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			I.

			The Classy Hotel

		

	
		
			
			I didn’t always think this way. I’m an American born in 1984, and halfway through my life my country went to war abroad. For a combination of reasons not unusual among young men, I went too. After the initial bloom of romance around working in places where America was at war, hoping to get shot at without getting shot, I believed the best path was to channel local populations in writing and scrub my voice as much as possible from the pages. I’ve attempted that a few times, tried also to launch projects that move resources faster than words on a screen. But life splinters plans, and ten years into visiting these places and thinking about my own country it’s clear to me that some other kind of reckoning is due.

			Since autumn of 2001, after nineteen men hijacked and crashed passenger jets into skyscrapers in New York, a military headquarters in Washington, D.C., and an open field bordered by conifers in Pennsylvania, America has been killing civilians in Afghanistan. For nearly as long, and in earlier wars, it has been killing them in Iraq. No one disputes this. The dispute is only over how many, why, and whether the why justifies the killing. Some say America is benevolent, a force for good. Others say it’s a brutal empire. Many observe complexity, and many more are not interested in thinking about these questions at all.

			

			—

			
			Like prayer, I’ll state here at the beginning that America, Iraq, Afghanistan, and all the others represent incomprehensible multitudes,1 and that the first step away from a person’s name is the first step toward killing him without thinking too much about it. So I want to avoid the general, but I also know it to be part of our minds, and a necessary element of progress. In terms of the specific: Endnotes provide sources and additional context, along with some ideas better separated from the rest of the book—but still important to it, and to me. Throughout, italicized quotations are taken from my notes and memory; direct quotations are taken from scenes and interviews I recorded in person. Some were beautiful, some awful. When I was daunted, I often looked to the natural world for comfort. Especially on beginning trips of uncertain outcome.2

			

			—

			I began several trips like that in the tidy city of Erbil, Kurdistan, northern Iraq. Erbil’s not at all like the frantic Hollywood movies about the Middle East. The airport is better than John F. Kennedy International, New York’s main airport. The streets are dusty but otherwise clean, people hang out in malls. For a while, most foreign reporters covering the war in Iraq were based in Erbil.

			I stayed in the Classy Hotel. The name was funny in a way you never had to explain. There was a short pool in the basement in which I swam laps while a vastly obese Iraqi gentleman watched his son bob on inflatable water wings. The lobby was a popular meeting place for contractors, aid workers, and war profiteers, only a few hours’ drive from the fighting by a good road across the Nineveh Plains. The best-known American newspapers kept correspondents in residence. I stayed on a discount rate, courtesy of a friend, a bureau chief at the time.

			I was grateful for the discount. Reporting was expensive and the economics of media were, and remain, uncertain. In fact, as I have been writing this book, the company that paid for it—Penguin Random House, majority-owned by the multinational Bertelsmann—has closed down the imprint under whose aegis it was purchased.3 A lot of people at the Classy were likewise negotiating unstable industries—looking for jobs, doing good work with barely a boss to pitch. A photographer whose business card read “human”; an ex-soldier trying to break into Hollywood; a graduate student trying to break into tenure. You would see them at breakfast, faces to their phones, perhaps a table over from the tattooed mercenaries pouring miniature bottles of whiskey into the morning’s coffee. I had a lot of conversations with all of them. Mostly variations on the same conversation, revolving around a handful of questions.

			What do you do? Who do you work for?

			In my case, according to market research: 60 percent of American book buyers are women, 61 percent are college educated, and 63 percent earn an annual income of $50,000 or more. You could usefully pick a wider variety of numbers to address in this context, but the point, in the conversations, was that any reflection on audience, whatever the job, led to the question of intent, and in turn, resource allocation.

			Why are you doing it? Is it effective?

			At the time, at the Classy, I hadn’t yet come to many conclusions. In anglophone war histories, memoirs, and close anthropologies, such questions are often left up to the reader, you, to decipher—though some clear answers have been articulated. In his famous essay “Why I Write,” George Orwell provides four: sheer egoism; aesthetic enthusiasm; historical impulse; political purpose. “It can be seen,” observes Orwell, “how these various impulses must war against one another, and how they must fluctuate from person to person and from time to time.” Orwell explicitly puts aside the question of income:

			How do you pay for it?

			The answer: one way or another, like everything else. When I signed the contract for this book I was paid $85,000; I’m owed an additional $140,000, to be paid in pieces—on delivery of the manuscript, on publication, and then on its first anniversary. I began the work in August 2015; publication is planned for September 2018. This divides out to $75,000 per year with which to live and cover expenses. I’m fortunate to have this deal, and to have had money saved that I could spend along the way. Without the savings, the reporting would have been more time-consuming, less safe, perhaps impossible. This is part of why a disproportionate number of human rights and conflict researchers come from the middle classes and above. The implications are many. One is that information about innocent death in foreign wars is most accessible to America’s cosmopolitan wealthy, even though it’s mostly the working classes, domestically and abroad, who become casualties.

