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  About the Book


  Staff Sergeant Chance Gooding works for the army public affairs office and spends his days tapping out press releases to try to turn the latest roadside bomb into something that the public can read about while eating their breakfast cereal. He is most definitely a Fobbit.


  Fobbit takes us into the chaotic world of Baghdad’s Forward Operating Base Triumph. The FOB is the back-office of the battlefield – where the soldiers eat and sleep between missions, and where a lot of Army employees have what looks suspiciously like an office job.


  What goes on at the FOB doesn’t exactly fit the image of war that the army and the government want to portray: male and female soldiers are trying to find an empty Porta-Potty in which to get acquainted, grunts are playing Xbox between missions, and most of the senior staff are more concerned about getting to the chow hall in time for the Friday night all-you-can-eat seafood special than worrying about little things like military strategy. But, as Staff Sergeant Gooding finds out, things very quickly can spiral out of control even in this seemingly protected environment.


  Based on the author’s own experiences serving in Iraq, Fobbit is like Catch-22 and M*A*S*H, in fusing dark humour with pathos to create a brilliantly witty and profound work about life in the modern-day war zone.


  About the Author


  David Abrams served in the U.S. Army for twenty years, and was deployed to Iraq in 2005 as part of a public affairs team. His stories have appeared in Esquire, Narrative and other literary magazines.


  for Jean


  for this, for everything, forever


  [image: image]


  Wars are nothing, in the end, but stories.


  —Frederick Busch


  In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit. Not a nasty, dirty, wet hole, filled with the ends of worms and an oozy smell, nor yet a dry, bare, sandy hole with nothing in it to sit down on or to eat: it was a hobbit-hole, and that means comfort.


  —J. R. R. Tolkien


  1


  GOODING


  THEY WERE FOBBITS because, at the core, they were nothing but marshmallow. Crack open their chests and in the space where their hearts should be beating with a warrior’s courage and selfless regard, you’d find a pale, gooey center. They cowered like rabbits in their cubicles, busied themselves with PowerPoint briefings to avoid the hazard of Baghdad’s bombs, and steadfastly clung white-knuckled to their desks at Forward Operating Base Triumph. If the FOB was a mother’s skirt, then these soldiers were pressed hard against the pleats, too scared to venture beyond her grasp.


  Like the shy, hairy-footed hobbits of Tolkien’s world, they were reluctant to go beyond their shire, bristling with rolls of concertina wire at the borders of the FOB. After all, there were goblins in turbans out there! Or so they convinced themselves.


  Supply clerks, motor pool mechanics, cooks, mail sorters, lawyers, trombone players, logisticians: Fobbits, one and all. They didn’t give a shit about appearances. They were all about making it out of Iraq in one piece.


  Of all the Fobbits in the U.S. military task force headquarters at the western edge of Baghdad, Staff Sergeant Chance Gooding Jr. was the Fobbitiest. With his neat-pressed uniform, his lavender-vanilla body wash, and the dust collected around the barrel of his M16 rifle, he was the poster child for the stay-back-stay-safe soldier. The smell of something sweet radiated off his skin—as if he bathed in gingerbread.


  Gooding worked in the public affairs office of the Seventh Armored Division, headquartered in one of Saddam Hussein’s marbled palaces. His PAO days were filled with sifting through reports of Significant Activities and then writing press releases about what he had found. His job was to turn the bomb attacks, the sniper kills, the sucking chest wounds, and the dismemberments into something palatable—ideally, something patriotic—that the American public could stomach as they browsed the morning newspaper with their toast and eggs. No one wanted to read: “A soldier was vaporized when his patrol hit an Improvised Explosive Device, his flesh thrown into a nearby tree where it draped like Spanish moss.” But the generals and colonels of the Seventh Armored Division all agreed that the folks back home would appreciate hearing: “A soldier paid the ultimate sacrifice while carrying out his duties in Operation Iraqi Freedom.” Gooding’s weapons were words, his sentences were missiles.


  As a Fobbit, Chance Gooding Jr. saw the war through a telescope, the bloody snarl of combat remained at a safe, sanitized distance from his air-conditioned cubicle. And yet, here he was on a FOB at the edge of Baghdad, geographically central to gunfire. To paraphrase the New Testament, he was in the war but he was not of the war.


  On the day a soldier was roasted in the fire of an IED in al-Karkh and then, in a separate attack, a suicide bomber rammed into the back of an Abrams tank, Gooding’s deployment clock was at 183 days with another 182 days to go (plus or minus 60 days, depending on extension orders, which could come from the Pentagon at any minute, triggering an increase in suicide attempts, raids on the stash of contraband vodka concealed behind the false wall of a certain NCO’s wall locker, and furious bouts of masturbation). Halfway there. The tipping point. The downhill slide.


  Staff Sergeant Gooding was a career soldier with ten-plus years in Uncle Sam’s Army, but this was the first time he’d set foot on the soil of a combat zone. Like the majority of Fobbits, this filled him with equal parts dread and annoyance—fear of being killed at any moment, yes; but also irritation at the fact that he was now on what felt like a yearlong camping trip with all the comforts of home (flush toilets, cable TV, sand-free bedsheets) stripped away. Going to war could be a real pain in the ass.


  The infantry grunts—the ones in the wrinkled desert camouflage uniforms, the ones with worry and fear knotting the tight landscape of their foreheads—had nothing but scorn for soldiers like Gooding. To be a “Fobbit” or “Fobber” or “Fob Dog” was the same as calling someone a dickless, lily-livered desk jockey back in the States. In another war, REMF was the preferred term … but now, in this modern asymmetric theater of operations, there was no “rear” echelon elite sitting in their motherfucking safe-from-harm shelter.


  But, hey, that was okay by them. The Fobbits told themselves, broken-record style, they Just. Did Not. Give. A Shit.


