with the outside world was heavily restricted during the time of Saddam, so most Iraqis typed awkwardly, with two fingers. I sat quietly and checked for an email from Marie-Hélène. Nothing. She was traveling and it would be difficult for her to get her email, but the empty inbox was a disappointment. It had been over a week since her last message. Traveling in Iraq had always been dangerous while we were together, but in the two weeks since she’d left things seemed to be getting considerably worse. I wanted to keep her updated on my whereabouts, but since she had not yet replied to my last email, I decided to wait.


I sent an email to John Burns, theNew York Times bureau chief in Baghdad, with an update on the road to Nasiriyah. We’d eaten lunch together the day before to discuss a follow-up article I would write about the looting. He’d been surprised when I’d told him that the Mahdi Army, a Shi’ite militia loyal to the powerful cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, had set up checkpoints along the road in plain view of Iraqi police checkpoints. It meant the Iraqi forces were clearly not in control. I also sent one to my mother in which I confessed,



to tell you the truth, i have to drive through mahdi army checkpoints and sometime battles every other day…. anyway, back early next week. i am down in nasiriyah, where the mahdi army work hand-in-hand with the local police. they are just kids, and generally they are not aggressive towards foreigners, but it’s good to keep a low profile.




This was the first time in six months I had told her anything about the dangers I faced—perhaps because this was my last trip down to Nasiriyah, perhaps because I was growing confident that I had made it through my five-month journey safely.


Amir returned and we set out to visit the market. The civil guards hired to protect the archaeological sites often carried their own guns, purchased at places like the market. I wanted a few minutes of video footage of gun sellers for our documentary about the looting of archaeological sites and the efforts to protect them. Nothing fancy, just some solid background shots of a gun market.


I carried carefully chosen items, nothing that would make me stand out as a foreigner, and nothing that would identify me as an American if I was stopped. My glasses were hidden in my shirt pocket—you don’t wear them if you don’t want to look Western—and I brought only the essentials: my press card, watch, wallet, and the small camera. My wallet held only cash, American dollars, as common as Iraqi dinar.


The market in Nasiriyah, just east of the main square adorned with a statue of Habubi, a poet and religious leader who fought for freedom against the British in 1915, was a few minutes by car from Amir’s office. Rows of stalls, shops, and street vendors’ carts overflowed with commerce. You could buy almost anything there: posters of Shi’ite religious leaders, video CDs of Friday prayers and recent fighting filmed by the Madhi Army, secondhand books, Quranic texts, plastic sandals, vegetables, furniture, televisions, and satellite dishes. The part of the market where guns were sold was a short, dusty road lined on both sides with shops, easily missed if one wasn’t looking closely. We parked and got out of the car. Hatem, our seventeen-year-old driver, waited patiently in the driver’s seat.


The gun sellers discreetly displayed their wares on old wooden boxes or cloths laid on the ground. We approached the first man. Trying to gain his trust, I bent down to admire his pistols, about five of them, neatly laid out on a box. Then, checking with Amir first, who nodded his head okay, I cautiously pulled out the small camera and began filming. The gun seller saw my camera and asked Amir if we could take a picture of him and a friend. I felt uncomfortable that they had noticed the camera. Was Amir nervous? He smiled and played along. The two put their arms around each other and smiled. I snapped a picture and showed them the digital image on the back. “Good,” one said with a thumbs-up, to which I nodded my head and smiled. It was like swimming with sharks: unpredictable, they could turn on me at any time.


Farther down the narrow road, we passed a man standing next to a stool on top of which was a long, thick, black-metal tube with large holes running lengthwise. Genuinely curious about this monstrous piece of machinery, I walked over to look at it up close. It was some sort of machine gun with a bullet clip lying next to it that loaded from the side. I smiled at the man and turned to walk away. Amir suggested it was okay to photograph the man and his machine gun. Against my gut, I snapped a picture. The man suddenly became agitated. Only later would we learn that he had spent ten years in an Iranian prison and was mentally disturbed.


Amir immediately called me over to delete the image, which I did, turning the camera to show the man that there was no image in the screen. It made no difference. He wanted the roll of film, but my camera was digital. His face reddened, his body stiffened, and he began shouting. A crowd gathered.


Amir tried to reason with him, but the man grabbed the machine gun off the stool and loaded the clip. As Amir spoke he squeezed the trigger, firing a short burst at Amir’s feet, the bullets absorbed by the ground in small clouds of dust.


“Take it, take it,” Amir pleaded, trying to give the man the camera, but the man was fixated on me.


“Go back to the car,” Amir urged me in a grim whisper.


Nervously scanning the road, I began walking, making it about five feet before I heard another gunshot, so loud my shoulders flinched and my ears rang. I turned to see the angry face of a man who had just fired his pistol in the dirt a few steps behind me, a clear warning that I should not leave. Amir was doing his best to calm the enraged man with the machine gun. With frantic motions—arms furiously working to control the growing storm of anger—he tried pushing the camera into the gun seller’s hands. “Take it! Take it!” he implored, while yelling and waving at me to go back to the car.


The enraged man held the machine gun at waist level, pointing it at my stomach. I looked at him for a second as he stared back at me, still shouting, his hands shaking with fury. I was amazed that he did not fire the gun. How easy it would have been to shoot me at that moment.


Determined to get back to the car, I quickly turned and walked away, pretending I had nothing to do with the chaos. Young men were fast filling the street, drawn by the commotion. As I walked past the first gun seller, the one whose picture I had taken with his friend, he turned and asked in Arabic, “What happened?”


Afraid that ignoring his question would raise suspicion, I shrugged my shoulders and said“Ma ba’raf,” which means “I don’t know” in Arabic. Egyptian Arabic.


I wanted to grab the words as they left my mouth, the look on his face confirming my mistake. The moment hung like dust clouds from the feet of children rushing into the fracas, then fell as he seized on my words, his face erupting in rage and excitement. Jabbing his finger in the air at me, he began shouting, “FOREIGNER!”


A spark had been lit and the market exploded. A deep vein—a history of oppression, tension, distrust, and hatred of the West—had ruptured, and emotions flooded the marketplace in an uncontrollable stream. Immediately there were men everywhere, fingers…faces…hands grabbing at me. A small child thrust his full hand into my back pocket until he managed to wrestle out my wallet. I saw his little face light up as he ran off looking at the cash inside. My glasses—I didn’t see them go. A large knife appeared, held in the left hand of a man whose right hand gripped my collar. He looked over his shoulder toward the man with the machine gun for some indication of whether he should use it.


I was just a few feet from the car now, but the car was empty, the driver’s door wide open. Hope fled, faster than Hatem. I thought of running, but I would have to break free from this man with the knife. The others had guns. I wouldn’t make it a block. And what about Amir?


The crowd that had swarmed Amir caught up, and the two crowds became one teeming mob. I managed to push my back up against a wall, holding up my press card, shouting, “JOURNALIST, FRENCH,FRANÇAIS, FRENCH,SADIQI, SADIQI,” which means “friend.” If I said I was an American I was dead.


“French?” a man asked. He was well dressed and seemed thoughtful, duly considering the commotion.


“NAM, FRANÇAIS, SADIQI.”Yes, French, friend, I yelled, trying to reason with him.


“French, nosadiqi,” he replied firmly, correcting me.


I thought,Yes, yes sadiqi, but his tone was so final and so full of anger, I realized it hardly mattered. My words dropped lifelessly from my mouth, my spirit with them. If the French, well regarded throughout Iraq, weren’t their friends, who were?


Out of the madness Amir appeared, still shouting in Arabic, and next to him was the enraged man, still holding the machine gun. Pushing through the crowd, he came straight up to me with deep concentrated anger and said in staccato English, “I have an issue with you!”