			

			—

			There’ve been quite a few bars like the Classy, over the past century. I suspect those italicized questions have haunted each of them—the Phoenicia in Beirut, the Continental in Saigon, L’Atmosphère in Kabul, the rest. They’re important to the American mythology of the wars, stages for personal drama and later television and film, part of the same feedback loop that makes soldiers stick playing cards in their helmet bands because they’ve seen movie soldiers do it.4 Violence imitates violence, and so, perversely, unites disparate countries and people. This is how civilians everywhere die for the same reasons, how periphery turns against center, and how, I think, what’s best in America’s experiment rusts away. Not on account of injustice, which is common to every age, but on account of lies told itself, hollower with repetition. A kind of collective cognitive dissonance.

			“We have a very good sense of any civilians that we, our airstrikes, have killed,” says the colonel, “and we announce them. . . .”

			But I am getting ahead of the story.

			High above the rubble, bats were passing in the dusk.

		

	
		
			II.

			Civil Defense

		

	
		
			1.

			Attempt to Reach Civilians Trapped in West Mosul

			Lieutenant Colonel Rabih Ibrahim Hassan, forty-eight, civil defense, West Mosul. He speaks with the particular rolling accent of that city, as do his six children and wife, in whose company he dons a blue jumpsuit before departing for the station at dawn. It’s an abandoned Education Ministry building in the recently liberated neighborhood of Ras al-Jadah, one squat story little furnished or supplied but surrounded by sturdy walls, with enough room for the unit’s battered, shining trucks. The men of civil defense haven’t been paid in three years. Under Islamic State occupation, they lied to the militants on empty stomachs, misdirected and complied subversively with the letter of command. He and his men were on another call and could not, therefore, come to the aid of the fighters. They could not take up arms against the apostates, as doing so interfered with rescue operations. They were present at the site, digging by hand, expecting the dead but hoping as ever for the living, where were you? Rabih is wry, didactic, and exhausted. Faced with a never-ending series of catastrophes, he tends, before delivering his verbose and often shouted orders, to eye closing and lengthy dramatic pause, such as he is now affecting, on the phone, in his makeshift office, while a teary middle-aged couple sits on a ragged sofa opposite, begging that he dig their relatives out from beneath the rubble of yet another American airstrike.

			Rabih opens his brown eyes.

			“My dear brother,” he says into the phone, “I am quite aware of the address you are talking about. I just came back to the base from the middle of Pepsi Road toward the Boursa area. Behind the street directly. We went there, and we assumed there were people alive under the destroyed buildings. We met Colonel Muneer for about fifteen minutes. He didn’t let us in, and they were under chemical attack. It is out of hand. When the army claims that there were chemical attacks, how can I go there?” 5

			He listens. It’s Sunday. On Friday at about four in the afternoon an airstrike destroyed the house in question, close to the front line in Zanjili. Twenty or more people are reportedly trapped beneath the rubble. This is during the final days of the battle for Mosul in 2017,6 the largest-scale urban combat the world has seen since World War II. It’s a proxy war, fought between ISIS and the combined United States and Iraqi forces, but also the rest of the world’s powers, which, in various and shifting configurations, accuse one another of starting the combat intermittently engulfing three thousand miles from Mediterranean to Hindu Kush.7, 8 The U.S. position is particularly fractured—the American president accuses his predecessor of “founding ISIS.” 9 Colonel Rabih doesn’t have time to follow the news, though, because he and his men are overwhelmed with bodies.

			Rabih’s sergeant, Mohammed Shaaban, sits in a corner on a plastic chair adding names to an A4 notebook. On its cover is written MARTYRS’ BOOK, MARCH 2017–. The end date is left blank. The rule, to prevent mistakes: No name added unless someone in the unit touches the body. That day, 503 names are in the book, and the official number of civilian casualties caused and acknowledged by the Coalition, over the course of the entire war, all over the country, since June 2014, is 448. And as usual, Mohammed and Rabih have been receiving phone calls all day requesting the retrieval of bodies, or the rescue of relatives trapped beneath airstruck rubble. Often callers ask for the latter, knowing only the former is possible, in the hope that their beloved might receive a timely and so religiously correct burial and passage to heaven. Sergeant Mohammed has forgiving eyes, especially in comparison with Colonel Rabih’s, which bug out.

			“People,” Colonel Rabih massages a temple with his second mobile phone, “you mean . . . alive?”

			Sergeant Mohammed goes on writing in the book as Rabih’s voice rises.