  They were all Fobbits, everyone who worked in this palace—with the exception of a few foolhardy officers gunning for promotion who grabbed every opportunity to ride on patrols to water treatment plants, school renovations, and neighborhood council meetings in the Baghdad suburbs. Those officers didn’t really count—they maintained a desk at Task Force Baghdad Headquarters, but you could hardly call them Fobbits. They were ghosts, gone outside the wire more often than not (and making damn sure everyone saw them depart, slurping loud from travel mugs of coffee, uniforms clinking and whickering, a patchwork of 550 cord and carabiners and duct tape).


  Everyone else? Solid-to-the-core Fobbits who kept a wary distance from the door-kickers when they came into the chow hall smelling of sweat, road dust, and, occasionally, blood.


  Let the door-kickers ride around Baghdad in their armor-skinned Humvees getting pelted with rocks from pissed-off hajjis. Let them dodge the roadside bombs that ripped limbs from sockets and spread guts like fiery paste across the pavement. As for Fobbits? No thanks! They were just fine with their three hots and a cot. The Fobbit life is the life for me, they’d singsong to each other with sly winks.


  “Don’t wanna be no bullet sponge,” said Private First Class Simon Semple.


  “Oh, hell, no,” agreed Private First Class Allison Andersen. She stuck her forefinger in her mouth and sucked with cheek-collapsing vigor because she was, at the time, eating a Ding Dong cupcake and the broiling Baghdad heat had melted the frosting onto her hand, the corners of her lips, and the tip of her chin. She was back in the cool oasis of the palace now but her skin still throbbed from the 110-degree temperatures outside, which she’d had to endure on the half-mile walk between the dining facility and headquarters. The heat was a bitch and she wondered again why they couldn’t just build a tunnel between the two places. For that matter, they should just dig tunnels everywhere, make this whole FOB a network of connected passageways so they could go around like moles and not come up until after the sun went down.


  Pfc Semple watched Pfc Andersen suck the Ding Dong off her finger and felt the stirrings of a hard-on. Damn that girl!


  Semple and Andersen had twice engaged in against-regulation, punishable by Uniform Code of Military Justice sex: once in a Porta-Potty in a remote corner of the FOB, sloshing the toilet to and fro and mashing their lips together to stifle their orgasms; the second time on guard duty shortly after midnight when the moon was waning and no one could see them thumping around the guard shack at the opening in the coils of concertina wire around the motor pool. That time hadn’t really counted, though—it was coitus interruptus because insurgents picked that particular night to send four mortars raining down on the FOB and the two horny privates quickly disengaged, clapped their Kevlars back on their heads, grabbed their M16s, and sought shelter in a concrete bunker thinking, oh, sweet Jesus this was the fucking end, not just the end of fucking. But then the mortars stopped, the all-clear siren blew, and the privates stood up, brushed themselves off, and, too embarrassed to look each other in the eye, finished their guard duty in silence.


  Semple and Andersen worked in the division’s G-1 Casualty Section and were in charge of cataloguing the dead. They sat at their desks in headquarters and waited for e-mails to pop into their in-boxes, announcing the serious injury or death of another soldier who’d been scythed by the Grim Reaper while out on patrol. The reports came to them in capital letters, shouting in military jargon:


  SOLDIER ON MOUNTED PATROL TRAVELING IN VICINITY OF AL-KARKH WATER TREATMENT PLANT FLAGGED DOWN BY IRAQI CITIZEN CLAIMING AN IED 200 METERS AHEAD. SSG HARDING AND TWO OTHER MEMBERS OF THE PATROL DISMOUNTED M1114 TO SEARCH FOR IED EVIDENCE. TWO ADDITIONAL SOLDIERS SEARCHED ADJACENT FIELDS FOR WIRES, BAGS OF GARBAGE, ANIMAL CORPSES, ETC. INDICATING LOCATION OF IED. SSG HARDING ALSO WALKED FORWARD, BUT REMAINED ON THE ROAD. IED WAS ONLY 30 METERS AHEAD OF SOLDIERS. AS TEAM MOVED FORWARD, IED EXPLODED, CAUSING IMMEDIATE AMPUTATION OF SSG HARDING’S FOUR LIMBS. FRAGMENTS OF IED ALSO PENETRATED SSG HARDING’S HELMET, RESULTING IN MASSIVE HEAD INJURY AND SUBSEQUENT DEATH. UNIT CONDUCTED IMMEDIATE CORDON AND SEARCH FOLLOWING THE ATTACK TO FIND RESPONSIBLE PARTY OR PARTIES AND DETAINED FOR FURTHER QUESTIONING ONE POSSIBLE WITNESS, THE INDIVIDUAL WHO ORIGINALLY WARNED THEM ABOUT THE IED.


  When the e-mails with their wounds and smoldering body parts arrived in their in-boxes, it was up to Semple and Andersen to place a call to the Medical Treatment Facility that had received the casualty and verify a U.S. military doctor had officially determined the body was indeed dead. Until a doctor put his stethoscope on that blackened, suppurating chest and gave a tight, nauseous nod, it didn’t matter who was weeping and wailing over the corpse of Staff Sergeant Harding—not his loyal and sickened soldiers, not his commanding officer, not his mother, not even the Great White Bwana himself briefly pausing in the Oval Office to brush away a simpatico tear. Without the doctor’s nod, he wasn’t officially dead. And he needed to be officially dead before G-1 Casualty could enter him into the system and begin the transatlantic next-of-kin notification process, which ended with a chaplain and a casualty assistance officer, both of their necks tight and sweating against the collars of their starched dress uniform shirts, standing in the doorway of a home in Hinesville, Georgia, the sun having just swapped places with the moon, a porch swing knocking against the side of the house in the soft evening breeze, the crickets rubbing their legs together and bursting forth in symphonic prelude, the casualty assistance officer clearing his throat and starting his rehearsed speech: “Ma’am, I regret to inform you …”


  Until then, there was nothing they could do except finish their cupcakes, wipe their fingers, and go back to playing computer solitaire (Semple) and leafing through the pages of an old People magazine (Andersen). Tom Cruise was, after all, in the midst of a very passionate, very weird affair with doe-eyed Katie Holmes. And then there was that vegetable girl, Terri Somebody-or-Other, who nobody had thought to ask before she went into a coma whether or not she would want her plug to be pulled. And Jesus, what was up with Michael Jackson going to court in pajamas? Day-um. America sure was a funny place to look at when you got far enough away, thought Private First Class Andersen.