Pleading with him, I remembered a phrase I had never used before:Ana bisharbic, which literally means “I am in your mustache.” It was an Iraqi tribal saying that I had been taught by Munawar, our driver, translator, and friend in Baghdad, meant for just this occasion, when you are without options and you have to beg for protection. In Iraqi tribal tradition, if someone asks for your protection, it is shameful to refuse. To my astonishment, it worked. The man suddenly calmed down. He looked bothered that I knew the phrase, and so I repeated it again, advancing toward him, trying to convey sincerity, trying to communicate a simple message:I meant no harm, it was a misunderstanding. He moved away, absorbed by the crowd, and that was the last I saw of him.


But the crowd was out of control and he no longer mattered. They continued to press madly, tearing at our clothes and tugging us in different directions, like a giant rugby scrum, with no sense of direction or purpose. Amir and I managed to force our way to an appliance shop across the street, and I pushed myself into a seat facing the door. Amir tried desperately to get the owner to close the metal gate as the crowd streamed in. “What will happen to my shop?” the owner protested, afraid to help.


“Call the police, call the police!” Amir begged as he hung from the gate, trying to pull it down himself.


At least one person, possibly the man with the knife, had stayed close to me and was perched to my left with his hand on my shoulder. He seemed more focused than the others, cleanly dressed with short hair. Another man stuck a hand in my right front pocket, shouting at me as he tried to take my journal. We locked in a tug-of-war as I desperately held on to it and my seat, but he tore it from my hands, opening it violently, certain he would find something incriminating. There were two business cards from friends in the Italian army tucked in the pages, and I was sure he would seize on them. All that was left was my press pass and my watch.


The well-dressed man who had shadowed me said in English, “Come with me” and pulled me out of the chair by my shirt, a gun grasped firmly in his other hand. The crowd parted as he led Amir and me out. In front of the shop, a small four-door car was waiting in the dirt road. Two men with pistols pushed Amir and me into the back seat, the man with Amir getting in on his side. With the three of us, the back seat was almost full. My shadow tried to get in, but I kept my elbow out so he couldn’t manage it. The car was not going to move until he got in and shut the door. The driver looked around to see what the problem was. After a few seconds, I realized there was nowhere to go with this idea and relented. My shadow forced his way in, half on my lap holding himself up by the plastic hand strap from the roof, slammed the door, and the car started off.


In the front passenger seat, a man with one deeply reddened eye was shouting furiously in Arabic and waving his pistol in the air, intermittently looking back and pointing the pistol at me.


“Amir, where are they taking us?” I asked in a hushed voice between the man’s outbursts.


“I don’t know. Be quiet.”


I stared at the man’s reddened eye as it flashed back at me in brief spasms of fury, unable to think of much but that eye—an infection he was fighting, rage against foreign bodies, and a grotesque symbol of the impoverishment and lack of health care in that part of the country.


After five months in Iraq, I was supposed to leave in just a few days. Instead, a new journey, not of my choosing, had begun.









Marie-Hélène, Friday, August 13





Italy


Breakfast in the Italian villa was quiet, and Aunt Sophia’s breakfast breads were carefully arranged on a cloth. I kissed my mom on the head, wishing her a happy birthday.


“You cannot tell your Aunt Sophia you have been to Iraq,” my mother said. This was her birthday, and that was her wish. Nothing about Iraq is simple, she would explain. You may think it is about your personal experience there, or about culture. In the end, you can’t get away from politics.


In my family, keeping things quiet is part of an old code of conduct that is perhaps unusual today. Identity does not come from public conversation but from private reflection. Family is strongly present, and the bonds tight-knit. Since our father’s death, my mother had become the protector of our small family, always encouraging her two daughters to strive yet at the same time, trying to keep us safe.


“If you go, you could get shot or blown up,” she’d say, a refrain whose echo continued long after it was spoken, reverberating off cameras and bags of film and the bulletproof vest, women’s size, that filled my apartment as I prepared for my trip.


Once, but only once, my mother had told me about another reason. She was thirty-eight, married, living in Beirut, working at the United Nations, and had seen a tall, beautiful, blond woman in the souk, the market. Initially drawn to the woman as a vision of her unborn daughter, she has spent the next thirty-one years haunted by the memory. The woman was missing a leg. Do not ride a motorcycle. Do not go mountain climbing. Do not go to Iraq. You might lose your leg. Or worse.


Losing part or all of a child is unnatural to a mother, and I understood her desire to protect me.


I chose a different protection, thehijab of heavy, black polyester, a covering worn by women in Iraq. In southern Iraq, the temperature in summer can rise to 150 degrees. Merely blinking in thehijab causes beads of sweat to roll down your face, to be caught at the chin by the tightly bound headscarf pinned with the special silver safety pin concealed in modern, made-in-China plastic covers. It is a playful accessory, thehijab ’s one nod to femininity. Any movement might make thehijab slip, and a stray lock of hair, if not tightly pinned, might suddenly appear and be noticed. Noticed as indelicate and wrong. And, by me, as a security breach.


In the south, Iraqi women, usually older, would take me for Iranian from the lighter skin tone of my face. They would often come up to me and grasp my hands, and say, “My regards to the shrine in Isfahan.” This is how I knew that myhijab and theabaya that covered me all the way down to my ankles, legs hidden in thick, dark stockings, were working. Myhijab and myabaya were my protection not only because they made me blend in but because they showed my desire to understand and respect Iraq’s religious traditions.


Shi’ite Muslims are a small minority in Islam, but they make up almost the whole of Iran’s, and 60 percent of Iraq’s, population, living primarily in the south. They form a human crescent from Karbala, in Iraq, to Zahedan, in Iran, sharing the same holy sites and history of martyrdom and oppression. Iranian and Iraqi Shi’ites each year pilgrimage together to the Imam Hussein shrine that marks the site of his murder in the holy city of Karbala, and to the Shrine of Imam Ali in Najaf, where Mohammed’s murdered son-in-law, and the successor to the Prophet, is buried.


A wisp of blond hair peeking out while taking a picture, or filming, would place me far from Isfahan—with the Americans besieging the holy cities, or the French, who ban headscarves in schools. Thehijab and theabaya also gave me something else. I could work in Iraq, and travel between Baghdad and the south with them. They gave me freedom.


Is love protection or freedom? Out of love, I sometimes forgo things that are personally important so as not to hurt or worry those who love me. Sometimes, out of love, I act because I must and because it is important and meaningful, even if it is difficult.









Micah, Friday, August 13





The car pulled up alongside a building on the bank of the Euphrates River. The men, still holding their pistols, led us quickly through the gate and into a single-story white building. Amir and I removed our shoes at the open door. Young men were milling around, looking curiously at the two odd creatures being led in.


“Where are we?” I whispered to Amir.


“Sadr’s office.”


For a moment, I felt relief; the situation might be under control. Although American forces had been locked in a bitter conflict with the Mahdi Army that erupted in frequent battles throughout cities in southern Iraq, the Mahdi Army generally respected journalists’ neutrality, understanding how good relations benefited their side of the story. The Mahdi Army office in Sadr City, on the outskirts of Baghdad, even issued press credentials to journalists who wanted to cover events there. While many Western journalists had been detained by Mahdi militants, including John Burns ofThe New York Times, as far as I knew, none had been killed. Besides, I had not told anyone in the market I was an American.


Marie-Hélène and I had carefully avoided the Mahdi Army. We were following the story of the looting of archaeological sites, not the ongoing conflict with insurgents. But the trail of looting in the south began to point more and more in the direction of militants aligned with the Mahdi Army. In May, during a Mahdi uprising, the Nasiriyah Museum had been looted and burned. Sumerian-inspired sculptures around the city of Nasiriyah had been smashed, particularly those of women with their legs exposed. The cities of Rafa’i and Fajr, hotbeds of Mahdi militants and Sadr sympathizers, were centers of looting. Anti-Coalition graffiti appeared, scrawled across the destroyed guard towers at looted archaeological sites. Recently we had heard that a hidden fatwa, a religious decree from an Imam, had been issued. Based on the third pillar of Islam,zakat, the purification of money, the hidden fatwa cleansed money from the sale of looted objects if the money was used to buy arms to fight the Coalition. There were even rumors that the treasures of the Shrine of Imam Ali had been plundered while under control of the Mahdi Army. Publicly, though, everyone condemned looting.