			“Do you have any phone number,” Rabih demands, “of one of them, so that I can call them . . . ? The ones you are talking about! Let someone provide me with precise information and the address of the people out there, so that people from the army—including Colonel Muneer!—will provide us an approval to enable us to have our mission there, because the security forces are refusing to let us in. You understand me, my dear brother?”

			Before Colonel Rabih sends his men to rescue civilians or excavate bodies, he visits sites himself. He’s well known for this, for walking, careful but upright, onto streets resounding with sniper fire. He tried to scout the house in Zanjili earlier in the day, but had been turned away by the army. It’s a problematic case, because the trapped family—the Abaji family—is rich and influential, and many connected people are calling to demand their immediate rescue—including the head of Mosul operations for the Iraqi army, Major General Najm al-Jabouri. Some confusion seems to have flowered in the chain of command between al-Jabouri and the men who turned Rabih away.

			“I am a high-ranking civil defense officer.” Rabih jabs a finger in the air, shouting into the phone. “And there was a provincial council member. Despite that, they didn’t let us in. So, then, how can you say that? I tell you it is a dangerous place, and there are snipers over there, also chemical weapons. How can you enter the location . . . from where would you enter?”

			Rabih hangs up, promptly banishes his deputy and supplicants from the office so that he can take a nap. Mohammed escorts the teary couple away, noting their request.

			

			—

			Later in the afternoon, several of Rabih’s men are detained at a checkpoint. They passed into some army unit’s jealously guarded territory without permission. The diverse Iraqi security forces—which officially include Rabih’s men—are meant to coordinate, but actually control fiefdoms around the city and often distrust one another. So the detention is not entirely surprising, but it drives Rabih, just awoken, apoplectic. He paces the compound parking lot, shouting into his mobile. The detention, it is clear to him, is not really about being in the wrong territory—it has come down from al-Jabouri! In order to pressure Rabih into rescuing the Abajis!

			Rabih suspects everyone in the Abaji house is dead. It’s been two days. And he knows of others, trapped elsewhere, recently texting from beneath rubble, who are likely still alive. But Rabih isn’t in a position to defy al-Jabouri, the most powerful man in Mosul. And so, stomping through the common room beside his office, where his men are napping through the late-afternoon hunger of Ramadan, Rabih announces that, first thing tomorrow, they’ll be setting out for Zanjili.

			

			—

			Overnight, men and women beneath the rubble pray in darkness.

			

			—

			Colonel Rabih is back at the station near dawn. As the sun rises he listens to requests from a small crowd in the shade of his red van. They want bodies collected, want Rabih to sign paperwork certifying their relatives killed and houses destroyed in the battle for Mosul. The government has promised compensation. A trio of middle-aged men in checked keffiyehs tell a long story about four relatives killed, ten days before, and three killed yesterday, some of whom they were able to bury, others not.

			“Listen”—Rabih cuts their spokesman off—“you will say this.”

			“Yeah, yeah.”

			“They were one family, of seven members, their house was hit by an airstrike, four of them were buried by you, and the three were left for us to get.”

			“Okay.”

			“Because if you say those four dead people were killed a long time ago, their rights will be gone forever.”

			“Yeah.”

			“No one will take you into consideration if you don’t specify exactly when those four people were killed. . . .”

			“Right. . . .”

			“And since they are related and from one family, we will say four bodies are buried, and three were found now, so all of the seven people will be recorded as dead in one documented case.”

			“God bless you.”

			“Once you get into details about which got killed first, it might hurt your case. Am I right, brother?”

			“Yes, you’re right.”

			“We aren’t gaining anything from doing this,” Rabih says, “but this involves people’s rights, and this one family got hurt twice in such short time, their case must be documented as one case. Three bodies were just found, and you said the other four bodies aren’t in coffins, right?” 10

			“No, they aren’t in coffins.”

			“That’s it then. A total of seven were killed from the same family.”

			The trio in keffiyehs departs.

			Rabih works through the crowd until only two men remain. Omer and Ammar are cousins from Zanjili, the neighborhood on the front line. Omer is a nearsighted candy maker in his early thirties, gently mustachioed, glasses pushed high on his nose. Ammar, about ten years younger, is rougher but more stylish, a car painter sporting the close-cropped beard known colloquially as “sexy beard.” Two days earlier, they explain, their uncle’s house was destroyed by a missile. They believe he’s alive but trapped, pinned at the leg, because his youngest son, having escaped, has told them so. Rabih tells them to give their information to Sergeant Mohammed and he will get to their uncle’s house as soon as possible. Omer and Ammar, not satisfied, press the case. It turns out their uncle’s house is close to where the Abajis are reportedly trapped. Could they just have some tools, maybe a ride?

