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February 28, 2006

Fallujah, Iraq

I pulled the edge of my hood out an inch, trying to get some air to circulate. It was only February, but Fallujah was already an oven. Wearing my uniform, gloves, body armor, a hood, all my battle gear, and goggles didn’t help, and the Humvee’s small air conditioner couldn’t keep up with the heat.

We were on our orientation convoy, our first in Iraq, getting ready for when the main body started arriving in a week. I really wasn’t too concerned. This was my third pump. My first two were as a grunt, so this one, on glorified convoy duty, should be a breeze. This was just an easy route out the gates, around the open area surrounding the camp, and a quick jaunt into the outskirts of the city itself. We’d done about a million convoys back at Pendleton during weekend drills and again after we mobilized, but the powers that be decided that we still had to get certified in-country before we could perform a real mission.

I glanced down at my watch, trying to make the calculations. I hit LCpl Deke Miller in the leg to get his attention. He looked down at me from his position in the gun turret.

“Hey, Miller, what time’s it back in California?”

He glanced at his watch and without a pause replied, “2130” before looking back up, scanning for any sign of the enemy.

I felt a twinge of guilt. This wasn’t Pendleton. There were bad guys out there, and I shouldn’t be pulling our gunner’s attention off his mission.

Nine-thirty. Sig would have gotten off work 30 minutes ago. I wondered if she was already home. I hadn’t heard anything from her since the buses left Pendleton for March AFB and the long flight to Kuwait. No e-mails at all. I had tried to call her from the USO at Camp Liberty while getting processed to proceed into Iraq, but she never picked up. I knew she was pissed about this deployment, but this was taking it too far. This was her way of punishing me, just like her refusing one last fuck before I left, and I’d just have to wait for her to cool off. 

I tried to put her out of my mind and looked out the window. I was riding in the right rear seat of the Humvee, essentially a passenger with no real mission other than to observe. Outside the window, the mostly featureless desert stretched to the south, and the buildings of Fallujah rose miragelike off to the west. It was a tight fit with all my battle gear, and I didn’t like riding with my knees so high, even higher than my hips. I never did like this aspect of the configuration of a Hummer with the low seat and the high floorboard. It didn’t feel particularly safe to me if we were hit or had an accident. 

This Hummer was the up-armored variant, carrying about 1,000 pounds of extra protection, so at least that was an improvement on what we had on my previous two pumps. There were rumors of a new vehicle with a v-shaped bottom coming, but they wouldn’t get in theater until long after we were back in the US and de-mobilized.

Up ahead, I could see the lead vehicle take a right as we turned towards Fallujah. We had six Hummers and a 5-ton in the convoy. I had ridden a 5-ton from Kuwait to Baghdad back in 2003 when I was a grunt with 3/4, the “Thundering Third,” and, frankly, I was glad that I had at least the cushioned seat of the Hummer to sit on. A 5-ton was pretty hard on the body, even if it put a lot of steel between you and any IED. 

Dust devils danced across the sand as we all made the turn and headed into Fallujah. We were not going to go very far into the city: just up to near the government compound, then hang a right and come back to camp. This convoy was merely to get our feet wet before we were given a real mission. Conducting a convoy back at Pendleton was one thing. Conducting one where the enemy was a very real threat was something else.

Most of the Marines in the battery were pretty disgusted with our assignment. We would not be firing any tubes during our deployment. We were assigned as a provisional MP company, taking police-type duties. It didn’t bother me none. I was still an 0311, a grunt. I just joined the battery in November, when they were already in their work-ups, and I had never even trained as an artilleryman yet. An active duty battery would be providing all the arty fire support, but as reservists, most of us were on convoy duty, which made sense given all the drivers a battery has. It takes a shitload of trucks to move around a battery’s guns and ammo.

The radio crackled with instructions to keep it tight, but watch our dispersion. Staff Sergeant Rios was our vehicle commander, and he just rolled his head in exaggerated wonder. I’m not sure how we could keep it tight and disbursed at the same time, and he evidently felt the same.

I looked over the hump running down the middle of the Hummer to the passenger in the back left seat. The chaplain had insisted on being part of the mission. He looked pretty nervous, but I had to give him credit for coming out with us. You can’t lead a flock from behind. Maybe having him there would give us a little extra protection from the big man upstairs. 