We passed through the front door and were led into a room to the left. A thin man in a black robe and white turban sat on the ground at the far end, talking quietly on an old rotary phone with a cord that trailed off into the wall. We were instructed to kneel beside him. A young man leaned over and whispered in his ear. The man with the turban seemed preoccupied and paid no attention to us, never lifting his eyes. After a short time several young men lifted Amir and me by our arms and led us out past the door we had come in, and into another empty room. I moved to the back wall and knelt down on my heels, ready to spring to my feet, while Amir sat in the far corner.


A short, heavyset man in slacks and a button-down shirt entered. He walked with a pronounced limp and held a dark wooden cane in his right hand. Amir began speaking quickly in Arabic, imploring on my behalf.


“My name is Amir Doshi. We are journalists. I am a translator. Everyone knows me in Nasiriyah. Ask my friend Adnan al-Sharifi, the deputy governor.”


“We are at war with the government!” the man with the cane shouted, cutting Amir off. Venomous anger coursed through his face. He punctuated his words by pounding his cane on the floor. Looking me over, he demanded Amir’s wallet, which Amir pulled from his back pocket, his hands shaking. The stout man flipped through it violently, then turned toward me, asking Amir where I was from.


“America, America,” Amir answered, in a placating tone.


“France, France!” I interjected, giving Amir a hard stare. I was dumbfounded. What possible reason could he have for telling them I was an American? Was Amir trying to save himself? I quickly drew my Paris-basedInternational Herald Tribune press card from my pocket and held it out with my head slightly bowed.


The man grabbed the press card and examined it closely.


“Ana sahafi, ana sadiqi,”I am a journalist, a friend. I said slowly and earnestly.


Amir began to speak again, more rapidly this time, repeating what he had said before. “We are journalists. You can ask my friend Salah al-Shimary on the governing council. I am a translator. Everyone knows me in Nasiriyah—”


The man thundered back in a voice one would expect to hear echoing from the loudspeakers of a minaret, not from this short man with the burning red face. The tone was brutal, an admonishment so severe that the meaning, without translation, seemed entirely clear.


When he finished, I turned my head in Amir’s direction and spoke softly: “Amir, what’s he saying?”


“He says America is the enemy,” Amir translated.


Amir persisted. “We are journalists. We are working on the story of archaeology. Ask Mr. Hamdani at the Directorate of Archaeology. I work at the Directorate of Archaeology. Ask Deputy Governor Adnan al-Sharifi, ask Governor Rumaiath.” Salah Rumaiath was the recently appointed governor of Nasiriyah; at one time he had worked for Mr. Hamdani as a civil guard at the archaeological sites.


Sitting on his heels now with his hands raised in front of him in an imploring gesture, almost as if in prayer, Amir continued to plead our case.


“We are journalists,” he repeated. “We are working on the story of the looting of archaeology. Ask Mr. Hamdani at the Directorate of Archaeology. I work at the Directorate of Archaeology—”


The stout man’s anger grew with every word. Amir continued speaking, more rapidly, but I could sense that he was crossing some invisible boundary. His words were noxious to this man. Outrage blossomed on the man’s face, and I felt what was coming. He had to silence Amir, put an end to the lies churning from the mouth of this infidel.Stop talking, Amir, I thought to myself. The stout man walked toward Amir, shouting in Arabic, “Don’t defend him, defend yourself!” With a backhanded swing of his cane, he struck Amir squarely on the jaw. The blow landed with a sickening crack. He had either broken Amir’s jaw or split his skull. Amir crumpled in the corner, holding his right jaw with both hands, moaning. With my press card tight in his hand, the stout man left the room.


Children, fingers gripping the concrete, pulled themselves up to peer in through the small rectangular window openings high on the wall. “What’s going on?” I heard one ask in Arabic. “Amerekee,” another replied. “Ahhhhhh.”


“Nishrab damkoum!”a child’s voice shouted from behind the wall. We will drink your blood!


“Amir, are you all right?” I asked.


“I don’t know. I’m in pain—I think he broke my jaw,” Amir said, as he slowly righted himself.


That blow was meant for me. Amir had not tried to defend himself, willingly absorbing the venom and anger of the moment, and accepted the punishment to help me. It would be weeks before the selflessness of that act fully sank in. At that moment, I was fixated on elemental concerns: freedom or captivity, life or death.


I looked back at the window above Amir where the children had been spying. Could I fit through there? It must lead to an alleyway. Maybe I could run and get help.


Trying desperately to think of a way out, I remembered the words of James Longley, a friend and documentary filmmaker who had worked for several months in Nasiriyah: “If you ever have trouble with Sadr’s group in Nasiriyah, tell Sheik Aws al-Khafaji that you are a friend of mine.” Journalists often spent months developing trusted relationships with people who weren’t necessarily to be trusted. Perhaps Sheik Aws was the key.


The stout man returned promptly, contemplating what to do as he paced back and forth across the room, my press card in one hand, his cane in the other. I had no time to explain to Amir who James was and why Khafaji was important. I didn’t know Khafaji or anything about him, but he was our only hope.


“Amir, tell him I am a friend of James, that James knows Khafaji.”


No response from Amir.


“Amir, tell him.”


Amir tried, but the man ignored his words.


“He does not want to hear anything,” Amir said, resigned, still holding his jaw.


The stout man ordered a young man nearby to tear a cloth banner lying on the floor into strips. The young man paused for a moment to read the message praising Sayed Muqtada al-Sadr scrawled across it in blue paint, then ripped it in half. He removed my watch, tied my hands behind my back with the cloth, and used wire to bind Amir’s hands. Then he blindfolded us.


“Ana sadiqiJames, Jamesaraf Khafaji,ana sahafi…” I am a friend of James, James knows Khafaji, I am a journalist. I repeated it again as the cloth went around my eyes, trapping my words midsentence in darkness. There was no response.


A man pulled me up by the arm, and I was led out the door. Disoriented by the sudden darkness of the blindfold, I struggled to maintain my composure as I lost my footing. Outside, patches of light flickered under my blindfold. I could hear voices and an engine running. I felt my way with my bare feet as I was pushed into what must have been a van.


“Amir?” I called out, afraid we were being separated.


“I am here,” Amir said, trying to reassure me from behind his blindfold.


We were pushed down side by side onto the floor of the van, with our backs against a seat and our legs stretched out in front.


“Amir,” I repeated, needing to hear his voice, needing to do something, to know what was happening, what was going to happen. Amir had no answers, but my fear compelled me to ask, to keep prodding with words through the darkness.


“Amir,” I pressed, as if my words could somehow soothe our condition.


“Yes.”


“What’s going on?” I attempted to sound calm and purposeful.


“I don’t know.”


“Where are they taking us?”


“I don’t know. Be quiet.”


After a moment I tried again. “Amir…”


No response.


I stopped, worried that my constant questioning might make things worse.


As the van lurched out onto the street, someone pushed my head down.Remain calm, I thought.Focus. Which direction are we headed? How long are we driving? Like a trail of clues, those details might be the only way back.


In the distance I thought I heard the deep, muffled sound of explosions, like rocket-propelled grenades hitting a building. I wondered if it was another Mahdi Army attack on Nasiriyah or, perhaps less likely, the Iraqi police responding to our kidnapping.


 


A few days before the kidnapping, Amir and I had driven though a Mahdi Army attack at eightA .M. in the city of Kut, two hours north of Nasiriyah. A guard from the Nasiriyah Museum drove the small red Directorate of Archaeology pickup truck; Mr. Hamdani sat in the passenger seat, and Amir and I in the back seat. Traffic was at a standstill, which usually meant a roadside bomb or a passing Coalition convoy. We inched forward for an hour, until we came to the bridge leading into Kut. A Mahdi militant dressed in black with a keffiyeh, the checked headscarf worn throughout the Middle East, and a Kalashnikov stood in the middle of the road directing traffic. The Mahdi Army was attacking the governor’s office, and had set up a checkpoint along the main road so that civilian traffic could be directed away from the attack. The Ukrainian Coalition forces assigned to protect the city had retreated to their base and the fledgling Iraqi police were trying unsuccessfully to defend the government buildings now under siege.