			Absolutely no to tools, for anyone! For the many reasons Rabih has already explained for the benefit of the group. What a question! And the area is too dangerous for Ammar and Omer to attempt a rescue.

			But at length, concluding his lecture, Rabih offers the cousins a ride.

			

			—

			It’s mid-morning when Colonel Rabih departs in the red van. To his left, his driver, Thanoon, thirty-eight, negotiates the pitted street. The battle for the city has alleviated traffic but made certain areas impassable with stacked, crushed cars, toppled walls, snapped telephone poles, deep craters. Thanoon is a local, however, and a shrewd navigator, most of his adult life spent with civil defense. The past six months have been the most difficult. Burn scarring acquired in a recent car bombing textures the skin beneath his baseball cap. He also recently caught some mortar shrapnel in a leg. Still, Thanoon is a cheerful presence at the wheel. On Rabih’s other side sits Ahmed, his handsome bodyguard, Kalashnikov between his legs. Ahmed is twenty-eight and a bit of a brooder. He’s the only man in helmet or body armor—his flak vest, which seems a size too small, resembles an oversize bib. In the backseat Ammar and Omer watch one wrecked facade after another pass beyond the dusty windows.

			En route to Zanjili, Rabih’s short convoy of trucks links up with a cousin unit—Baghdad civil defense, come north to Mosul’s aid. All stop some blocks from the front line to discuss an approach. The street where they’re staging is awash in brass shell casings, and a soldier sweeps them away with a long-handled broom. The tinkle of the brass is audible over idling engines and irregular whumpfs of mortar fire as Rabih consults with Colonel Qusay al-Saadi, commander of the Baghdadis. Qusay is a swaggering bull of a man in a red jumpsuit, about Rabih’s age, his mustache black as shoe polish. His deputy, Lieutenant Jabar, is both fierce and playful, with a long face and jaw evoking the statues of Easter Island.11 Their Baghdad men are more numerous, better fed, and more raucous than Rabih’s Muslawis. They are also Shia, where Rabih’s men are Sunni. All lean on trucks in the morning heat as their commanders parley.

			Rabih and Qusay quickly agree on a route but must wait for the Iraqi army’s go-ahead to cross onto Pepsi Road, which separates them from the Abaji house. Pepsi, so called by the locals on account of proximity to a soda bottling plant, is one of the city’s “belts,” or wide avenues. The next is Boursa, the money changers’ avenue, still contested. Belts are connected by streets, which are in turn interconnected by irregular, twisting alleys. Approaching the Old City, all narrow until belts and streets give way to the ancient warren of IED-filled lanes which comprise ISIS’s final redoubt, about a kilometer and a half distant. When Rabih visited Pepsi Road the day before, he tells Qusay, the sniper fire from Boursa down the streets made rescue impossible. And anyway, the army wouldn’t let him through, though he waited a long time.

			Now, as all wait again for permission, Ahmed steps gingerly onto Pepsi Road for a look around. About a block to his right, he sees an ISIS flag flying over the alleys. Immediately to his left, nearly at his feet, the body of an ISIS fighter lies splayed and decomposing in the sunlight. The corpse hardly earns a glance. Ahmed has passed two others en route that morning, seen many besides. ISIS bodies are, as policy, ignored and left to rot. My fixer-interpreter, however, snaps a picture and posts it to his various social media accounts. For some, corpses are a kind of awful currency, proof of a proximity to danger which is often mistaken for access to truth.12 This particular corpse—he—lies in a stain of blood, arms stretched above his head, jaw open wide as if in scream or song. He’s wearing brown track pants with an elastic waistband, and was until recently thinking, speaking, and growing his matted beard according to religious dictate. His leaders urged him to martyrdom, and the Coalition stated it would eliminate him, which it did. He must have suspected he would die in Mosul. And so despite rubble, rot, and bloodstain, there is on Pepsi Road a sense of arrangement, of planning. As though the body rots inside a gigantic cathedral, or stadium, some vast carved sarcophagus, the buildings its broken sides, their exposed wires like so much ivy, slowly reclaiming the sturdiest of human works.13

			

			—

			A round zips across the road, probably a stray. Ahmed can’t detect the source, retreats to safety. Inside a jagged doorway, Omer and Ammar are explaining the location of their uncle’s house to Thanoon. After the left onto Pepsi, it’s three streets up, between Pepsi and Boursa. The Abaji house is two streets up.

			“Is it true they won’t let us in?” Ammar is asking.

			“They won’t allow you,” Ahmed tells him.

			“Man,” says Thanoon, “they don’t let us in sometimes.”

