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  1


  APRIL 6, 2007


  Many listening tonight will ask why this effort will succeed when previous

  operations to secure Baghdad did not. Well, here are the differences . . .

  GEORGE W. BUSH, January 10, 2007, announcing the surge


  His soldiers werent yet calling him the Lost Kauz behind his back, not when this began. The soldiers of his who would be injured were still perfectly healthy, and the
  soldiers of his who would die were still perfectly alive. A soldier who was a favorite of his, and who was often described as a younger version of him, hadnt yet written of the war in a
  letter to a friend, Ive had enough of this bullshit. Another soldier, one of his best, hadnt yet written in the journal he kept hidden, Ive lost all hope.
  I feel the end is near for me, very, very near. Another hadnt yet gotten angry enough to shoot a thirsty dog that was lapping up a puddle of human blood. Another, who at the end of
  all this would become the battalions most decorated soldier, hadnt yet started dreaming about the people he had killed and wondering if God was going to ask him about the two who had
  been climbing a ladder. Another hadnt yet started seeing himself shooting a man in the head, and then seeing the little girl who had just watched him shoot the man in the head, every time he
  shut his eyes. For that matter, his own dreams hadnt started yet, either, at least the ones that he would rememberthe one in which his wife and friends were in a cemetery, surrounding
  a hole into which he was suddenly falling; or the one in which everything around him was exploding and he was trying to fight back with no weapon and no ammunition other than a bucket of old
  bullets. Those dreams would be along soon enough, but in early April 2007, Ralph Kauzlarich, a U.S. Army lieutenant colonel who had led a battalion of some eight hundred soldiers into Baghdad as
  part of George W. Bushs surge, was still finding a reason every day to say, Its all good.
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    Ralph Kauzlarich, Fort Riley, Kansas

  


  He would wake up in eastern Baghdad, inhale its bitter, burning air, and say it. Its all good. He would look around at the fundamentals of what his life had becomehis
  camouflage, his gun, his body armor, his gas mask in case of a chemical attack, his atropine injector in case of a nerve gas attack, his copy of The One Year Bible next to his neat bed,
  which he made first thing every morning out of a need for order, his photographs on the walls of his wife and children, who were home in Kansas in a house shaded by American elm trees and with a
  video in the VCR of him telling the children the night before he left, Okay. All right. Its time to start the noodles. I love you. Everybody up. Hut hutand say it.
  Its all good. He would go outside and immediately become coated from hair to boots in dirt, unless the truck that sprayed sewage water to keep the dirt under control had been
  by, in which case he would walk through sewage-laden goop, and say it. He would go past the blast walls, the sandbags, the bunkers, the aid station where the wounded from other battalions were
  treated, the annex where they assembled the dead, and say it. He would say it in his little office, with its walls cracked from various explosions, while reading the mornings e-mails. From
  his wife: I love you so much! I wish we could lay naked in each others arms . . . bodies meshing together, perhaps a little sweat :-). From his mother, in rural Washington
  state, after some surgery: I must say, the sleep was the best I have had in months. Everything turned out to be normal, goody, goody. Rosie picked me up and brought me back home because that
  was the morning our cows were butchered and your Dad had to be there to make sure things were done right. From his father: I have laid awake many nights since I last saw you, and have
  often wished I could be along side you to assist in some way. He would say it on his way to the chapel, where he would attend Catholic Mass conducted by a priest who had to be flown in by
  helicopter because a previous priest was blown up in a Humvee. He would say it in the dining facility, where he always had two servings of milk with his dinner. He would say it when he went in his
  Humvee into the neighborhoods of eastern Baghdad, where more and more roadside bombs were exploding now that the surge was under way, killing soldiers, taking off arms, taking off legs, causing
  concussions, exploding ear drums, leaving some soldiers angry and others vomiting and others in sudden tears. Not his soldiers, though. Other soldiers. From other battalions. Its all
  good, he would say when he came back. It could seem like a nervous tic, this thing that he said, or a prayer of some sort. Or maybe it was a declaration of optimism, simply that, nothing
  more, because he was optimistic, even though he was in the midst of a war that to the American public, and the American media, and even to some in the American military, seemed all over in
  April 2007, except for the pessimism, the praying, and the nervous tics.