The small red pickup truck turned left and followed a group of cars racing through the center of town, accompanied by the thunderous roar of rocket-propelled grenades hitting buildings and the steady pounding of machine-gun fire echoing through the city. Fighters dressed all in black—pants, T-shirts, and keffiyehs—crouched on either side of the road, some bent backward from the weight of heavy machine guns held in both hands, others with rocket-propelled grenade launchers propped on their shoulders. I wanted to film, but we were in a government vehicle, and I was worried that someone would see the camera. Mr. Hamdani stared straight ahead, unflinching, pointing out the museum in Kut as we sped by, while Amir looked out the window, nervously stroking his goatee. We made it out of the city and pulled over at a rest stop for tea about fifteen minutes north, congratulating one another for still being alive. American forces bombed the city later in the evening. Sixty-one people were killed that day and another 150 injured. I got out and looked at the side of the truck. Mr. Hamdani had had the foresight to remove the sign for the Directorate of Archaeology, Dhi Qar province.


 


A hand kept my blindfolded head pressed down to my knees as the sounds of fighting disappeared. Soon the van went over a series of bumps that signaled a dirt road. My wrists bound behind me, with my fingers I could feel a small hole in the bottom of the van through which a mixture of hot exhaust and dust was coming up. The fumes were beginning to make me sick. Maybe it wasn’t the exhaust but the situation. I caught myself.I can control this, I told myself.I have to find a way to break free.


Information. I needed information—anything that could give some sense of their plans, intentions, weaknesses. Pretending my shoulder was cramping, I leaned forward and twisted my neck to signal I was in pain. A man sitting directly behind me began to massage my shoulder. It was an odd gesture, and I was not sure if his sympathetic act meant everything would be fine, or if he was being compassionate because he knew what lay in store for me. My hope for control vanished in the gap between those two divergent possibilities. I stopped twisting and he stopped massaging.


“Shokran,”I said, tilting my head slightly in his direction. Thank you. He patted my shoulder but said nothing.


The van stopped, the door slid open, and I could hear several people get out. There were voices outside. Then others got in, the door slid shut, and we drove off. A few minutes later we stopped again. The man sitting behind me got up, patting my shoulder one more time as he left. I had hoped he wouldn’t leave, not wanting to lose any sympathy. The seat remained empty as the van drove off.


With no one behind me, I began working on the knots that bound my hands. Soon, with little difficulty, a knot on my right wrist was undone. As each knot came loose, my confidence grew and my resolve deepened. In another minute my hands were free. Keeping my hands behind my back, I brought my knees up to my eyes and carefully nudged the blindfold down by pretending to scratch my forehead against my legs, until I could just see over the top. The inside of the van came into view as a haze of shadows and colors. I nudged the blindfold a little farther and details emerged: a man to the left and in front of me in a sort of jump seat with an AK resting on his lap; two in the front, a driver and a man on the passenger’s side.


I cautiously felt around under the seat behind me for a weapon and found four long, thin metal tubes with sharp ends. Must be the barrels of AKs that had been taken apart. I felt around more. No guns, just the barrels. As the van came to a stop, I grabbed one and held it tightly behind my back. The door slid open.


“Amir.” No response.


“Amir.”


“Yes.”


I spoke carefully and deliberately, so Amir would understand exactly what I meant with no need to repeat myself. The kidnappers might understand English, but it didn’t matter; I had to take the chance.


“My hands are free. I have a gun barrel in my hand. What should I do?”


There was a long pause.


“Do nothing.”


 


Part of me wanted him to say that, but I thought this might be my last opportunity to escape; otherwise I feared I would end up chained to a wall in a dark room somewhere. I had not made a run for the window in the Sadr office. Now we were in a van heading toward an unknown fate. We had to take control.


My plan was simple. I would take the sharp gun barrel and plunge it into the side of the head of the man sitting in front of me, then grab his AK and kill the two men in the front seat, dump the bodies out the door, and untie Amir. He would drive and I would look out for others as we returned to Nasiriyah. Or should I drive and give him the gun? No, Amir probably wouldn’t fire it.


There was little chance of this actually working. I was plagued with questions: What was it like to plunge a metal bar into someone’s head? How much force was needed? What if I just hit him and made him angry? How do you even fire an AK? Can you just pull the trigger, or do you have to load the thing? I was a documentary filmmaker and journalist. I knew how to interview the man, not kill him. Besides, I hadn’t fought anyone since the fourth grade, and that was a wrestling match in the snow. And for all my plotting, I’d forgotten one simple fact: my glasses had been stolen in the market. I could not see beyond ten feet without my glasses. Amir would have to drive.


The door slid shut and we were off again. A moment of decision had passed, but the opportunity still existed. My hands were still free.


“Amir.” Silence. “Amir.”


“Everything will be okay. Be quiet.”


Quiet? Quiet meant acceptance, and I was not willing to give up control of my life to someone else, even Amir, whom I trusted.


I thought about which direction we were headed. South toward Basra, east into the marshes, or north through the desert? Since we seemed to be driving roughly thirty miles per hour over dirt roads, I feared we were headed north. Any direction but north. North of Nasiriyah there were looters and militants. An hour north, Rafa’i, two hours, Fajr, twin sin cities of looters and militants. To the northwest was Diwaniya, where back in March I had narrowly escaped a group of fundamentalists looking to “kill the journalist.” West of Diwaniya were Najaf and Kufa, where the Coalition forces had launched an assault on Sadr’s militia. North of Najaf and west of Baghdad were Fallujah and Ramadi, western cities in the Sunni Triangle. Worst of all, between Hillah and Baghdad was the road through Mahmudiyah and Latifiyah, the Triangle of Death, where extremists killed any foreigner, journalists in particular. Since the beginning of the year the mounting death toll had been conclusive evidence: two CNN employees in an ambush, two American aid workers, two Japanese journalists, and a newly arrived veteran Polish journalist who had mistakenly put aPRESS sign in his car window. Any direction but north. To the north was Zarqawi, a shadowy al-Qaeda operative responsible for the kidnapping and videotaped beheading of foreigners.


I kept a tight hold on the gun barrel, gathering strength from the cold steel and trying to work up my courage. If they were going to kill me, I would fight back. If they weren’t set on killing me, I would wait. But there was no way to know their intention.


Soon the van stopped again. The door slid open. Several people got in and sat behind us. My moment had passed.


By then, my blindfold had slipped down so far that it no longer covered my eyes. Trying to nudge it up with my knees, I succeeded only in making it slip farther. Closing my eyes, I lowered my head, hoping no one would notice. The man directly in front of me with the AK on his lap said something to the man sitting behind me, and I opened my eyes just enough to see him gesturing in my direction. I had been found out. I closed my eyes. The man seated behind me leaned down, slipped his arm behind my back, and felt my hands. Discovering that I had untied them, he became angry, and I braced myself for a brutal beating, or worse. He struck my right shoulder with a surprisingly light blow, just enough force to warn me. Confused, I couldn’t decipher their intentions from their actions.


He retied my hands so tightly they began to go numb.


With no options, I became desperate. Some animals, when confronted with a life-threatening situation and no means of escape, experience tonic immobility; they feign death. I didn’t know what it would do, but it couldn’t hurt. I dropped my head back, held my breath, and stopped moving.


I felt a splash of cold water, and someone removed my blindfold. I leaned forward, wiping my face on my knees. A young man with large rectangular plastic glasses and a round, intelligent face looked directly at me and spoke softly in English.


“Don’t worry, we are not Zarqawi.”


Not Zarqawi? I was stunned. Just the mention of the name meant that Zarqawi was on their minds as well. The man across from him stared at me, holding his AK with an earnest expression. Why were they letting me see their faces, I wondered. This might mean they were telling the truth. I was a journalist; they shouldn’t harm me. Would they release me once they checked my credentials, or were they simply saying whatever they thought would keep me from untying myself again?


“If you are innocent, everything will be okay,” the man with the glasses added.