  Hovering unseen at the edge of the G-1 cubicle, Staff Sergeant Chance Gooding watched the two privates toss a cupcake back and forth across the cubicle and thought, Oh, man, this isn’t going to be easy. He needed a word, a simple little word.


  Confirmed.


  That’s all. Just those two syllables.


  His life, at this very moment, depended on it. If, that is, you could call press releases a matter of life and death. Which, at this point in time, he did.


  Gooding cleared his throat. “Semple,” he said.


  The private turned his head, saw the sergeant standing there, and quickly minimized the solitaire screen. “Hello, Public Affairs,” he said. “What can Casualty do for you this fine afternoon?”


  “Same old, same old, Semple. Need to know if you have doctor’s confirmation of the latest one—the guy from Second Brigade. The press release is done and ready to send out to the media. I’m just waiting on you guys to give me the go-ahead.”


  “Sorry, Sar’nt.” Semple shook his head.


  “Why? What’s wrong?”


  “Server’s down,” Andersen said, riffling the pages of People a couple of inches from her throat. As if that would cool her skin. She closed her eyes and tried to concentrate on ice cubes, Antarctica, a guy from Alaska she once dated.


  “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Gooding said.


  “Wish we was,” Semple said.


  “It was fine when I left my cubicle on the other side of the palace.”


  “Don’t know what to tell you, Sar’nt. Sandstorm must have come along in the time it took you to walk from there to here. Maybe a mortar hit. Whatever. We’re dead in the water right now.”


  Gooding gritted his teeth. Dead. Dying. Done for. By now, death was a way of life for him, a prescribed job skill he performed with automatic finger taps and wrist lifts across his keyboard. Death was just one of the commodities he traded on a daily basis.


  It hadn’t always been this way. He could still remember a time, at the start of this deployment, when he’d been a death virgin, cherry unpopped by all the casualty reports and photos of roadside bombings. Long before the Butcher Shop of Baghdad had dulled him to cynicism.


  Once, when he was still down in Kuwait, waiting to deploy north to Iraq and join the rest of the division, which had already been in-country for three weeks, a captain from the G-2 Intelligence Section walked up to him in the makeshift Tactical Operations Center and asked, “You PAO?”


  Gooding had looked up from the Dickens novel he was reading, then quickly got to his feet, heart pounding. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Thought you should know we just got word from up north. Division took some fatalities earlier this afternoon. A vehicle out on patrol rolled over into a canal in south Baghdad. Two dead on impact. Another one trapped in the wreckage. Two other soldiers jumped in to rescue the vehicle crew but they got swept away. Monsoon season up there is a bitch, apparently. Anyway, last I heard, we’ve got three dead and two missing.”


  Gooding had dog-eared a page of A Tale of Two Cities with trembling fingers and said in a hoarse voice, “Thanks, ma’am. I appreciate you letting me know.”


  Back then, he’d slumped against the wall, reeling from his first deaths as a public affairs soldier serving in his first war. He pictured the Humvee tipping, tumbling into the water, the two soldiers on the bank shouting, acting on instinct, jumping into the water, misjudging the current, and getting sucked down into the muddy swirl of the Euphrates (in his mind, the canal had become the mighty Euphrates), their mouths trying to snatch air but filling instead with dirty water. He pictured those two soldiers flailing against the pull of the water, soon losing all strength as their lungs filled with the Euphrates, and their limp bodies floating downstream. He had thought about their personnel files quickly being pulled from the division’s records and labeled “Killed In Action,” their ghosts quietly falling out of company formations, their names laser-etched on a memorial plaque back in Georgia.


  Not many days and three U.S. KIAs later, Gooding had written in his diary:


  February 13: This is how a death is announced. In the midst of the hum and buzz of idle boredom in the Division Tactical Operations Center, you hear one officer, bent over the back pages of The Stars and Stripes, ask another, “What did you get for 17 Across?” Two people are arguing about which Matrix movie was the best. Another soldier in his early twenties is surfing the Internet looking at engagement rings and wondering aloud what difference a half carat made in the quality and price and—most importantly—a chick’s response to the bling.


  Then, like a blade swishing through the air comes a sudden sharp voice from the other side of the room, cutting through the growl-buzz of the generator and the fist-thump of wind against the tent walls. You look over and an NCO is pressing a telephone receiver tighter against his ear and saying, “Repeat that last transmission. What did you say?” He waves his hand at another NCO to get him a pen, whereupon he scribbles on an index card. Two or three others cluster near him, heads pressed in a tight circle. One head pops up and catches the eye of the battle captain sitting in his leather office chair at the front of the room. He rises from the chair—he’d been watching a NASCAR race on the TV—and walks over to the growing knot of huddled heads.


  At this point, something like cold fear creeps around your heart like icy vines. The information on the index card is read back into the phone for confirmation, then the battle captain grabs the card and strides to the front of the room, yelling, “ATTENTION IN THE DTOC! ATTENTION IN THE DTOC!”


  All sound and motion in the tent stops. Someone mutes the NASCAR race. The battle captain reads from the index card: “We have reports of one IED in the vicinity of Scania along the convoy route. One KIA. Battle-damage assessment still being made. That is all.” He reads it as carefully and dispassionately as someone quoting stock market prices, then he turns and writes the information on a large sheet of paper taped to the wall at the front of the room where all significant activities—the loss of an M16, the arrival/departure of a convoy, the publication of an operations order—are recorded.