  But not to him. Well, here are the differences, George W. Bush had said, announcing the surge, and Ralph Kauzlarich had thought: Well be the difference. My battalion. My
  soldiers. Me. And every day since then he had said itIts all goodafter which he might say the other thing he often said, always without irony and utterly
  convinced: Were winning. He liked to say that, too. Except now, on April 6, 2007, at 1:00 a.m., as someone banged on his door, waking him up, he said something different.


  What the fuck? he said, opening his eyes.


  The thing is, he and his battalion werent even supposed to be here, and thats one way to consider everything that was about to happen as Kauzlarich, awake now,
  dressed now, made the short walk from his trailer to the battalions operations center. The March rains that had turned the place sloppy with mud were thankfully over. The mud had dried. The
  road was dusty. The air was cold. Whatever was happening was only a mile or so away, but there was nothing for Kauzlarich to see, and nothing for him to hear, other than his own thoughts.


  Two months before, as he was about to leave for Iraq, hed sat in his kitchen in Fort Riley, Kansas, after a dinner of ham and double-baked potatoes and milk and apple crisp for dessert,
  and said, We are America. I mean, we have all of the resources. We have a very intelligent population. If we decide, just like we did in World War Two, if we all said, This is our
  focus, this is our priority, and were going to win it, were going to do everything that we have to do to win it, then wed win it. This nation can do anything that it
  wants to do. The question is, does America have the will?


  Now, as he entered the operations center a few minutes after 1:00 a.m., the war was in its 1,478th day, the number of dead American troops had surpassed 3,000, the number of injured troops was
  nearing 25,000, the American publics early optimism was long gone, and the miscalculations and distortions that had preceded the war had been exposed in detail, as had the policy blunders
  that had been guiding it since it began. Four injured, he was told. One slightly. Three seriously. And one dead.


  Statistically, theres probably a pretty good chance Im going to lose men. And Im not quite sure how Im going to deal with it, he had said at Fort Riley.
  In nineteen years as an army officer, he had never lost a soldier under his direct command.


  Now he was being told that the dead soldier was Private First Class Jay Cajimat, who was twenty years and two months old and who might have died immediately from the blast of the explosion, or a
  little more slowly in the resulting fire.


  This is probably going to change me, Kauzlarich had said at Fort Riley, and when he wasnt around to overhear, a friend had predicted what the change was going to be:
  Youre going to see a good man disintegrate before your eyes.


  Now he was being told that the soldiers at the Mortuary Affairs collection point were being alerted to get ready for remains, as were the soldiers at the collection point called Vehicle
  Sanitization.


  I mean, bottom line, if we lose this war, Ralph Kauzlarich will have lost a war, Kauzlarich had said at Fort Riley.


  Now, as more details came in, he tried to be analytical rather than emotional. Instead of thinking how Cajimat was one of the first soldiers he had been assigned when he was forming the
  battalion, he sifted through the sounds he had heard as he was going to sleep. At 12:35 there had been a boom in the distance. A soft boom. That must have been it. They were going to go to
  Afghanistan. That had been the first rumor. Then Iraq. Then nowhere at all. They were going to stay in Fort Riley and miss the war entirely. So many twists and turns had gotten the battalion that
  was going to win the war in the position to do it:


  In 2003, when the war began, the battalion didnt even exist, except on some chart somewhere that had to do with the armys eternal reorganization of itself. In 2005, when it did
  come into existence, it didnt even have a name. A unit of actionthats how it was referred to. It was a brand-new battalion in a brand-new brigade that began with no equipment
  other than Kauzlarichs and no soldiers other than him.


  Worse, as far as Kauzlarich was concerned, was the place where the battalion was going to be based: Fort Riley, which unfairly or not suffered from a reputation as one of the armpits of the
  army. Kauzlarich, who was about to turn forty years old, had attended West Point. He had become an Army Ranger, perhaps the defining experience of his life as a soldier. He had fought in Operation
  Desert Storm in 1991. He had been in Afghanistan in the early days of Operation Enduring Freedom. He had been on a couple of missions in Iraq, had jumped out of airplanes eighty-one times onto
  mountains and into woods, and had lived in the wilderness for weeks at a stretch. But Fort Riley, to him, felt like the most remote place he had ever been. From the very first he felt like an
  outsider there, a feeling that only deepened in the days leading up to the surge, when reporters descended on Fort Riley looking for soldiers to talk to and were never directed to him. Even if they
  were looking for officers, his name wasnt mentioned. Even if they were specifically looking for officers who were battalion commanders, his name wasnt mentioned. Even if they were
  looking for infantry battalion commanders, of which there were only two.