They retied my blindfold.Innocent. What did that mean exactly? Did they think I was a spy? Would nationality determine my fate? Was it possible for an American journalist to be innocent in their minds, or was being an American an automatic confession of guilt?


In July, when I’d interviewed the director of Nasiriyah Television, he’d recounted how, in the midst of a Mahdi uprising, he had been dragged out of bed by fundamentalists and put on trial in a Sharia court, a court governed by Islamic law, hastily set up in the TV studio. The Sharia court found him guilty of broadcasting pornography and sentenced him to death. In fact, he was guilty only of exercising his neutrality as a journalist, having refused to broadcast a propaganda video left by the Mahdi Army at the TV station a day earlier. His death was narrowly averted when the Italian army bombed the building that evening in a counteroffensive.


Were these the same people? Was I about to be tried by local Islamists bent on finding an American guilty in a mock trial? There was nothing I could do at the moment. I held on to his sincere tone, a lifeboat to keep my spirits afloat.


The grinding of stones under the tires was the only sound as we drove deeper into wherever they were taking us.


 


The van stopped again, this time for good. The door slid open and we were led out. I was angry at myself for having lost track of time. Had it been an hour? Two hours? A car passed nearby and our captors forced us to the ground—another clue. Even out here, the kidnappers had to keep us hidden. When all was clear, we were led barefoot, hands bound, across a field and then on our knees through a low passageway. They instructed Amir and me to sit, retied our hands in front of us, and then allowed us to remove our blindfolds.


The fading afternoon light illuminated our prison: a small natural enclosure formed in the space between four six-foot-tall date palm trees—dark, dense, and spiked like the top of a pineapple—growing closely together. Newly cut date palm fronds were stuck vertically in the earth as walls and laid loosely on the ground as covering. The leaves of the date palm trees came together in a dome branching out at eye level, the sky visible through a small opening where the palm fronds didn’t meet. The entrance, a six-foot-long tunnel also fashioned from date palm fronds, made the enclosure feel like a sort of marsh igloo. With just enough room for two men to lie down, and hardly enough height to allow us to stand, the space was suffocating.


The kidnappers checked the restraints around our wrists, then went back out.


“Are you all right, Amir?” I whispered.


“I don’t know. My jaw hurts,” he said, touching it lightly. “I think maybe it is broken. It is painful when I speak.”


I felt guilty that the stout man had struck Amir instead of me, but I didn’t know what to say that could comfort him. There was no time to reflect on what had happened; we might both be facing something much worse.


“Where do you think we are?”


“In the marshes, somewhere.”


“How do you know?”


“That is where they would take us, certainly.”


 


The cold damp earth, a wind moving through the palm branches, the disappearing sun, the sounds of birds, cows, a car, and children in the distance provided some comfort, a reminder that I was alive. A certain calmness set in, a sense of resignation.


Then I noticed a dirty red blindfold on the ground. Amir looked wearily at it, then back at me. I wondered who had been there before and what their fate had been. The enclosure, the blindfold—these were experienced kidnappers.


On the ground near the blindfold was the familiar blue cover of a packet of cigarettes. I picked it up. Roseman.


“Amir,” I said, showing him the name.


He made a slight noise of acknowledgment and perhaps surprise, then lowered his head, the heaviness of the situation too much for him to process this new information.


Amir was naturally optimistic. He wanted to believe this would end well. I was somewhat pessimistic, but my outlook came from being pragmatic, not fatalistic. My only hope was to somehow regain control, and the only way to do that would be to face the awful reality: captive several hours into the marshes, a used blindfold, and an empty pack of Rosemans.


 


Marie-Hélène had been fascinated with the colorful names of the different cigarette brands in Iraq, photographing them everywhere we traveled: Ishtar, Pleasure Lights, Miami, Souvenir, Gilgamesh, and Roseman. Roseman had a special meaning. At each looted archaeological site we visited, Mr. Hamdani would inevitably find packets of empty cigarettes left behind by the looters; they were a sort of calling card, clues to a group that routinely evaded capture. The brand of cigarette favored by looters was Roseman. In Mr. Hamdani’s mind, smoking Rosemans was proof that you were a looter.


Four days earlier, I had gone on my last archaeological-protection patrol with members of the Carabinieri, the Italian paramilitary group tasked with protecting cultural history. The site, Dahala, just twenty minutes from the Italian base in Nasiriyah, had been heavily looted eight months earlier, and now there was evidence of fresh looting at a third-millenniumB .C. burial ground. Mr. Hamdani looked grimly at each new hole. But he was happy just to have gotten the Italian Carabinieri to go on patrol, their first in more than three months. There were no looters to arrest that day, just recent remains left as evidence of how frustratingly close they were: shovels, teapots, plastic bags with stale bread, and an empty pack of Rosemans.


Had we been kidnapped by looters? Or was this just an ordinary pack of cigarettes, the last pack smoked by the man who’d worn the red blindfold? I found a small stick from a palm frond and tore off the front cover of the packet, about the size of a cuneiform tablet. The back was white. Digging into the soft, damp ground, I carefully used my primitive stick-and-earth pen to scratch a message in capital letters:


MH


ZEUG


LOVE


I put the packet cover in my left shirt pocket.This will be with me for the rest of my time, I thought. With Marie-Hélène and my dog, Zeugma, close to my heart, everything will be fine. And if these men kill me, I want to have some way to communicate, to say what I feel. To say good-bye.


Zeugma was our adopted dog. Marie-Hélène and I had found her on our first project together, a documentary film at the archaeological site of Zeugma in southeastern Turkey, in the summer of 2000. Marie-Hélène, Zeugma, and I were a little family unit. Crammed into a studio apartment in Manhattan’s West Village, we formed a small nucleus of love and support, and faced everything together. I had fallen in love with Marie-Hélène for many reasons—her intellect, her beauty, her sense of humor, and most of all her kindness. People were always drawn to her magnetic energy and honesty, and her presence in Iraq had made our journey much easier, unlocking doors with simplicity and sincerity. Amir admired her for that, nicknaming her Dignity Candle. I wanted Marie-Hélène to know that whatever happened to me, I was thinking about her until the end.


 


Amir looked defeated. Was this his fault? We depended so much on the judgment of translators and fixers, people with local knowledge and connections who could unlock doors that we could never open on our own. They helped gauge risk, but at the same time were eager to please. Amir had said it was okay to go to the market and film. I knew it was dangerous, he knew it was dangerous. Why did he say it was okay? “Why not?” were his words. Why not? Because someone could kidnap us, that’s why not. Why didn’t I just stick with the footage of the market I had shot before? It was not Amir’s fault. Ultimately it was my decision. But then was it my fault?


I knew that thought would be fatal. This was no one’s fault. It was a risk we faced, part of the work we were doing. I knew the risks and had prepared myself mentally. We would have plenty of time to kick ourselves later, and the way things were going, we would likely have help doing that.


“Amir, why did you tell them I am an American?” This question had weighed heavily on me since we had been brought to Sadr’s office.


Many journalists in Iraq from Coalition countries took refuge behind other nationalities, typically Canadian but sometimes French. It was surprising just how many Canadians there were in Iraq. Iraqi translators and fixers encouraged it, along with Iraqi clothing, haircuts, and mustaches, fearful that they would be targeted as well. Proud, mustached Munawar, who had taught me the phraseana bisharbic, complimented me on my mustache as it grew bushier, a facial hedgerow thick enough to hide behind. “From Iranian TV,” Amir would say as Marie-Hélène and I mutely nodded, not a word of Persian between us. In the first few months after the war, saying “American” typically elicited smiles and the comment “Good,” with a thumbs-up. But now all we got were cold stares or worse.


“It is better to tell the truth. They will find out anyway,” Amir responded.


“How would they find out? My press card is from theInternational Herald Tribune with a French address. I told them in the market I was French. Marie-Hélène is half French. Why did you say American? We talked about telling people I was French, right?”


“I don’t know. I thought it is better to be honest.”