  As you watch him write with the magic marker, the conversation-buzz of the room gradually returns to its former volume. Some drop their heads in sorrow, shaking them back and forth as if that will counteract the loss and bring the KIA back to life, or at least change his status to WIA. But the magic marker ink is permanent, seared there by the heat of an IED blast. No wounds can be reversed. The battle captain returns to his leather chair. A couple of officers return to their crossword puzzle. Someone turns up the volume on the TV and the NASCAR race resumes.


  But now, five months later, death was a matter of course, one more task in a day already filled with a heavy workload. Gooding could type his KIA press releases blindfolded. If, that is, he could get these two cupcake-smeared clerks in G-1 to cooperate and give him the nod.


  Gooding ground his teeth. CNN was breathing down his neck, calling every ten minutes to ask about the explosion half the people in al-Karkh saw and nearly everyone heard, the deep thud rippling through the neighborhoods, the smoke pluming like a gray finger. The producers had called an hour ago and said they already had a cameraman on the site who was telling them there were U.S. casualties. The rest of the meat-wagon media were right on CNN’s heels. By the time he walked back to his cubicle, Gooding could expect to see three or four e-mails in his in-box from the New York Times, NBC, and Reuters. They wanted details. They had deadlines. They needed confirmation of death.


  “Not much we can do right now, Sar’nt,” said Semple, clicking uselessly at his e-mail in-box. “Dust storm’s fucking up the whole computer network from here to Basra.”


  “CNN just announced this guy’s death and they have footage of a body wearing a U.S. uniform being hauled from the blast site on a stretcher.”


  “You know the drill, Sar’nt,” Semple said. “He ain’t dead until we get the e-mail from the docs at Camp Bucca saying he’s dead.”


  “And you can’t pick up the phone and call?”


  “C’mon, Sar’nt. You know it has to be official and in writing. We can’t go vocal on casualty confirmation.”


  Semple looked at Andersen to see if she’d agree with him and get this sergeant off their ass. She had stopped sucking her fingers and was now picking at a piece of dried lunch caught on the ample breast of her DCUs. She scraped her nail back and forth right where the nipple would be beneath the uniform, the brown T-shirt, and the bra. Sweet Jesus have mercy!


  When he had the chance, Semple was going to tell her about a new Porta-Potty he’d seen by the chapel where no one went except Wednesday nights and Sunday mornings. He was going to make his invitation smooth as chocolate milk and maybe she’d reconsider her previous reluctance for toilet sex.


  For now, he couldn’t say anything because the sergeant from PAO was still standing there.


  “So,” Gooding said, “even though you know he’s dead and I know he’s dead and by now his momma probably knows he’s dead, the dude’s not really dead, is that what you’re telling me?”


  Semple leveled a flat gaze at Gooding and clicked at his equally dead in-box. “He ain’t officially dead yet.”


  “What about unofficially?”


  “Unofficially, yeah. He’s road meat. But if anyone asks, you didn’t hear it from me.”


  Gooding was already gone. He’d spun on his heel and started speedwalking back to his cubicle by the time the word meat had fallen off Semple’s lips.


  “Day-um,” Andersen said.


  “Ole sarge needs to slow hisself down,” Semple said. “Guy’s gonna have a heart attack if he starts taking this shit too seriously.”


  “Yeah. He needs to pace himself. We still got another six months to go in this shit hole.”


  “Ticktock, ticktock.”


  “Why you always gotta bring up the deployment clock, huh?”


  “What else we gonna talk about?” Semple asked. “It’s all one big fuckin’ Groundhog Day anyway, so what does it matter?”


  “It matters. I’m sick of this shit already.”


  Semple snorted. “Your words: pace yourself.”


  “Whatever.” Andersen brushed off her breast with wide, hard strokes to dislodge the crumbs, then picked up her People and moved on to Brad Pitt. Semple watched her, crossing his legs to hide his hardness.


  “Hey,” he said and Andersen looked up from the magazine. The words Porta-Potty were there on the tip of his tongue, but what he said instead was, “Check the server again.”


  Andersen clicked her in-box. “Well, lookee here. It’s back up. Whaddaya think? Should we call him back?”


  Semple grinned. “Naw. Let him sweat it out for a little bit longer. Pass me that other cupcake, will ya?”


  2


  DURET


  THIS WAS NOT good.


  With Iraqis pressing around him on all sides like circus spectators leaning forward to see the man on the high-wire act slip and tumble, Lieutenant Colonel Vic Duret looked through his field glasses at the man slumped in the driver’s seat. The man should be dead by now but he was still breathing and every so often his shoulders gave barely perceptible twitches.


  This was definitely something to be filed under “Not Good.”


  This was “Hello, soldier! Welcome to the Land of Lose-Lose!”


  This was chopping off his hands, then asking him to conduct a symphony.


  This was dangerous and delicate and would not be resolved to anyone’s satisfaction.


  This was, in fact, the classic tar-baby situation. But what could he do? They were here and here they’d stay until they yanked free of the tar.


  Duret fingered the focus ring, pulling the car closer into view across the two hundred yards. The roof was caved in and the steering column had broken loose, pinning the driver against the burgundy upholstery. Half the guy’s skull seemed to have been knocked ajar, but the scene was still definitely a problem. The half-dead terrorist was, after all, still half-alive.


  The battalion commander lowered the binoculars and wiped the sweat from under his eyes. He kept his fingers to his head for a few seconds, hoping his men wouldn’t notice how he rubbed his temples, trying to press away the noise inside. It was just one of many tricks to hide the tremors. Make it look like you’re full of ballsy confidence, ready to kick the situation’s ass. Never let ’em see you sweat, right?