  There was just something about him that the army resisted even as it continued to promote him. He was not their smooth-edged, cookie-cutter officer. There was an underdog quality to him, which
  made him instantly likeable, and a high-beam intensity to him, which at times would emanate from him in waves. And if there were things the army resisted in him, there were things about the army
  that he resisted as wellinsisting, for example, that he would never want a posting that would put him inside the Pentagon, because those postings often went to sycophants rather than to true
  soldiers, and he was a true soldier through and through. It was an insistence that struck some of his friends as noble and others as silly, both of which were part of his complicated soul. He was
  kind. He was egotistical. He was humane. He was self-absorbed. Growing up in Montana and the Pacific Northwest, he had been a skinny boy with jutting ears who had methodically re-created himself
  into a man who did the most push-ups, ran the fastest mile, and regarded life as a daily act of will. He took pride in his hard stomach and his pitch-perfect ability to recall names and dates and
  compliments and slights. He had precise and delicate handwriting, almost like calligraphy. He attended Mass every Sunday, prayed before eating, and crossed himself whenever he got on a helicopter.
  He liked to say, Let me tell you something, and then tell you something. He could be honest, which worked in his favor, and blunt, which sometimes didnt. Once, when he was
  asked by a journalist about an investigation he had done into the death of Pat Tillman, the professional football player who became an Army Ranger in Kauzlarichs regiment and was killed by
  friendly fire in Afghanistan, he suggested that the reason Tillmans family was having difficulty finding closure might have to do with religious beliefs. When you die, I mean, there
  is supposedly a better life, right? Well, if you are an atheist and you dont believe in anything, if you die, what is there to go to? Nothing. You are worm dirt, he had said. So,
  blunt. And maybe insensitive, too. And crude on occasion. Its hot as balls seemed to be his favorite weather report.


  But beyond all of that was the fact that he was, at his core, a good leader. When people were around him, they wanted to know what he thought, and if he told them to do something, even if it was
  dangerous, they did it not out of intimidation but because they didnt want to let him down. Ask anybody, his executive officer, Major Brent Cummings, said. He has this
  dynamic personality about himself that people want to be led by him. Or, as another of his soldiers put it, Hes the kind of guy you follow to hell and back. Hes that
  kind of leader. Even the big, bloated, political army could see this, and so, in 2005, Kauzlarich was made a battalion commander, and in 2006 he was notified that his unit was being given
  the dusted-off name of a dormant battalion called the 2-16, which was short for the Second Battalion, Sixteenth Infantry Regiment of the Fourth Infantry Brigade Combat Team, First Infantry
  Division.


  Holy shit. You know what the nickname is? Brent Cummings said when Kauzlarich told him. The Rangers.


  Kauzlarich laughed. He pretended to smoke a victory cigar. Its destiny, he said.


  He meant it, too. He believed in destiny, in God, in fate, in Jesus Christ, and in everything happening for a reason, although sometimes the meaning of something wasnt immediately clear
  to him. That was the case at the end of 2006, when he was at last informed of his mission, that he and his battalion would be deploying to western Iraq to provide security for supply convoys. He
  was stunned by this. He was an infantry officer in charge of an infantry battalion, and the assignment hed drawn in the decisive war of his lifetime was to guard trucks carrying fuel and
  food as they moved across the flat, boring lonesomeness of western Iraq for twelve boring months? What, Kauzlarich wondered, could be the meaning of this? Was it to humble him? Was it to make him
  feel like a loser? Because that was precisely how he was feeling on January 10, 2007, as he dutifully turned on the TV to watch George W. Bush, who was in the deepening sag of his presidency,
  announce his newest strategy for Iraq.


  A loser watching a loser: On January 10, it was hard to see Bush any other way. At 33 percent, his approval rating was the lowest yet of his presidency, and as he began to speak that night, his
  voice, at least to the 67 percent who disapproved of him, might have sounded more desperate than resolute, because by just about any measure, his war was on the verge of failure. The strategy of
  winning an enduring peace had failed. The strategy of defeating terrorism had failed. The strategy of spreading democracy throughout the Middle East had failed. The strategy of at least bringing
  democracy to Iraq had failed. To most Americans, who polls showed were fed up and wanted the troops brought home, the moment at hand was of tragedy, beyond which would be only loss.