			Finally, though, the army gives the go-ahead. In their tactical estimation the situation has improved enough, they have pushed ISIS to a safe distance. The men of civil defense are skeptical, but Rabih calls them into the red van, and Thanoon puts it in gear. Behind, Baghdadi fire trucks fall in line and take the turn onto Pepsi. Thanoon gets the van nearly to the Abajis’ street, but then it jams to a halt. Something has snagged the undercarriage. He gins the engine, reverses, tries to rock off whatever it is. Tense seconds until it lurches forward, clears, proceeds. A few hundred meters further along. Rabih hops out. He orders the men to wait, then disappears around the corner toward the airstruck house.

			A moment later, sustained gunfire sounds across Pepsi Road, like the ripping of a vast canvas. Ahmed, Thanoon, Omer, and Ammar jump from the car and rush through the broken door of an abandoned shop for cover. In flight, they catch sight of one of the fire trucks, a block back. Its right front tire has been shot out, but it’s rolling on, just past the first street which, it’s now clear, remains under ISIS control. Regular fire sings out, complicating any travel back in that direction.

			Inside the wrecked shop, glass glitters and crunches underfoot. Nothing but broken shelves and loose wires, no sign or product to mark what once was sold. Omer, Ahmed, and Thanoon wait against a wall, listening for an ebb in the shooting. Ammar, impatient, sticks his head beyond the door.

			“Ammar!” shouts Omer.

			Ammar doesn’t listen, steps outside. Just as he clears the doorway, an airstrike lands near enough to move earth underfoot, raise the dust into fog. The noise of the explosion lasts two seconds, scaling from high screech to a profound bass that shakes the men’s stomachs. Some building on the Boursa side of the block, it seems likely, has been destroyed.

			“Ammar! Come down near us.”

			Ammar, with a not entirely convincing nonchalance, steps back inside. “I’m used to it,” he says, rejoining his cousin in the gloom.

			“We shouldn’t have taken this route here,” says Omer, shaking his head, “we should’ve taken the other one.”

			

			—

			When the shooting subsides, Ahmed and Thanoon peek out down the street, then hug walls to where the fire trucks stand, just beyond ISIS’s line of fire—or what they hope is ISIS’s line of fire. The Baghdadis have carried a wounded driver to the pavement and stand around him in a tight circle, agreeing angrily with one another.

			“All those bodies,” one shouts, pointing toward the Abajis’ street, “don’t deserve a single drop of our blood!”

			“Fuck their fathers and anyone who supports them!”

			The subtext is sectarian. The Abajis, like most Muslawis, are Sunni.

			“Back up, everybody, stay calm,” shouts Lieutenant Jabar, spreading the circle.

			At his feet, the wounded man, Saddam, grimaces. He has been shot through the truck door and is bleeding freely from a hole below his knee. The wound doesn’t look serious and a fireman is bandaging the leg, but the crowd is increasingly pissed off, believing, with some justification, that no security forces lie between their flank and the ISIS fighter, or fighters, who shot up the truck. Lieutenant Jabar commiserates for calm.

			“They’ve been putting too much pressure on us since yesterday,” he announces. “They’re calling for this family because they’re with the government.”

			The Baghdadis load wounded Saddam back into the truck, get in after him, and tear off down the street, leaving Ahmed, Thanoon, and the cousins to return to the red van. Still no sign of Colonel Rabih. Back in the broken shop, the cousins discuss whether to make a run for their uncle’s house. It’s only one block further.

			“Brother,” Ahmed interrupts, “it’s really dangerous there beyond the alley.”

			Omer ignores him and looks steadily at Ammar. “What should we do?” he asks.

			“We should tell the lieutenant colonel what’s happened,” says Ammar, without so much of his earlier nerve.

			“There’s an army!” Thanoon insists. “Tell him,” he says to Ammar, but pointing at Omer, “that there is an army. Don’t go!”

			Omer ignores them all, fiddles with his phone, stares into the street. He is the sterner cousin.

			“Tell him to call Jabouri,” suggests Ahmed, joking.

			Omer turns on him.

			“Come on, man! What is al-Jabouri, he is nothing!”

			“Lieutenant Colonel Rabih will come back and get [the army] to help.”

			“Yeah,” says Ammar, looking less and less like he wants to make another run down the street, “that’s possible.”

			Above, the hollow roar of aircraft.

			“There’s an airplane getting closer,” says Ammar.

			“Please,” Omer says, maybe prays, to no one in particular, “don’t let it see the van.”