  Not so easy when your skull roared with what sounded like four dozen people trapped on the upper floor of a burning skyscraper, all of them screaming and making last-minute deals with God, Ross’s voice the loudest among them. It had been like this for Duret since that twelfth of September—starting with a low pulse but building in volume. Stateside, he’d managed to keep it under control: sitting in the brigade commander’s back-briefs, he could keep his head down, doodle in his notebook—words like high pucker factor, blah blah blah, and manifest destination—while the rest of the room filled with PowerPoint graphics of launching missiles set to a peppy Sousa march, laser pointers, and the ticking buzz of fluorescent lights.


  Once here in Baghdad, however, the volume knob had snapped off and he was left with battering-ram headaches. Moments like this brought it all front and center: the muttering Iraqis; the bleating goats; the restless, sideways glances of his own soldiers; the scraps of trash snapping in the wind; the broken and bleeding terrorist in the middle of the marketplace.


  Fuck! Here it came again. A tsunami of pain roared up through his spine and crashed against the bottom of his skull.


  Ross dead Ross dead Ross dead. Running through the remains of his office, crackling and sizzling, flesh dripping off the tips of his fingers, legs carrying him forward by reflex alone because there was nothing left inside of Ross not already cooked by fuel and flame.


  The pounding in Duret’s brain vibrated against his sinus cavity. Behind the curtain of his fingers, he broke into a sweat as, inside his head, his brother-in-law bumped against desks and plunged through the blizzard of once-important papers, finding his way by instinct, not sight or touch, to the blown-out window. Once there, he launched into the cool blue space, soaring aflame into the buffeting wind. Ross was already gone—no longer the brother-in-law Vic had fished with, laughed with, clinked beer bottles with, mutually grouched about the wife/sister with—so it wasn’t really Ross that morning who arced like an ember out of the tower.


  Duret pressed hard but the static in his head didn’t diminish.


  There were just two things he wanted at this particular moment: his golden retriever, Ginger, snuffling and slobbering against the palm of his hand; and his wife’s tit in his mouth. While Ginger licked his hand, he’d suck on his wife like he was a baby and if he was lucky she wouldn’t catch him crying over all the bad shit he’d brought home from Baghdad.


  He pressed and pressed against his head, trying to snuff out Ross. Begone, begone, begone.


  They were watching, they were watching. Pull yourself together. This is not how a career officer in the United States Army is supposed to conduct himself.


  In times like this, he should call on all his training, the momentum of all the years he humped through field exercises, the assault of PowerPoint, the dance of laser pointers across maps, the chess-piece shuffle of sand-table briefings, the subscription to Military Tactics Quarterly for fuck’s sake!


  He should break this down, compartmentalize the scene into workable pieces. Arrive. Assess. Act. Yes, that was the textbook.


  But at the moment he couldn’t do any of that. His head was shrieking and there were no empty compartments left. He knew it would pass, but until then he had to bear with it, ride the pain.


  Nearby, one of the soldiers flicked his M4 selector switch from safe to semi and back again. The sound magnified like the second hand on a stopwatch. They were waiting.


  Vic Duret sucked in a deep breath, gathering into his nose the worst of what Baghdad had to offer: dust, diesel, dog shit. He uncovered his eyes. He’d been behind his fingers ten seconds but it felt like ten minutes.


  He set his face into a more traditional lieutenant colonel mode of expression: accomplishment of the mission by whatever tactical means necessary. He looked at his men and nodded. “Okay, let’s get on with it.”


  This asshole in the white Opel was just the latest knot in a long string of rotten luck Duret’s battalion had encountered since arriving in Baghdad five months ago.


  It started with Jerry, his executive officer, getting his left leg sheared off at the knee while en route to a neighborhood council meeting in Taji. Then the sewage backed up in battalion headquarters and three of his staff officers—the valuable ones who knew the difference between a head and an ass—had come down with dysentery. And last week, the Sunnis had finally gotten lucky with a mortar, lobbing it (bull’s-eye!) into the middle of Forward Operating Base Triumph, where it landed in the post exchange food court, killing two of Duret’s men as they sat at a picnic table outside Burger King merrily snarfing down Whoppers on their day off.


  Now this: a suicide bomber who’d rammed himself up the ass end of an M1 Abrams tank. Fortunately for the men inside the Abrams, the bomber had been mortally injured in the crash and hadn’t triggered the explosives. Unfortunately, however, the white Opel was now lodged under the tank treads and everything had come to a standstill forty minutes ago. No one knew if the bomber was still holding the detonator, or if the explosives were still potent, or even if there were actually explosives in the trunk of the car. Maybe this was just another drunk Local National who couldn’t drive and the stupid bastard had made the A-Number-One fuckup of getting in a fender bender with a U.S. tank.


  This was one of those situations you could not prepare for. The patch of black ice on the highway. The piano falling from the sky. What was it Rumsfeld had said about known unknowns? Duret had written it in his notebook and practically committed it to memory: “There are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns—the ones we don’t know we don’t know.”


  If someone had taken immediate action forty minutes ago, none of this would be an issue, but the commander on the scene—a pinch-faced captain named Shrinkle, known for his hems and his haws—had waited too long. He’d been hesitant to slide a foot out onto that high-wire and now a crowd had gathered, including a couple of news cameras. Fucking CNN complicated everything on this battlefield, Duret thought for the hundredth time in as many days. Fuck them and the cameras they rode in on.


  Pretty soon they’d be over here with their microphones. “Colonel Duret, Colonel Duret—what can you tell us about what’s going on out there?” Except, like everyone else, they’d get his name wrong. It was pronounced Dur-ray, true to its French roots, but his co-workers persisted in calling him, ignorantly, Durette. They’d even taken to making a joke about it in Iraq: “This tour sucks, but I guess we have to en-Durette.”


  Duret looked away from the news crew on the other side of the cordon and made another assessment of Intersection Quillpen, where this particular known unknown had plopped itself. Everything was the color of dust, including the dust itself. Low, boxy buildings. Tattered posters advertising mint chewing gum. The vomit-spill of bricks where a shop’s facade had finally given way. A tangle of power lines reminding him too much of his wife’s hair on her pillow in the morning. The street, the sky, the air he breathed. The goats, the babbling Iraqis, even the faces of his own men. All of it dust, dust, dust. Fine-grained as baby powder. From dust we began, to dust we’ll return. It was fucking biblical here at this Sadr City intersection.