  In that moment, what Bush then announced seemed an act of defiance, if not outright stupidity. Instead of reducing troop levels in Iraq, he was increasing them by what would eventually be thirty
  thousand. The vast majority of themfive brigadeswill be deployed to Baghdad, he said, and continued: Our troops will have a well-defined mission: to help Iraqis
  clear and secure neighborhoods, to help them protect the local population, and to help ensure that the Iraqi forces left behind are capable of providing the security that Baghdad needs.


  That was the heart of his new strategy. It was a counterinsurgency strategy that the White House initially called the New Way Forward, but that quickly became known as the
  surge.


  The surge, then. As far as the majority of the American public was concerned, those additional troops would be surging straight into the tragic moment of the war, but as Bush finished speaking,
  and rumors about the identities of the five brigades began circulating, and their identities started becoming public, and the official announcement came that one would be a brigade that was about
  to deploy from Fort Riley, Kansas, Kauzlarich saw it differently.


  A battalion commander in the thick of the war: that was who he was going to be. Because of strategic disasters, public revulsion, political consequences, and perfect timing, he and his soldiers
  werent going to be protecting supply convoys. They were going to Baghdad. Meaning restored, Kauzlarich closed his eyes and thanked God.


  Three weeks later, his departure now a few days away, his hand a bit sore from being grabbed so many times by people shaking it and hanging on to it and looking in his eyes as
  if they were already trying to remember the last time they saw Ralph Kauzlarich, Kauzlarich sat down in his house to fill out a booklet called the Family Contingency Workbook.


  I want to be buried / cremated.


  Buried, he wrote.


  Location of cemetery:


  West Point, he wrote.


  Personal effects I want buried with me:


  Wedding band, he wrote.


  In came his wife, Stephanie, who had been in another part of the house with their three young children. They had met twenty years before, when both were at West Point, and he had sensed
  immediately that this tall, athletic, chin-out woman suddenly in front of him was someone who would be able to hold her own against him. She was a catch, and he knew it. He considered himself one,
  too, and his very first words to her, spoken with utter confidence, were, You can call me The Kauz. The Kauzto him, it sounded so much better than Ralph, and so much better
  than his full last name, which some people properly pronounced as KAUZ-la-rich, and some people mispronounced. Now, so many years later, years in which Stephanie had never, not even once, called
  him The Kauz, she looked at what he had written down and said, Thats all you want to be buried with?


  Yes, he said, continuing.


  Type of headstone:


  Military, he wrote.


  Scripture you want read:


  Psalm 23, he wrote.


  Music you want played:


  Something upbeat, he wrote.


  Ralph, upbeat music? Stephanie asked.


  Meanwhile, in other parts of Fort Riley, the other soldiers were getting ready, too. Finishing wills. Designating powers of attorney. Working their way down final medical checklists. Hearing.
  Heart rate. Blood pressure. Blood type. They went to health briefings and were told: Wash your hands. Drink bottled water. Wear cotton underwear. Watch out for rats. They put on their body armor
  and stood outside in a zero-degree wind chill for inspection and were told that the straps werent tight enough, the ceramic plates intended to stop high-powered sniper bullets were an inch
  off, their compression bandages and tourniquets were stored in the wrong place, they were effectively dead men. They went to a briefing on stress management and suicide prevention and were told by
  a chaplain, This is important. If you are not ready to die, you need to get there. If you are not ready to die, you need to be. If you are not ready to see your friends die, you need to
  be.


  And were they ready? Who knew? For most of them, this would be their first deployment, and for many it would be their first time away from the United States. The average age in the battalion was
  nineteen. Could a nineteen-year-old be ready? What about a nineteen-year-old soldier named Duncan Crookston, who was in his little apartment with his mother and father and new, nineteen-year-old
  wife, packing his things, when the phone rang? Buried, he said. Battle Hymn of the Republic, he said. Ten minutes later he hung up. Just planned my
  funeral, he nonchalantly told his curious parents and new wife, and was Duncan Crookston ready?


  What about the youngest soldier in the battalion, who was only seventeen? Roger that, he said, whenever he was asked if he was ready, but when rumors about the deployment first
  began to circulate, he had taken aside his platoon sergeant, a staff sergeant named Frank Gietz, to ask how hed be able to handle killing someone. Put it in a dark place while
  youre there, Gietz had said.


  So was a seventeen-year-old ready?