I was deeply frustrated that he had said American. Everything might have been solved in the Sadr office. We had worked so hard to maintain the illusion of not being American that to just go and tell them seemed foolish. Marie-Hélène had dual citizenship, French and American passports. Moving around Iraq, we carried only her French passport and told everyone we were husband and wife.


“Please tell them I am French. If they ask, just say French, okay? Don’t say anything more about my being American.”


Amir reluctantly agreed.


It was too late anyway, but I thought it would be better for us if they thought of me as French-American.


I surveyed my surroundings again, trying to remember details from a two-page U.S. Embassy handout on what to do if you are kidnapped. I had read it while registering as a U.S. citizen in Baghdad at the Green Zone in June, hoping I would never actually need it.



Befriend your kidnappers


Be prepared for a long stay


Don’t show weakness, they don’t respect weakness


Look for opportunities to escape and take them if you can




Since America’s policy was not to negotiate with kidnappers, I took that last one to heart. I interpreted it to mean that if you are kidnapped, chances are no one is coming for you. It was up to me to find my own way out.


 


The rustling of the palm branches was more than just the wind. Two men holding AKs, their faces wrapped in keffiyehs, emerged through the entrance, and ordered Amir and me to face the back. We shifted our positions as they sat down behind us.


Befriend your kidnappers.I needed to be friendly. No, more than friendly: ingratiating. They should feel we were their guests, not hostages. You don’t kill your guests. We were honest, we were innocent, this was just a misunderstanding.


“Salaam alaikum,”one of them greeted us. Peace be upon you.


“Wa alaikum salaam,”And peace be upon you, Amir replied.


“How are you?” the kidnapper continued in Arabic.


“Fine, but I think my jaw is broken,” Amir answered.


“Ahhhh.” Not the American “ahhhh,” pronounced clearly with a stronga, but a deep exhalation, more of an “ooooooohhhh.” A response that meant many things: they were sorry for our situation, they were not going to let Amir see a doctor, there was nothing to be done but live with the pain, they were not too sorry.


“What did he say, Amir?”


“He asks if we are fine.”


“Tell him we are fine and thank him for allowing us to remove our blindfolds.”


Amir reluctantly translated my words.


“Afwan,”one replied. You are welcome.


I was searching for words, a dialogue, as I stared at the back of the enclosure.


“Where did they pick you up?” one asked, his tone quick and monotonous, displaying more curiosity than emotion. It seemed strange that they did not know about us.


“In the market,” Amir replied.


“What were you doing?”


“Filming. We work for the Directorate of Archaeology,” Amir said curtly. There was a great deal more he understood about them than I did. This was his country, his language, and these were his neighbors. But I knew that we needed to be polite, that we needed, against our will, to befriend them.


“Amir?”


“Yes, Micah?”


“What do they want?”


“I don’t know.”


“Can you ask them?”


Amir asked and I listened to their long response in Arabic, but couldn’t understand anything. I had studied Arabic for close to two years, but in Iraq, dependent on translators and fixers to keep us safe, I had little opportunity to practice my Arabic.


“They want money.”


“What?”


“They say this is only about money.”


“I thought they will let us go when they confirm that we are journalists, that we are innocent.”


“No, they say they are just thieves and this is about money. They say they are not the ones who kidnapped us.”


Had we already been sold off? What about Sadr’s office? What about the man with the glasses in the van who assured me they were not Zarqawi, that everything would be fine?


The tension that had been building suddenly released, like a dam collapsing, and a torrent of pent-up emotion swept away the foundations I had been constructing in my mind, leaving me both angry and relieved. Our captors were not religiously or politically motivated, just common criminals. I remembered Munawar’s words: “Everything in Iraq has a price,habibi.” Forget ideology, forget being friendly, forget being innocent, and forget being a journalist. None of that mattered in this enclosure, only money. At least I could try to bargain with criminals.


“Do their words make sense to you, Amir?”


“I don’t know. That is just what they say. They say they are not the ones who kidnapped us, they just want money.”


“How much do they want?”


“Seventy thousand dollars,” they replied.


“I’m a journalist. I don’t have that kind of money.”


“What about the company you work for?” they asked.


I knew my only hope for a quick resolution was for them to understand that I didn’t have money and was of no value to anyone except my family, who loved me.


“I’m independent. The newspaper I work with doesn’t care about me. My country does not care about me,” I said glumly, continuing to negotiate, letting my words sink in.


After considering it for a moment, they gave their answer to Amir.


“They say they need money,” Amir repeated.


“I have some money in Nasiriyah. If you take us there now I will give it to you. It’s all I have.”


“How much?” they asked.


“Three thousand dollars.” I had three thousand dollars in a small envelope in my video bag in Amir’s office. Three thousand dollars was about six times what most Iraqis earned in a year.


“Not enough. We need seventy thousand dollars,” they replied.


How had they arrived at that number? Why not one hundred thousand? It must have been based on experience. My family didn’t have that kind of money. And even if I agreed to seventy thousand dollars, they would certainly ask for one hundred thousand, or one million, maybe ten million. The sky was the limit once they thought I was a potential source of money.


In the distance I recognized a faint, familiar sound; a steady, resonant beating of air. No one spoke as the sound grew louder. Suddenly a green helicopter appeared directly overhead at about one hundred feet. An Italian helicopter—I could tell from the color, and that it was flying alone. We must still be in the Italian sector.


The Italian air force in Nasiriyah flew helicopters, the key to protecting the archaeological sites. Originally situated along the banks of the Euphrates, the sites now lay in remote desert, the river having migrated west over the past several thousand years. Overland, it took eight hours round-trip by four-wheel drive. A helicopter could make it out in less than thirty minutes and scare away looters for days.


Marie-Hélène and I had struck up friendships with several members of the Italian air force in Nasiriyah. The air force general often invited us to dinner, where we talked about everything from archaeology to our shared love of flying.


Had the Italian air force heard about our kidnapping? It seemed unlikely that they would know so quickly. I thought about how to signal to the helicopter, but the presence of two guards with AKs convinced me not to try. Oblivious to our troubles, the pilot was probably looking out over the beautiful marsh landscape, a deep red in the fading light, waving to the women and children standing in the fields, who would wave back when no men were around to notice.


The helicopter passed. I listened as it faded into the distance and silence enveloped us again. I made a mental note of the day, time, and direction of flight: Friday, early evening, left to right of my enclosure facing the back. This could be important information when I got out, if I got out. But it was of little use now. I had to find my own way out. As any hope of immediate rescue faded with the last sound of the helicopter, I tried again to negotiate.


“I may be able to get a little more, maybe five thousand dollars. My family does not have much money, but I can get them to send that because they love me. If you let us go now, we can give you three thousand, but only if you let us go now. Then I will go to Baghdad and get the rest.”


“Not enough,” they replied.


I paused for a while, thinking carefully before making another bid. “Okay. I may be able to get ten thousand, maybe, but I will need to go to Baghdad and contact my family. It will take three days for the money to arrive. Then we will come back.”


“How do we know you will return?”


“I am a man of my word.” I knew that wasn’t good enough. Even I didn’t believe it. Of course they would need something as collateral. They pointed to Amir.


“He can go.”


I think Amir could read the terror that flashed through my eyes. Without Amir, no way to communicate and no options to negotiate, I would probably not survive.


It was a chance at freedom that I was certain Amir longed to accept, but he had not left me in the market, and I did not think he would leave me now.


Amir considered the man’s words, trying to weigh what was best for both of us.


“Micah, I could go, but what will happen to you?”


“Amir,” I said, “if you leave, I don’t think I will get out alive. When they realize what it means to have an American, things will get much worse.” I feared that the longer I remained captive, the worse it would be for both of us. Amir nodded; he was thinking the same thing. We were in this together.


Kidnapping of Iraqis following the war was rampant, mostly for ransom but also for political reasons, revenge or who knows what. It went largely undocumented, and ransom in the south was often less than five thousand dollars. Amir had told us about a man from Nasiriyah who had been kidnapped three times in the past year. Each time his family would pay a ransom, and they would kidnap him again.