  He’d been called out of a staff meeting with the brigade commander when word of the would-be suicide bomber reached headquarters. Duret had ordered his driver to take him to the site, hoping he could fix the situation quickly and with minimal death to innocent Iraqi citizens or his own men (in that order, as per the rules of engagement). But when he arrived at the scene in the north sector of Baghdad, he realized solving this situation would be like trying to stuff eels into a can of grease. It could be done, but you had to know how to hold the eel.


  Duret turned to the pale, visibly shaking captain at his side. “What do we know?” he asked. “And don’t feed me a line of bullshit—I want this thing fixed now.”


  Captain Abe Shrinkle, clearly a man out of his element who was now paying the price for indecision on the high-wire, blanched and scientifically proved it’s possible for fear to involuntarily suck your testicles up into the body cavity. “Sir … sir …” he sputtered.


  Duret looked hard at him, timpanis rumbling in his skull. “No bullshit, Captain Shrinkle. We don’t have time for it.” He stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Listen to me, Abe. There are men inside that tank depending on us to resolve this situation so they can dislodge from the ticking time bomb and take their happy asses back to FOB Triumph where they can sit in their air-conditioned hooch, drink their limit of near-beer, and beat off while thinking about their wives back home. They don’t have time for wiffly-waffly bullshit and neither do I.” (Duret talked tough, but oh, how he himself wanted his wife’s tit and Ginger’s tongue.)


  “Sir,” the captain began again, his voice stuck in a higher, testicle-less octave. “The problem is, we know nothing of the car’s contents. The men still inside the Abrams don’t have a vantage point of the Opel’s interior. We’ve kept them inside the tank for their own protection. None of us have been able to get close enough to see what the car was carrying.”


  “You mean you haven’t wanted to.”


  “Sir?”


  “The fact of the matter is, Abe, you could have gotten closer, you could have walked right up to the Opel. You just didn’t have the balls to do it, right?”


  Sergeant Brock Lumley, crouched a few yards away, rifle at the ready, overheard the battalion commander and wanted to tell him, “Some of us had the balls, sir. Some of us wanted to chance it and creep up on the Opel.” That’s what he wanted to say aloud but he held his tongue. This was Shrinkle’s hanging party; let him put the knot in his own noose.


  Lumley put his cheek back on the stock of the M4 and continued scanning the crowd, hajji by hajji. Let just one of them motherfuckers move a single sandal-clad toe in the direction of the car and he’d put a hole the size of a baseball in his chest. Lumley had eleven of his younger soldiers crouched on either side of him, sweat-slick fingertips fondling triggers. They could handle this, if they were allowed. He and his men had the courage, the resolve, and the intestinal fortitude. The balls to git ’er done.


  Captain Shrinkle, whose balls were bobbing somewhere around his liver, said, “Sir, we lost the opportunity for recon right from the get-go due to the size of the crowd that formed around the accident site, making it impossible for us to risk collateral damage.”


  Duret stared at his junior officer, wondering if he should call him on the bullshit. Instead, he grimaced and said, “All right, go ahead.”


  Shrinkle sucked in a quivery breath and described the afternoon’s events.


  A platoon from Bravo Company (under the command of one Captain A. Shrinkle) had been escorting Alpha Company as it returned from a mission in Khadhimiya, taking Route Franklin as briefed in last night’s update. No issues; everything going swimmingly. Until they got to Intersection Quillpen where, at approximately oh-nine-thirty hours, the convoy of Humvees and tanks was forced to a halt by a herd of goats crossing the road. Like goats everywhere, these animals had no sense of urgency, bleating and blinking and bumping into each other. The soldiers stared at the goats and the goats stared back, some with trash dangling from their jaws. The goatherd didn’t look at the Americans but picked his nose and clucked at his goats. “Like I said, sir: no sense of urgency,” repeated Shrinkle.


  Then came a sound off to the left as the soldiers sat at the goat-clogged intersection. Number Three Tank was the first to spot the suspected insurgent vehicle coming at a high rate of speed toward the formation. As the car accelerated up the frontage road, it quickly changed status from a possible Vehicle-Borne Improvised Explosive Device to a probable Vehicle-Borne Improvised Explosive Device. Gunners from Tanks Number Two and Three immediately applied Force Protection Measures 1 through 4 and would have implemented Force Protection Measure 5 except by that time the VBIED had already rammed into the left rear of Tank Number Three. Tanks One and Two had moved forward out of the potential blast zone and had established the outer perimeter of security.


  “We’re labeling it a failed suicide bomb event, sir,” Shrinkle concluded.


  “Give it time,” Duret replied. “We’re not out of the woods yet.”


  “From what we’ve been able to determine, the insurgent’s right leg and right hand are pinned beneath the dashboard, restricting his movement on that side,” Shrinkle said, pointing at the distant car. “Our spotters can see what looks like a timing device on the passenger seat but it appears to be beyond his reach at this time, sir.”


  “How far out is EOD?”


  “I put in the call thirty minutes ago, sir, but they—”


  “They just arrived, sir,” Sergeant Lumley spoke up, pointing his thumb toward the Explosive Ordnance Disposal team working at the rear of a Humvee. They unloaded what looked like the love child of Tinkertoys and a giant Erector set.


  “They’re sending out the ’bot first,” Shrinkle said. “In order to negate human contact with the vee-bid.”


  “Okay,” Duret said. “Let’s wait and see what we can see.” This was the assess which would trigger them to act. For the first time since he arrived, Vic visibly relaxed. In his head, he started a gradual retreat to the bed where his dog and his wife waited for him.