			

			—

			The roof of Rabih’s red van is unmarked. From above, it would not be hard to mistake it for an ISIS vehicle, there in the no-man’s-land of Pepsi Road. And because the men are isolated from the rest of the civil defense team, which has retreated, and because no army is in sight, and because the last airstrike could not help but unnerve even a veteran like Thanoon (“Yesterday we loaded seventeen dead bodies”), he and Ahmed are unsure whether it’s safer to stay inside the shop—where they’re protected from bullets and shrapnel—or outside, where they can perhaps warn the army of their presence. Ahmed is convinced that inside they’re likely to be stumbled upon, or seen peripherally, and so shot by soldiers who’ll assume anyone still in the area is ISIS. He therefore has been lingering in plain view at the edge of the broken shop front. Thanoon disagrees, but for a moment all the men are outside anyway, watching a helicopter. Not so high above them, half a block in the distance, it banks, hovers, then launches a pair of missiles. These fly overhead, white contrails in their wake, and detonate out of sight with another tremendous crash.

			“Get inside,” Thanoon urges the group, leading the way.

			“May God help the guys up there,” say Omer.

			“May God help the surrounded civilians,” says Thanoon.

			“Someone might say, ‘Where’s civil defense?’” says Ammar, sarcastically, at the expense of the retreated Baghdadis.

			Omer’s phone rings.

			“Hey,” he answers, “we got to al-Pepsi street, got to Muqaddim Street. . . . After that one crew of the civil defense was hit. . . . Yeah. Gunshots, killing, and airplanes.”

			Ammar, listening, says to himself: “We have to do it.”

			“Brother,” Omer says into the phone, “there is no clear way for us to get out now.”

			Beyond the doorway, the gunfire resumes, louder, incoming.

			

			—

			
			If Omer and Ammar make a run for it, they may die by bullet or mortar fired by ISIS or the Iraqi army, or by airstrike launched by the international coalition, almost certainly America in particular. Or they may survive, may even rescue their uncle and return by the smoke-addled light of dusk to what new homes they’ve cobbled in their displacement. But which? Or grievous injury in between, some unforeseeable disaster? Each step they’ve taken to this doorway is their own, and those beyond will be the same. ISIS can’t make them run, nor can America. And yet this choice of life and death is not their own, precisely, either.14

			They decide to make a run for it.

			“If Colonel Rabih comes back,” says Ammar, “tell him.”

			“Okay,” says Thanoon as though conceding a point in an argument he expects to win later, “go ask the army, but walk close to the wall.”

			The army is back where they came from, past the street of the sniper, past the body, over the intersection—a safer direction than the uncle’s street and front line beyond. Known danger, at least.

			“Yeah,” agrees Ahmed, “wait for the army’s orders.”

			Omer and Ammar don’t answer. After a moment on the threshold they step outside. As they do, the incoming crack of fire echoes loudly in the shop. The cousins retreat, startled.

			“This is not a game!” Thanoon shouts at them. “This is death!”

			“Come on!” Omer gathers himself again. “Be brave and go.”

			“Just to see how the situation is out there,” says Ammar, almost apologetically.

			And they dash onto Pepsi Road.

		

	
		
			2.

			Correspondence (I)

			THE WHITE HOUSE

			OFFICE OF THE PRESS SECRETARY

			FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

			August 8, 2014

			TEXT OF A LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT TO THE SPEAKER OF THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES AND THE PRESIDENT PRO TEMPORE OF THE SENATE

			Dear Mr. Speaker: (Dear Mr. President:)

			As I announced publicly on August 7, 2014, I have authorized the U.S. Armed Forces to conduct targeted airstrikes in Iraq. These military operations will be limited in their scope and duration as necessary to protect American personnel in Iraq by stopping the current advance on Erbil by the terrorist group Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant and to help forces in Iraq as they fight to break the siege of Mount Sinjar and protect the civilians trapped there.

			Pursuant to this authorization, on August 8, 2014, U.S. military forces commenced targeted airstrike operations in Iraq. . . .15

			I am providing this report as part of my efforts to keep the Congress fully informed, consistent with the War Powers Resolution (Public Law 93-148). I appreciate the support of the Congress in this action.

			Sincerely,

			Barack Obama

		

	
		
			3.

			Excavation of Bodies off Pepsi Road

			Ahmed and Thanoon wait. It’s not the first time they’ve waited for Rabih under less-than-ideal circumstances. The cousins haven’t come back, either.

			“When the gunshots have passed,” Ahmed says, “this will be different.”

			“The smell is foul,” remarks Thanoon.

			“I’m going to sit on the stairs,” says Ahmed, retreating to a set of steps in the back of the shop. Behind him, a door lists into the darkness of the wrecked building. The source of the smell. Neither investigates. They speak instead about the last time they were on this belt, some ways down, on a block since secured. An explosion killed half a dozen or so after they’d arrived that day, bodies everywhere. But before that, before all this, they’d done their shopping on Boursa, the next belt over. Ahmed recalls good markets.