As we pulled into the built-up area, I paid more attention to what was around us. It wasn’t as if I could engage anyone if we got hit. Our windows didn’t lower, and we didn’t have any sort of gun port. No, that would be up to Miller on the .50. But this was my first glimpse of Fallujah, and from all reports, the fighting had been pretty fierce here back in 2004. I was in-country at the time of the Battle of Fallujah, but not here.

I was a bit disappointed that it looked like every other dusty Iraqi town I’d seen. There was some damage evident, but not like the photos of destruction in Japan and Germany from back in WWII. I’m not sure what I expected, but certainly something more dramatic than this. 

As I was looking out the window, we started to drift a bit to my side of the road. In all our rehearsals, we had it drilled into our heads to keep our vehicle tracks in the ones of the vehicles ahead of us. Not three hours ago, in our convoy brief, the battalion S-3 had stressed the same thing. And here we were starting to make our own way. I looked up at SSgt Rios, wondering if he was going to tell LCpl Morrisey, our driver, to fall back in trace of the Hummer in front of us. I hesitated a moment; I was new to the battery, and Rios was a SNCO. I was just a corporal. 

We drifted another foot or so, and I knew I had to say something. I released my seatbelt and leaned forward, head over my knees, just as SSgt Rios seemed to realize that we had drifted. He turned to Morrisey, so I settled back down.

The instant my back touched the back of my seat, the world erupted with a roar. I felt like a giant had hit the bottom of my seat, throwing the Hummer, and me with it, up in the air. I felt a flash of heat, almost too intense to bear. Stunned, I really didn’t know what had happened for a moment, but then it struck me. We’d hit an IED.

The Hummer was airborne, but canted so the right side was above the left, and I hung half in and half out of the vehicle, suspended over the dusty road. We’d been briefed that the Hummer’s doors often got stuck when the vehicle hit an IED, but my door had been torn right off. I glanced over to see the chaplain holding on for dear life while Miller’s legs flailed in the air inside the Hummer, his torso still out of the gun turret hatch.

All of this couldn’t have taken more than two seconds, but time seemed suspended to me. Life had gone into super-slow-mo mode. Up we went, then the Hummer started its unstoppable plunge back down to earth.  I braced myself, but it didn’t do much good. The vehicle hit hard on its left side. It stopped cold, but I didn’t. I tumbled over and out to slam on the ground, my breath knocked out of me. I looked up, seeing the remnants of the black smoke from the explosion disburse into the blue sky above me, then the tottering Humvee looking like it was trying to decide which way to fall. I could see this, and I realized that if it fell on me, I was a goner. But this was almost an unemotional acknowledgment. I knew it would crush me, but I didn’t feel a sense of panic. If it crushed me, it crushed me. I certainly could not move out of the way in time.

After an eternity, the Hummer fell over—to the left. I was in the clear. Still dazed, I heard the sound of small arms, the distinctive chatter of AK-47s, but as if through cotton being stuffed in my ears. This registered on me, but without a sense of urgency. The .50s in the other vehicles opened up in reply, and I could see tracers painting lines across the street and into one of the adjacent buildings. 

It took an effort, but I managed to sit up. I stared stupidly at the wreck of the Hummer lying upside down next to me. The left hand rear door opened, and out tumbled the chaplain, who then reached back in to help Miller out. LCpl Miller had leaned back in to help Morrisey out when someone took a sledgehammer and hit me in the chest. I fell to my back and struggled to breathe. I knew I had been shot, and the weird complacency I had been feeling vanished. I was going to die here, a million miles away from home, on a hot dusty street in Fallujah. Two tours as a grunt without a scratch, and I buy it as an arty-slash-MP?

I managed to reach to my chest with my left hand, then I brought it up to my line of sight, expecting to see my blood staining it red. The glove on my hand looked scorched, but it wasn’t red. I wondered what that meant, but tunnel vision crept in and all went dark.
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Chapter 2
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Same Day

Camp Fallujah Hospital

––––––––
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I hurt.

All over.

My butt hurt, my back hurt. My lips hurt. It hurt to breathe, each breath sending stabs of pain through my chest.

“How’re you feeling, son?” a calm voice asked me.