  As an EOD sergeant worked the controls, jiggling a joystick from side to side, the robot—all silver limbs and thick tires—moved up, back, up, back with a whir and a grrr. He was named Robby and he was loved by his human handlers. Robby paced from side to side, impatient to move out and investigate what looked to be a FUBAR situation. The robot loved hair-trigger scenarios (especially those fucked-up beyond all repair) that required precise, mechanical movements, not the fleshy, heavy-thumbed attempts by the humans. You’ve got a touch-and-go, blue-wire-red-wire dilemma? Send in the ’bot. He’ll get the job done and won’t get blown to a million little pieces.


  The robot focused on the man slumped in the wedged-under car. His opti-eyes dilated to what humans would call a squint, telescoping on the half-dead half-alive human behind the wheel. The computer chips in his head lit in a surge of green lights as he took in the facts and quickly analyzed a path to the solution. The robot paced and even had a bit of a spring in his step as he waited for the joystick to move him forward.


  Behind him, the EOD sergeants held their collective breath. These were the dicey moments. You never knew with the ’bot. Maybe he’d run out of battery juice or have an electrical breakdown halfway through the mission. They liked to complain about the piece-of-shit-lowest-bidder T-271 but, in the end, the sergeants knew they had to depend on the silvery Erector set to keep them and the other soldiers alive when facing up-against-the-wall scenarios like this. And, truth be told, though they wouldn’t admit it to each other, they loved the T-271 with a deep and abiding affection. If the robot was a girl, they would have bought it beers and taken it home with them on the first date.


  “Here we go, sir,” Captain Shrinkle said as the robot rolled forward.


  Duret, Shrinkle, Lumley, and the rest of the men stood in a tense knot two hundred yards from the crippled tank as the EOD team maneuvered the robot to within metal-arm reach of the Opel.


  On the other side of the cordon, the CNN reporter—the one with the good hair—turned to her cameraman. “You getting this?”


  The robot whirred, grrred, and swelled with joy. Moments like this made up for all the other shitty days in Baghdad.


  The sergeant at the joystick watched the progress as it streamed from a direct-feed camera to the laptop he’d set on the hood of his Humvee. He could see the driver’s head smashed against the cracked window, the blood forking down his temple and matting his beard. The robot raised itself on its legs and peered into the backseat.


  “Ho-ly shit, sir!” the EOD sergeant exclaimed.


  At those words, Abe Shrinkle’s testicles pirouetted around his gall bladder, Brock Lumley’s index finger tightened against the trigger in a movement that could only have been measured under a microscope, and Vic Duret reluctantly threw back the sheets and pulled himself out of the bed while behind him his wife, breasts dangling like ripe fruit, asked, “What’s wrong?”


  Duret joined the EOD team at the computer screen. Everything was wrong. There, in the backseat, they could see three propane tanks, two 152-millimeter artillery shells, and several anti-tank mines. Suddenly, two hundred yards seemed too close for comfort. This guy could take out Tanks Three, Two, and maybe even One, not to mention the CNN crew and half the crowd of gawkers—a crowd metastasizing as word spread through the neighborhood. Dozens of feet (and hooves) were moving toward the intersection, filling the air with dust, babble, and bleats. A dog appeared in a shop doorway, gave a short yip, then sat on his haunches, nervously licking his balls.


  “Okay, now we know,” Duret said, not looking at his captain. At Duret’s elbow, Shrinkle swallowed with a dry click.


  The robot swiveled his head to give them a look at the front seat: a creased, dog-eared copy of the Koran, a cell phone, a timing device, and a grenade.


  The half-dead man came to life. He coughed and a rope of blood spurted from his lips. The whir and grrr of the robot had roused him from his stupor and now he was agitated, taking it out on the robot, which stared back at him without blinking despite the curses the terrorist hurled at it. The robot could care less if he burned in hell with the rest of his Yankee infidel lovers or if he had his privates sliced off with a dull, rusty knife and shoved down his throat—and, frankly, whether or not the Great Satan, George W. Bush, ever had relations with his mother doggy-style really didn’t register in his circuitry. He was metal and machine, here to do a mission clumsy humans could not accomplish. He would render this bleeding, screaming man inert and do it with a steady calm that would earn him a hero’s accolades.


  That’s when the terrorist, fighting off waves of nausea, pain, and dizziness from a brain gone askew, summoned a reserve of strength and reached for the grenade in the passenger’s seat.


  It was just beyond his fingertips.


  The robot backed away with a growl and, with two flicks of the joystick, was returned to the safety of humans.


  “My recommendation, sir, is we try to neutralize the threat with a water charge,” the EOD sergeant told Lieutenant Colonel Duret.


  “Do it,” Duret replied, a snap in his voice. The midday sun was high and burning a hole through his helmet, roiling the screams in his head, but Duret was able to cut through the clamor and clearly see the path ahead: get rid of this Sunni troublemaker and move on with the day, but do it in a way that minimized the appearance of collateral damage on CNN later that night. The rules of engagement made it clear this was tantamount: complete the mission, but make it clean and professional so no Local Nationals were left broken, bleeding, or oozing in the wake. And if there were news cameras in the area, make good goddamn sure the soccer balls and lollipops were distributed. Don’t forget to tousle the kids’ hair for good measure before moving on.


  He turned to the top NCO on the scene. “Sergeant Lumley, while EOD is setting this up, I want you to take six of your men and move the cordon back another two hundred feet. Get those civilians away from the vehicle. And have someone check to make sure we have enough lollipops to go around.”


  “Roger, sir,” Lumley said, and moved out with his squad to push back the civilians.


  Lollipops, Lumley thought. That’ll make it all taste better, won’t it? How many licks does it take to get to the center of an insurgency?


  As Brock Lumley flapped his hand at the hajjis who’d ventured too close, and used the butt of his M4 to nudge those who looked like they intended to stay put, he felt the returning rise of frustration at his impossible task. And not just this mission here in the bull’s-eye of Quillpen, but nearly everything he and his men had been handed since they arrived five months ago. Just like these bastards in their dirty dishdashas who were slow to move back from the ticking time bomb, hajjis in general could give two rat fucks about what the Americans were doing here.