An American was different. If these kidnappers were not associated with Zarqawi, how long before Zarqawi heard the news and drove down to buy an American hostage? If we were both going to survive, I reasoned, it would mean my getting out before the end of the evening. I would then bring money to get Amir out.


“Amir, if I don’t get out tonight, I don’t think I will ever get out.”


“What do you think I should tell them?” Amir asked.


“Tell them my family won’t send money unless they hear from me directly. I can go to Baghdad and get more money. It will probably take three days. Can you wait three days?”


“Yes, I can wait.”


“You know I will come back, don’t you?” I said, my hand on my heart.


“Yes, I know.”


I tried imagining three more days in captivity. It seemed an eternity. Amir’s courage was remarkable. He was calm, hardly a note of concern in his voice. Almost resigned, but not quite that; he showed patience and fortitude. What did it take to endure such a situation? Twenty-three years under Saddam. Stretched across the often inhospitable geography was a human landscape of unimaginable suffering, countless stories of tragedy hidden in the heat and dust. A man I’d met in Nasiriyah in June 2003 had just returned after thirteen years of exile and imprisonment in Iran. He was searching for his family, whom he had not heard from since fleeing Saddam in 1991. He had changed his name to Lucky because he had made it back to Iraq alive. Mr. Hamdani’s brother-in-law had been a political prisoner for seven years. Even Mr. Hamdani had been imprisoned for six months. I didn’t think I had the strength to survive three days in captivity.


“No,” they said, pointing to Amir. “He can go, you stay.”


“Amir, tell them that my family won’t send any money if they don’t hear from me directly.”


“How do we know you will return?” they asked again. I sensed progress, and a possible opening. We just needed to convince them that I would return.


“Amir, tell them I am honest, I am a man of my word.” I put my hand on my heart, an Iraqi sign of sincerity. “And besides, Amir is like a brother to me, I would never abandon him.” I didn’t think they believed me. An American come back for an Iraqi? Not plausible.


“No. He can go.” They pointed to Amir again. “You must stay.”


Frustrated with their responses, I decided to test the limits of the negotiation.


“Tell them to forget it then.”


Amir repeated my words. They were not happy with my tone of voice. I had overstepped the line.


“Be careful what you say or a wolf will come in the night and steal your balls,” the man said, and with that, negotiations ended. I had blown it, and felt sick thinking that someone might actually come in the night and cut off my balls.


They left our enclosure, pausing briefly to speak in hushed voices just outside.


“Can you hear what they are saying?” I asked Amir in a whisper. Amir strained to listen.


“No.”


The voices faded, but someone remained to keep watch.


 


My failed negotiation exacerbated the oppressiveness of our enclosure, but how much worse it would be if we were locked inside a room. My fear was mitigated by being outside. In nature I felt connected to life around me and there were places to run and hide.


Be prepared for a long stay.I tried to remain calm, breathing deeply.


 


In the darkness I thought more about bargaining my way out. The three thousand dollars in my video bag in Amir’s office was a donation from the Carr Foundation, a human rights and arts organization based in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The Carr Foundation had funded our documentary film and had recently decided to support Mr. Hamdani’s effort to protect the sites. The money was the second installment for salaries for new civil guards Mr. Hamdani had hired to protect Umma, one of the most important Sumerian sites, several hours north of Nasiriyah.


Because of its rich history, Umma was also the most heavily looted site, where several hundred looters dug every night, illuminated by electric generators, kerosene lamps, and truck lights. Umma had been transformed into a moonscape, with hundreds of craters dug by looters, some twenty feet deep, connected by underground tunnels.


Late in July, after yet another unsuccessful attempt to get the Italian Carabinieri to go on an archaeological patrol, Mr. Hamdani sat dejected at his desk in the Nasiriyah Museum. He looked up at Marie-Hélène and me and said, “Everyone wins except me, Mike. The looters get what they want, the Coalition gets what it wants, and even you get your film. What do I get? Who is going to help me? I ask you, Mike, who is going to help me protect the sites?” Our camera dutifully captured his plea. There was no one left for him to ask, and the looters were working at their leisure.


On our way back to the Italian base that night, Marie-Hélène and I decided to ask the Carr Foundation to help Mr. Hamdani pay the salaries of the civil guards to protect the sites.


“Sumerian history is not just Iraqi history, it’s world history,” Mr. Hamdani repeated often. No one could lay claim to it, since the Sumerians had disappeared in the early second millenniumB .C. They had left behind remarkable works of art and literature, including Gilgamesh and the Atrahasis myth of human origin, with their dramatic narrative parallels in the Old Testament, written over one thousand years later. Through an accident of accounting or sublime ingenuity, the Sumerians had developed one of the most profound advances in history: the invention of writing, etched out in cuneiform script with simple reed pens on clay tablets. Though humankind has been around over one hundred thousand years, we started documenting our thoughts only five thousand years ago. Everything we know about ourselves—our stories, musings, histories, ideas—started at Uruk, just thirty miles north of Nasiriyah.


The 2003 war dealt a severe blow to many of the sites already under attack by looters working in the power vacuum that followed the 1991 Gulf War. The amount of looting in the first three months following the 2003 war, according to Mr. Hamdani, equaled the total in the previous ten years.


But from September 2003 to March 2004 the situation improved. Mr. Hamdani had received limited funding from the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), based in Nasiriyah, to hire fifty additional civil guards for the sites. The Italian Carabinieri, who had taken a particular interest in preserving Iraq’s cultural heritage, were doing an excellent job of protecting the sites with regular patrols.


Then in April 2004, shortly after I arrived on my third trip to Iraq, things fell apart again. The Mahdi Army rose up to battle the Coalition, and in the ensuing chaos the looting worsened, reaching postwar levels. Viper 5, the Carabinieri unit assigned to protect culture, was under new leadership and guarding archaeological sites was no longer a priority. After the June 28, 2004, transition to Iraqi sovereignty, the CPA disappeared, along with the money to pay the additional civil guards, who were subsequently dismissed.


From April 2004 on, Mr. Hamdani tried everything to protect the sites in the Dhi Qar province. Despite the escalating conflict, he went out every day in his red pickup truck to beg for help. The local police told him, “The looters’ tribes will ask for blood money if we arrest them.” The customs police claimed, “It’s not our jurisdiction.” The Iraqi National Guard said, “We don’t have the weapons to battle the looters,” the Italian Carabinieri insisted, “We are on a humanitarian mission.” The Iraqi government in Baghdad maintained, “It’s the responsibility of the Coalition”; but the U.S. forces answered, “It’s the responsibility of the Iraqis.” There was always an excuse.


Mr. Hamdani had enough funding to employ only one hundred civil guards, who were paid one hundred dollars a month to protect more than eight hundred sites. By comparison, Amir’s brother, who worked for the oil-protection force in Nasiriyah, took us to see the slick, well-funded operation. The Coalition had provided funding to hire more than eight hundred guards for the Dhi Qar province and outfit them with brand-new uniforms, guns, and trucks to guard the oil pipelines. The British security firm Erinys had been awarded the $40 million contract, and boasted how there had not been even one terrorist attack against the pipelines in the Dhi Qar province.


The Carr Foundation agreed to a small donation to pay for civil guards, so it made sense to concentrate the efforts on a single site. Stopping the looting at Umma might send a message. Mr. Hamdani came up with a plan to hire twenty new civil guards at Umma. They would guard the site for four months, until a new Iraqi archaeological-protection force being established in Baghdad could take over. He enlisted the help of a local tribal leader, Sheik Saleem, encouraging villagers to care for their history. Within a week, Mr. Hamdani received approval from the State Board of Antiquities and Heritage, and the Italian Carabinieri offered to train the guards. The Nasiriyah Museum buzzed with activity and enthusiasm. “The bog that is Iraq is beginning to move,” Amir said with delight.


I had come down on my final trip to Nasiriyah to film the new civil guards’ first day at Umma. Five months of hard work on our documentary culminating in that one day, a note of hope and optimism in an otherwise dismal story of looting and destruction. Instead, I had been kidnapped. This couldn’t be happening.