I opened my eyes to see the chaplain sitting on a chair beside me. He was filthy, covered with soot and dust. He looked OK, though. I realized I didn’t even know his name, or what kind of chaplain he was.

“Am I OK?” I asked.

I looked around. How come no doctors were treating me? I’d been shot!

“You’ll be fine, Cpl Xenakis, isn’t it?  Can I call you Nicholas? I don’t think we’ve officially met yet. I’m Father Trent.”

“Just Nick’s fine, Father,” I answered.  

He held out his hand as if we were casually meeting back at Seal Beach. By instinct, I took it, but that brought another stab of pain in my chest. I had been stripped and somewhat cleaned up, so it was easy to lift up the sheet over me and look at my chest. An angry red welt now adorned my right pec.

“Yes, the doctor said you’re going to have a pretty serious bruise there, but your flak jacket stopped the round itself. You’ll need an x-ray, but he doesn’t think you broke a rib or anything.”

“But, why’d I, I mean why’d I...”

“Pass out? Well, you need to ask the doc, but I think he said you’ve got a concussion. The IED was right underneath you when it went off.”

I looked around, but the other beds were empty. 

“Is everyone OK?”

Father Trent’s eyes clouded over a bit before he answered. “LCpl Miller was shot in the arm, and he’s in surgery now. He was pulling you back out of the line of fire when he was hit. He’s going to pull through, they said, but he could lose the arm.”

I felt a pang of guilt. Miller was one of the Marines in the battery that I knew the best. We both lived in Westminster (best known for its “Little Saigon”), and he was a former grunt, too. He was using the GI Bill and his drill pay to support himself while he was taking classes at Coastline Community College.

“I see you’re awake. You feeling OK now?”  A corpsman had walked up while I was talking to the chaplain.

“Not too good, to be honest.”

The corpsman gave a rueful laugh. “Yeah, I would imagine so. You’re going to be pretty sore for a few days. None of that’s too serious, but you’ve got a concussion, and we’re going to keep you overnight for observation. If you’re feeling up to it, let’s get you cleaned up, and Doctor Whipple’s ordered a chest x-ray, just to be on the safe side.”

He turned to Father Trent. “You might as well get cleaned up, too, sir. I’ll take care of Xenakis here now.”

Father Trent looked at me, obviously torn.

“You go, sir. Get cleaned up. When LCpl Miller’s out of surgery, he might need you,” I told him.

That seemed to register, because he got up, wished me well, and left, but not before promising to be back to check up on me.

“We kept your first sergeant and the rest out, but the chaplain, he insisted on staying until you woke up. Well, let’s get going,” he said, as he brought a wheelchair up to the bed.

I started to protest, but that didn’t do me any good.

“Sorry there, corporal. But you’ve taken a knock on the head, and regs are regs. You get yours truly as your personal chauffeur. And here, you might want more of this,” he told me, handing me a white tube of cream.

I took it, then looked at him questioningly.

“For your lips. You got burned there, where you weren’t covered up. Your gear saved you from being burnt anywhere else. We kept your gear after we took it off you. Most of it can’t be used anymore, but it might make a good souvenir.”

I eased off the bed and into the chair. I was hurting more than after any football game back at high school. I felt a little conspicuous having a grown man push me in a chair, but it was probably better than me trying to walk to the shower. I’d hate to try it only to fall on my ass and have to get someone to help me up.
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Chapter 3
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March 21, 2006

Camp Fallujah, Iraq

––––––––
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“Hey Xenakis, get back to the battery. We’ve got a mission.”

I looked up from my burger at Sgt Jones. I had just sat down to chow, and the burgers were really pretty good. All of the food was good, to be honest, and I was eating better in Fallujah than I ate back home. We even got prime rib every Sunday, if you could believe that. Iraq in 2006 was much different from my two previous pumps, and the food was a welcome change for the better.

“Now, Xenakis, and get everyone else together,” Jones said as I hesitated.

“OK, OK, I’m coming.”

I stood up, and as he turned away, I took two huge bites of the burger, ketchup and mayo running out onto my chin. I wiped my chin with my sleeve and hurried out of the DFAC. I wondered what was so important. We didn’t have a convoy scheduled for today. Other MP’s had PTT duty, and that was pretty much a 24/7 assignment, but with the loyalties of the Iraqi police questionable, I was glad we did convoy escorts rather than being on a Police Transition Team. That mission went to the active duty MP company, anyway.