			Soon, his phone rings. “Hello, Mohammed,” he answers, stepping out to check the street. “One of Baghdad’s crews was hit. . . . Yeah. I don’t know, we’re still in Boursa. They moved on. . . . In Boursa! Yeah, tell him that we are in Boursa, tell him to make sure to inform us. The Baghdad team retreated. . . . Yeah. Once Lieutenant Colonel Rabih came over, they retreated. . . . Okay, bye.”

			He hangs up frowning, but then his expression inverts, lights up—Rabih has reappeared. He’s strolling down Pepsi Road to cover in his habitual slouch, talking on his mobile phone. Arriving at the shop front, he holds the phone away from his mouth.

			“How did it happen?” he asks Ahmed, at the absence of Baghdadi fire trucks.

			“He was shot in the car.”

			Rabih shakes his head and resumes the phone call. The Abajis’ street, in his determination, is not yet secure enough to begin digging for survivors or bodies, and it’s time to retreat. Presently, and with excellent timing, the cousins return, breathing hard. All scamper back into the red van and sink low into its seats, as far beneath the windows as possible. Thanoon starts the engine, takes a breath, and shifts into gear.

			

			—

			They make it safely back to the street of shell casings. Omer, clearly discouraged, is impatient to go home for the day. He got within sight of his uncle’s house but couldn’t get close enough to dig through the rubble. I ask him, “Is it necessary to do these airstrikes?”

			“If there wasn’t an airstrike,” he says, “this wouldn’t have happened to my uncle. . . . We want peace. Tell him,” he tells my fixer, “all we want is peace.”

			Omer scans the staging area. Rabih is in consultation with Qusay and various army officers, looks like he will be for a while.

			“Take down my phone number,” says Omer. “If you want me, you can call me on this mobile number.”

			He hurries away to find a ride out. In the distance, more explosions. Sometime after Omer is gone, Rabih announces that the new plan is to go to the Abajis’ house as soon as the army declares the area properly secured, maybe tomorrow.

			

			—

			Back at the station, Thanoon and Ahmed help prepare the evening meal. Times are lean—no sugar, rice donated—but not so lean as just before liberation, when some of Rabih’s men took to hunting and eating cats. These days it’s chicken, pickles, bread, and Mosul’s famous grape juice under the usual tender banter of men working together in combat. Some lounge in front of the television, some retire to sleep on the roof. It’s cooler, and the view of the city at night is dynamic: tracer fire and scattered flames, the sweep of distant headlights, the darkness broken by points of generator-powered light. The night is loud. Though sleeping men don’t hear as they do awake, the brain continues to register vibrations of the eardrum. Noises creep into our dreams. The noises of the Mosul night, if they don’t sync with explosions the men are actually dreaming of, might manifest themselves in some other dream form. Thunder over your hometown, an ice floe breaking up. The midnight crash of a spouse dropping milk in the kitchen might become an explosion in the dreams of suburban parents. Tracer fire might turn to cat’s howl, in Thanoon’s dreams. All seen or heard or smelled or previously imagined might appear. Even words written about civil defense teams elsewhere, about the White Helmets, for example—the Syrian civil defense group, carrying out work similar to Rabih’s—might appear in a dream, if the dreamer happens to have read of the White Helmets on his phone, perhaps just seen the headlines. Many articles have been written about them. A documentary on the topic won an Academy Award.16 And yet for each civil defender, reporter, and reader, though the raw material may be shared by all and necessarily recycled and repeated, each dream is original. Nothing can prevent this process. Neither torture nor imprisonment can stop the dreams of a sleeping man. Neither hunger nor thirst, nor the rise of a fascist state, nor an inadequate healthcare system, nor any inequality. Even as the earth heats and oceans swell, nothing stops an innocent man dreaming except death, brain injury, or certain narcotics which, in our irrepressible creativity, we have engineered. The men of Mosul’s civil defense all have reasons they risk their lives for trapped strangers, but each reason intersects with the desire to prevent early death, and, consequently, the end of dreams, however unlikely or illogical, whatever they happen to depend upon, whether a common story of rescue workers, or tracer fire seen a thousand times or even only once, imagined.

			

			—

			
			No one sleeps for long. At around ten o’clock that night word goes around: a new mission, also on Pepsi Road. Word goes around in springs and flows, breaking down, dammed and exaggerated. Facebook pages report on certain neighborhoods. Texts arrive from unknown numbers. The army makes requests, too, and the militias, and the bereaved, and friends, neighbors—the whole city, except the airborne Americans who actually collapse the buildings. Not their responsibility, perhaps. In any case, in Ras al-Jadah station Colonel Rabih is arbiter of it all and doesn’t always explain the politics behind whom they must try to rescue and when, and soon it’s time to get back in the van.