  And what were they doing here? Lumley had no fucking clue.


  When it came right down to it, Lumley and his men were just playing that old carnival game Whac-A-Mole. Smack down one terrorist with the rubber mallet and right away another one pops up over here and while you’re whacking that guy another one has popped up over there.


  Like the dickwad in the crumpled Opel shoved up the tank’s ass. They could neutralize or exterminate him, but his brother or cousin or second cousin’s best friend would show up with his own backpack of explosives in another neighborhood on another day. Lumley and his men just couldn’t move fast enough.


  That’s why, when he pushed the cordon back to a safer distance, he might have shoved one or two of the stubborn bastards a little too hard and they, in turn, narrowed their eyes and said something in hajji-speak that was filled with a bunch of goat-sounding crap like “laa” and “naa.” Lumley didn’t really mean anything by the rough shove. He was just tired of this shit, that’s all.


  Most of the crowd grumbled and shook their fists at the Americans but eventually they complied, shuffling through clouds of dust, backpedaling themselves to a safe distance.


  Most, but not all. While Lumley’s men were herding the Local Nationals, a small boy slipped through the cordon and dashed out to the crushed Opel. Lumley made a grab for him but missed and let him run into the intersection. He wasn’t about to get himself blown halfway to Allah just to save one stupid kid.


  The boy approached the driver and held up a bottle of water. The terrorist slowly, painfully turned his head and, for the first time, stopped scowling. He smiled at the boy, tipped his head forward, and opened his mouth. The boy put the bottle to the man’s lips and helped him drink, cupping his hand beneath the blood-clotted beard to catch the drips. When the man finished drinking, he leaned close to the boy and spoke a few words before his head rolled back against the headrest and he passed out.


  Captain Shrinkle radioed out to Sergeant Lumley: “Have your men grab that boy and bring him back here to us.” It was the first decisive thing Duret had heard Shrinkle say since he’d arrived. Even so, his voice had a little seesaw in it.


  The pint-sized Samaritan tried to dodge Lumley’s team and melt back into the crowd but Private First Class Cassidy Skinner—who’d taken the Pleasant Falls High School football team to the Indiana state finals three years in a row—tackled the kid before he could get far. Pfc Skinner held the boy in a pincer grip around the neck and brought him before Lieutenant Colonel Duret. The battalion commander turned to his translator and said, “Ask him why he did that, why he took water to the enemy.”


  The translator questioned the boy, then told Duret, “He say Allah commanded him to do it.”


  “Of course he did. All right. Ask him what the guy said when he was out there.”


  The translator and the boy jabbered back and forth. “He say the man tell him to tell you he is from Syria and his terrorist group has planned to launch many vehicle bomb attacks today and also other attacks will follow. He say he is here to kill Americans and it is his supreme pleasure to follow Allah’s will as he sends us to the flames of hell.”


  Duret stared at the boy, who returned the look without cracking a smile. This was the problem with Iraqis, he thought. They believed everything they heard. Now this asshole is a hero in this kid’s mind and he thinks he’s earned a place at Allah’s right hand just because he gave the fucker a sip of water.


  Duret frowned and turned to Pfc Skinner. “Zip-tie the kid and hold him until this is all over. I don’t want him anywhere near that car again.”


  At Duret’s elbow, Captain Shrinkle cleared his throat and summoned the courage to speak. “Sir, if I may …”


  “What is it, Abe?”


  “Sir, what if we exploited the opportunity this boy has presented? What if we send him back out there with another bottle of water, one we’ve poisoned? The terrorist drinks it and then we’re done for the day. Everyone can go home happy.”


  Duret was about to tell his captain he was a well-meaning but ultimately useless officer who couldn’t find his asshole with a flashlight and a road map, and he meant it in the kindest way possible, but he was interrupted by the EOD sergeant.


  “Sir, we’re good to go with the water charge. Robby’s ready to roll forward and place it beneath the undercarriage.”


  Duret looked away from Shrinkle and nodded. This was the preferred course of action; poison would have to wait for another day, another terrorist.


  The T-271 moved forward, cradling the water charge in his spindly metal arms. The water and explosives, chambered separately, were contained in a canister shaped like a rocketship to Mars the robot had once seen in a Bugs Bunny cartoon. As directed by the human with the joystick, Robby would carefully set the charge beneath the rear of the Opel, then quickly reverse away from the car.


  If all went well, the explosives inside the canister would detonate and, in the space of two seconds—a period Robby was able to compute and witness in time-slowed sequence but which his humans would miss if they took a lingering blink—the pentaerythritol tetranitrate would create shock waves of one million pounds per square inch, cracking open the canister at the bullet-shaped tip, which would then puncture a hole in the car’s chassis, and immediately emit a blade-thin geyser of water that would envelope the car, the driver, and the bomb in a sheath of violent, dousing liquid, thus rendering the timers, wires, batteries, and explosives inert through a patented method of “bumping and drowning.”


  If all went well, the water charge would knock the Opel with a hard punch and defuse the bomb, kill the half-alive Syrian, and preserve the inert IED so analysts back at FOB Triumph could examine the method and dissect the madness of the insurgency.


  All did not go well.


  Lieutenant Colonel Duret joined his men in a brief, hearty cheer when the charge fountained up and the Opel lifted three feet off the ground, knocking the driver half-asunder; but then Duret’s bowels clenched when the dripping water cleared and he saw the driver move first his left arm, then his right arm. The explosion had dislodged the terrorist from where he’d been pinned beneath the dashboard. Apparently the Syrian, his skull still split and leaking at an increasingly rapid rate, was dead-set on triggering his payload. If he could find the cell phone and punch in the code, and if the wires were still attached to the three propane tanks, two 152-millimeter artillery shells, and anti-tank mines, and if the explosives were still dry enough, then Duret would be looking
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