The heat hit me as I left the air conditioning and made my way to the battery office. We were an MP company now, but everyone still referred to us as a battery, so who was I to argue?  I entered the hatch, eyes taking a moment to adjust from the bright Iraqi sun.

“Into the briefing room, Xenakis,” Gunny Pancoast told me.

I nodded and went inside the small room and took a seat. Most of the other platoon NCOs were already there. The room was pretty rough. None of the plywood walls or work benches had been finished, and cables snaked every-which-way connecting computers, lights, and what have you. I asked Cpl Kim what was up, but he hadn’t a clue, so I sat back to wait for the lieutenant. 

I leaned back and stretched, and a twinge in my chest reminded me of the bruise there that had by now faded to a sickly shade of yellow. For awhile there, the other Marines in the unit had called it my “purple heart,” one the Corps couldn’t take away. I had to admit that despite it being on my right side rather than my left, the bruise did sort of look like a dark purple heart. My ass had also been pretty bruised, but I was glad that no nickname had arisen due to that one. I could just imagine what they might have come up with.

I thought of my uneaten burger. Typical Corps, hurry up and wait. I would’ve had time to eat the burger and even make a trip to the ice cream bar.

Finally, Lieutenant Richmond and Gunny Templeton walked in. We came to attention, then took our seats. The lieutenant was one of the few lieutenants in the battery. Other platoon commander billets, which were T/O’d for lieutenants, were filled by captains who had already served their active duty tours. 1stLt Richmond had done three years on active duty, all at Kaneohe Bay, as a supply officer. Now, as a reservist, he finally made it to the Sandbox. He seemed pretty capable, for all of that.

“Take your seats, gentlemen,” he told us. He was rather fond of the term “gentlemen.” We were Marines, though, not gentlemen. Maybe he was, at least by an act of Congress, but we sure weren’t. 

“We’ve got ourselves a little extra mission for the day. Nothing too big, but we take what we can get. As you know, violence has increased as a result of the bombing of the Golden Mosque. Most of this is Shiite/Sunni. We haven’t been too affected by this yet, but the Army has conducted several operations like Swarmer last week.”

Operation Swarmer was a huge airborne operation, suitably covered by CNN and Fox, who called it the biggest airborne operation since Vietnam. Word on the street was that it was pretty much a big dog-and-pony show.

“Well, they also pulled off Operation Swamp Fox, capturing over 100 insurgents, and some of MNF-West’s ITT teams and MPs have gone over to supplement them. With them gone, we’re a little short-handed, and the grunts in town have captured our own insurgents. We’ve been tasked with providing the processing for the EPWs until ITT can do their thing. I want two teams ready to go as soon as they bring in the EPWs from the government compound. SSgt Cordero will be in charge, but I want everyone standing by in case they’re needed.”

Our primary duty was convoy escort, but we’d had training on handling Enemy Prisoners of War, mostly in the collection points and holding areas. We had, though spent a day on a mock processing center. I hoped we’d be doing the former rather than the latter. All those things like fingerprinting, clothing issue, haircuts, photos, and such ran together in my mind. I wasn’t sure that any of us really knew how to set one of those up. It was one thing to designate us as an MP company, but it was another for us to actually know how to do everything a real 5811 did.

The lieutenant left to get more information, and the gunny told SSgt Cordero who he had. I was one of those chosen. As a former grunt, I guess they thought I would be somehow better qualified for tasks that required standing around with my M16. I was used to it, though. Krispen Craig was also selected. Cpl Craig was an active duty 5811, a real military policeman, before he became a reservist and joined the battery. Truth be told, though, I thought most of us knew more about our new duties than “Krispy Kreme.” He wasn’t the brightest bulb in the pack.

Like most reserve units, we were a bit heavy in NCOs and lacking in lance corporals and below. We did have some, though, and SSgt Cordero sent us off to get those assigned to the mission. I grabbed LCpl Fowler just as he left the DFAC, ketchup staining the collar of his utilities blouse. At least he had gotten to eat first. I told him to go change and meet us in front of the company office. 