 


Through the darkened entrance two guards emerged, commanding Amir and me to face the back. One of the men began retying our blindfolds.


“Where are they taking us?”


“To eat,” Amir translated his reply.


“Do you believe them?”


“I don’t know.”


I tried again: “What about the money? Tell them if they take us to Nasiriyah now, we can get the money.”


“They say it is too late to go to Nasiriyah tonight. Perhaps tomorrow,” Amir said.


We both knew it was just an excuse. With yet another opportunity lost, my heart started racing. I didn’t want to be moved. As long as we were stationary, things were probably okay, I reasoned.


They led us, blindfolded, out through the narrow passageway. When we got to the opening, I could feel someone pushing broken plastic slippers in my direction.“Shokran,” I said, slipping my feet into them. Thank you. There was only one pair. Amir had to walk barefoot. I was told to hold Amir’s arm while one of the kidnappers led him by the other slowly across rough ground. Counting the steps, I tried to determine which direction we were headed, but couldn’t orient myself. After about thirty steps, we were told to sit down and face away from them; then they allowed us to remove our blindfolds. It hardly mattered; by now it was too dark to see their faces, which were wrapped in keffiyehs.


They had brought us to a small field surrounded by low trees, no more than six or seven feet tall, with larger palms in the distance. The night was luminous, the sky a deep blue muslin turning to black, with bright stars beginning to pierce the fabric, and a rustling wind. I supposed, now, that they were telling the truth: we were being brought out to eat. It was another opportunity to speak to them, and perhaps find a solution.


A man began to speak to Amir, and they talked animatedly for a while. I listened for words I could understand but was unable to pick up anything except a notable shift in Amir’s mood. Amir, still looking away, exchanged good-byes when the man left.


“He said he recognized my voice, that he was a student of mine,” Amir said with delight. Amir had taught English for many years. Most translators in Nasiriyah had been students of his, including nearly all the translators who worked for the Coalition. Working with the Coalition paid considerably more than Amir made at his small translation bureau, but he enjoyed his work, and his freedom.


“Did you recognize his voice?”


“No. He says he respects me and will do everything he can to help us.”


What a break,I thought. We needed allies.


“Don’t worry,” Amir added. “Everything will be okay.” For a moment, I shared his optimism, as we sat quietly, waiting for them to bring food.


“Do you know who the number one enemy of Islam is?” one of the guards asked, breaking the silence.


America?I thought.Me?


“Israel,” he answered. I shuddered at the implication—that they might possibly think we were spies—and tried to redirect the conversation.


“It is very beautiful out here, very peaceful,” I said.


They didn’t respond at first.


“It’s a difficult life,” one said after a while.


“Nam,”I said, agreeing with them. Yes.


One of the men got up, handed the AK to the other man, walked about ten feet away, laid out a rug, and started to pray. I studied the outline of his body in the darkness. With his back to us, he stood at one end of the mat, raised his hands to the sky, and then knelt down, placing his forehead between his hands on the ground.


I asked Amir to ask the other guard if I could pray when he was finished.


“Are you Christian?” the guard asked.


“Yes,” I replied, hoping to gain his trust.


I was brought up free of religion, as my father liked to say, raised in a secular family, my parents both scientists at Yale University. I am not religious and I have never prayed, but it didn’t matter; I thought I might be able to gain their sympathy if they considered me as a man of faith. The guard continued praying for about ten minutes, then gathered his rug and sat down near us.


I got up, stood at the end of my mat, put my hands in front of my heart, and remained still. I could feel them watching me. My mind focused on many things: escape, Marie-Hélène, my family, but not God. After five minutes, I sat back down.


“How do you pray?” one of them asked.


“You stand still and meditate on God,” I responded. They stared at me. I couldn’t come up with anything better. I stared back at them, my false identity hidden in the darkness.


They asked Amir about Islam, quizzing him on the three prayers that a devout Shi’ite Muslim would say during the day and the five principles of Shi’a Islam. Amir couldn’t answer them. They silently absorbed this, branding him akafr, an unbeliever.


Born in Nasiriyah, Amir was raised in a traditional Muslim family, but had adopted the intellectual and cultural traditions of the West. Once, in his small translation office, he had proudly showed Marie-Hélène and me a faded picture of himself as a young man doing his best imitation of James Dean: slicked-back hair, dark jacket, rueful look. He could have been any kid growing up in America; it could easily have been a picture of me. Amir was a proud intellectual, a man of letters, a fan of Foucault, and not a practicing Muslim. He did not try to hide this, though he avoided the topic. I admired him for sticking to his convictions. Was I giving up on my convictions? I knew that if the kidnappers thought of me as a practicing Christian, it would improve our chances of survival. A bad Muslim, as Amir was in their eyes, was worse than a Christian. They could forgive me. After all, Jesus was a prophet in Islam. They could not forgive Amir.


A figure emerged from the dark, carrying a pail of water with soap to wash our hands. A while later two more figures appeared, bearing a round metal tray with food and a plastic pitcher with water. I drank as much as I could, splitting the jug with Amir. The food was difficult to make out in the dark but seemed to be a simple rice dish with sauce. I folded some rice in a piece of bread and tried to eat, but I didn’t have the stomach for it. When I was done, I thanked them for the meal. Mosquitoes had come out in force with the setting sun, and I wrapped the mat I was sitting on around my bare ankles, buttoning my shirt at the neck. It was of little use. With ferocious appetites, the mosquitoes quickly found their way to any exposed skin.


“Akou moushkilah?”the guards asked as I slapped at my face. What’s wrong?


“Dood tayyar,”I responded, remembering the words for flying insect in Arabic. They didn’t understand, so Amir explained.


“Ahhhh,” they responded with mild interest.


“In France the mosquitoes are not as aggressive as they are out here.”


“Your skin is too soft,” they said. “The mosquitoes don’t bother us.”


 


After several hours, we were blindfolded again and led across a field, over rough ground covered in plants with long thorns. Amir walked barefoot, every other step landing on a sharp spike. He cried out in pain, and I winced at each cry, asking the guards to give him slippers, but they ignored me. The one pair of plastic slippers was for me. Perhaps because Amir was an Iraqi, perhaps because he didn’t pray, they showed him no mercy. Defying the guards would not help. I had to gain their sympathy, convinced that whatever ultimately happened to me would also happen to Amir.


After about fifty steps we were instructed to sit and they removed our blindfolds. We were in a large, empty field and I could see lights from a house in the distance. Amir massaged his feet, trying to pull out thorns that had become embedded in his skin. Six men, some carrying AKs in one arm and rugs tucked under the other, approached from the house. They told us to lay our mats side by side and tossed two blankets in our direction. One was a thick wool blanket, the other a dirty gauze window curtain with tears in it. Leaving the thick one for Amir, I lay down, beside him, both of us staring at the sky. With my hands tied, I tried to carefully tuck the window curtain around my body so that nothing was exposed, but the mosquitoes found their way in through the many holes.


I wondered if Marie-Hélène knew anything about what had happened, still hopeful that this would all be settled before anyone found out. Exhausted, I managed to drift into a semiconscious sleep, only to be awakened by another bite and incessant itching on my feet.


 


“Oooohhhhh.” A deep resonance sounded near my ear.


Returning to consciousness with a rapid beating of my heart, my muscles tightened as I lay motionless. The night was cool, and the miniature world around my head—small breathing hole through the curtain, the horizon a faint phosphorescent line in a black sea—resolved around that sound as adrenaline began coursing through me, a thousand pinpricks of panic waking my skin. A man was speaking to Amir in a deep, commanding voice that echoed with indignation, a voice of sinister authority. Amir answered each question with rapid, plaintive responses. I listened intently, unable to understand anything they said. After an hour the conversation stopped and I could hear Amir lying back down. Raising my bound hands to my forehead, I wiped the sweat away from my eyes, trying to imagine the nature of the conversation. Since six kidnappers were lying next to us, I decided to wait till morning to ask Amir.


I carefully untied my hands under the gauze blanket, thinking about the wolf that might come in the night.
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