			Night missions are common and in some ways preferable—not as hot. Under the Mujasar highway approaching Pepsi Road, however, a stink of bodies still spices the cool night. Staging there, Rabih and Qusay hop an army Humvee to consult with a Ninth Division general at the front, leaving their men to tell stories in the roadside dark. One concerns a father who rushed from bombarded ISIS territory over the line to an Iraqi Special Operations Forces position, carrying a dead boy in his arms. The father, in shock, somehow thought the boy alive. Told by soldiers the boy was dead, the man began to wail. What happened? the soldiers asked. He told them an airstrike had killed one of his sons, and so he decided to try to escape with the remaining one. He’d quickly dug a shallow grave, the closest he could come to halal burial under the circumstances, and laid the dead son down, and covered him. Then he scooped up the surviving son and fled. But in his panic he’d taken the dead boy and buried the living one.

			Other stories circulate in the darkness, jokes, boredom. After an hour or so Rabih returns. The army has changed its mind, and forbids any rescue operations off Pepsi Road that night.17 The men return to their stations to sleep.18,19

			

			—

			In the morning, Rabih’s red van crosses Pepsi Road without incident and parks at the near corner of the Abajis’ street. A pair of army Humvees holds the far end. The men of civil defense, in red or blue jumpsuits, keep to the street’s sides in deference to sounds of continuing gunfire—safely distant, they’re told. Metal gates and stone walls run the length of the street, behind which concrete buildings stand, one to three floors each in various degrees of destruction and hues of sand. Some boast stone columns, others razor wire, others gaping mortar holes. All are bullet and shrapnel marked.

			In the center of the block, where the damage is most severe, lies the Abajis’ house. The homes on either side are shorn open in cross section, so that it is possible to see into a carpeted hallway; a bedroom with unmade bed; a study, its books overturned and scattered across the floor, a Koranic verse framed on the wall above a soldier swiveling in a black office chair, looking out over the devastation. Which is utter, a massive pile of brick and concrete, rebar thorning out. It’s difficult to imagine anyone alive beneath, but civil defense has made some surprising rescues. Colonel Qusay paces the pile in aviator sunglasses, urgently directing his men. Shards and slabs of stone grind beneath his stained brown boots.

			Center pile, the Baghdadis’ lead man, Hussein, forty-three, hefts a gas-powered hacksaw. He’s over six feet and broad beneath his blue helmet. A Texas “Fire and Rescue” patch in that state’s shape adorns the left biceps of his red jumpsuit. A friend gave it to him during their training by American contractors in what was once known as Baghdad’s Green Zone. Hussein was top of his class. With a yank on the pull starter he brings the saw sparking to a piece of rebar. The rubble’s twisted skeleton, rebar must be broken up so chunks of roof and wall can be separated and cleared. The pile is like a giant puzzle in which each piece must be removed carefully, to prevent slide or collapse. The cutting is laborious. Hussein leans into it as other men take turns holding his belt from behind, lest he lose footing. When he cuts through to an open space, men chip around it, expanding the hole until it’s large enough to enter, which Hussein does.

			Then, from down in the pit, he shouts, “It’s ISIS,” and, for evidence: “They have a weapon!”

			He’s found a body. A pocket in the crush suggests the possibility of survivors. They would be on life’s edge, unlikely to have eaten or drunk in nearly four days. A strong basement is the best chance, but the pile still stands two stories above street level.

			“Boys,” shouts Colonel Qusay, “nobody else down there . . .” 20

			Lieutenant Jabar paraphrases his commander’s order to the men at greater volume, according to habit. “Boys, nobody go down! Only the team.” Then he softens. “Once they become tired, I’ll put you in.”

			Hussein shouts evenly from the pit: “We have two bodies here.”

			From all sides, shouted suggestions. Like many groups of men faced with a problem of spatial reasoning—say, packing suitcases into a trunk—the civil defense group argues about the best way to proceed. One of the most vocal is stubbled, pouchy Adil, who sometimes hovers near Colonel Qusay, and other times disappears entirely from the pile. He wears a white bandanna around his chins and a red T-shirt over his prodigious gut. Printed on the shirt is a cartoon of a half-naked, enormously muscled Caucasian fireman, holding a drooping fire hose and flashing a thumbs-up. ONLY THE BEST ARE IN THE FIRE DEPARTMENT, reads the German caption.21

			“Sir, if you go from here,” Adil says, “and we pull them out, it would be better. There’s lots of rubble on them.”

			Colonel Qusay ignores him, shouting down into the hole: “Check them! If they are ISIS, don’t bother with them, leave them. Check them; if all of them are ISIS we’ll video them and go back.”

			“Sir,” calls back Hussein, “two of them are ISIS here.”

			“Record them,” says Adil
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