By the time we are all gathered there, Gunny Pancoast had more info, and he went with us to the EPW holding area, thank goodness. We were just going to be guarding them, not processing them. We waited around for about 30 minutes when a 5-ton truck, escorted by two gun Hummers, drove up. A PTT sergeant got out of the lead Hummer and sauntered over. Gunny Pancoast was still with us, and the sergeant ignored us to speak to him. To me, he seemed a bit arrogant. I thought the active duty MPs sometimes treated us with a bit of a condescending manner, and even if I was on active duty only a few months ago, I was already feeling a bit sensitive about the “weekend warrior” label. In actuality, I would put any of my fellow battery Marines up against any other Marines, active duty or not.

The PTT MP had gunny sign over some papers, and then the two prisoners were taken out of the truck, blindfolded and hands cuffed in back of them. That’s right. Two fierce insurgents, one looking no more than 16 years old. All of this effort for two Iraqis.

We knew the two had been searched, but the manual said we had to search them again. LCpl Fowler gave me his M16, then he carefully searched them while the other seven of us stood at the ready, watching each and every move. They were clean, and we escorted them inside the wired compound. We sat them down and SSgt Cordero told us to remove their blindfolds.

Eyes blinking in the bright sunlight, they looked fearfully about. One guy was probably about 20 years old. He was a pretty big guy and had a few days’ stubble on his chin. There was a bruise forming along the side of his face. I wondered if he got that before or after his capture. He looked like he was trying to look tough, but I could see his fear. I could almost smell it.

The other insurgent was a skinny kid; he couldn’t have weighed more than 130 lbs. He wasn’t even trying to look tough—he was scared shitless. Justin Hansen stomped his foot at the kid, and he jumped about a mile.

“That’s enough, Hansen,” SSgt Cordero admonished him. “Check their zip ties and see if they’re too tight or not.”

“I was just messing with them,” the lance corporal grumbled as he surrendered his weapon and checked the ties. With the kid, he just pushed him down on his side before giving the ties a yank. He tried that with the larger guy, but the Iraqi sat solidly and didn’t let him push him all the way down. 

The lieutenant came over to check on us, then later an interpreter came to join us. But mostly, we stood there in the hot sun, staring at the two Iraqis. The interpreter didn’t even speak to them. I guess he was just there to listen in case either of the two started spilling out all the vital Al Qaeda super secrets. 

As the largest of us, SSgt Cordero had me standing the closest to them. I think they were scared enough that the one inch I had over Hansen didn’t make any difference. 

Before I left for Iraq, I was watching a show on Discovery about this place in England where they rescued gorillas and chimps and monkeys. One little chimp had been abandoned, and the staff was trying to introduce it to the other chimps. The little guy was scared out of its wits. It wanted nothing to do with the other chimps. The young prisoner reminded me of that baby chimp. This guy was scared to his core. I’m sure he thought he was going to be killed. I’m pretty sure I would be scared, too, if Al Qaeda captured me, and he was just a kid.

On a hunch, I surrendered my weapon and got a bottle of water. As I approached the kid, he tried to scrunch back, but I merely held the bottle up, ready for him to drink. He hesitated, but finally opened his mouth, and drank, much of the water running down his face and onto his dirty T-shirt. I did the same with the other prisoner.

“Why you bothering with the ragheads?” Krispy Kreme asked.

“You know the regs. We have to provide them with adequate food, water, and shelter.”

After Abu Ghraib, the proper handling of prisoners was being stressed, but I was just using that as an excuse.  I just didn’t see a reason for them to be thirsty.

“Xenakis is right,” SSgt Cordero said. “From now on, every 30 minutes, we give them water.”

We stayed on duty for another four hours. A number of officers and staff made their way over to see the prisoners, but none stayed after satisfying their curiosity. For some of the fobbits, this was undoubtedly the first “enemy” they had seen. If they really were enemy, that is. The young guy didn’t seem able to muster up the courage to fight anyone. 

Eight new Marines came to relieve us. I was grateful to get out of the sun, and my stomach was growling for chow. As I left, I glanced back to see the kid staring at me. I wondered what was going on in his thoughts.

By the next morning, the two EPWs were
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