  For that matter, was Gietz, who had been to Iraq twice, was one of the oldest soldiers in the battalion, and knew better than anyone the meaning of a dark place?


  Was Jay Cajimat, who in ten weeks was going to be remembered by his mother in the local paper as a soft-hearted boy?


  Didnt matter. They were going.


  They packed ammunition and photographs and first-aid kits and candy. They went into town for the last time and in a few cases drank too much, in a few other cases went AWOL to see girlfriends,
  and in at least one case got married. Five days before departure, Kauzlarich studied a list of soldiers who wouldnt be able to go. Seven needed some sort of surgery. Two were about to become
  fathers. One had an infant in intensive care. Two were in jail. Nine were, for various reasons, as Kauzlarich put it, mentally incapable of doing what were about to do. But
  most were eager to do what they were about to do, were impatient, even, and said so with certainty. Its the decisive point of the fight, one soldier explained, foot tapping,
  head nodding, practically vibrating. This is the chance to win it.


  Four days until departure:


  Kauzlarich gathered the battalion in a field behind headquarters to explain where in Baghdad they would be based. It had snowed, and it was cold, and the sun was going down as he said that they
  soon would be near Sadr City, Baghdads infamous slum and a center of the insurgency. The soldiers ringed him and pressed closer to hear, and as he raised his voice and said the words
  a nice, little, mean, nasty area, they echoed off the ice and the surrounding buildings, making this place feel even chillier than it was.


  Now, its not a game, guys, he said. You are going to see some horrific things in the next year. You are going to see some things you are not going to understand . . .
  Its down to nut-cutting time, and were going to get some, but were going to do it in a disciplined manner, like we do everything . . . I am absolutely confident in your
  abilities, absolutely confident . . . The bottom line is this weekends your last, okay? So call your parents, love your families, stay focused on them for this weekend. Not later than
  Tuesday night, as soon as you get on that airplane and that airplane takes off, your sole focus is going to be winning our nations war.


  There was a pause, just long enough for the word war to finish echoing, and then the soldiers began to cheer, lustily and for a long while, after which they headed inside, filling the
  room with the wintry smell of boys who have been out in the snow.


  One day until departure:


  In the Kauzlarich house, the children were running around with stuffed animals purchased over the weekend, each with a memory chip containing a quick-recorded message from their father for them
  to play over the coming year. Hi Jacob. I love you. Hi Garrett. I sure do love you. I love you, Allie-gator. Allie was seven-year-old Alexandria Taylor
  Kauzlarich, a name chosen because the initials were ATK, which reminded her father of the word attack. The oldest of the three children, she was also the most sensitive to what was at hand.
  I dont want you to leave, she said at one point, and when her father told her, Ill be okay, and if Im not okay, youll be okay, because Ill be
  checking on you, she said, Then Ill kill myself so I can be with you. She climbed onto his lap, and meanwhile, Jacob, five, and Garrett, three, both too young for such
  sensitivities, continued to run around the house clobbering each other with their stuffed animals, while Stephanie had her own images to contend with. Gray. Dismal. A very sad place to
  live, is how she envisioned the place her husband was going. She had done her time in the army after graduating from West Point and had learned to guard against too much sentimentality, but
  now came a new image, that of a freshly dead soldier. Meanwhile, Kauzlarich looked at his family and, giving into that sentimentality a bit, said, I mean, this is a very complex war. The end
  state, in my opinion, the end state in Iraq would be that Iraqi children can go out on a soccer field and play safely. Parents can let their kids go out and play, and they dont have a
  concern in the world. Just like us. Being able to go out and do what we want to do and not being concerned about being kidnapped, accosted, whatnot. I mean, thats the way the whole world
  should be. Is that possible?


  Departure day:


  The soldiers were due in the battalion parking lot at 1:00 p.m., and by 12:42 the first hug between a soldier and his family was under way, a tangle of moving arms that was still going strong at
  12:43. By 12:45, tears had begun in several places, including inside a car where a woman sat motionless against the door, head in her hands, while outside the car a soldier leaned against the trunk
  and smoked; and so it continued as the afternoon progressed.


  The soldiers smoked cigarettes. They lined up their body armor. They signed out their weapons from lockup. They waited with wives, girlfriends, children, parents, and grandparents, and
  constantly checked their watches. One soldier couldnt stop kissing a young woman who was up on her tiptoes, while Gietz told his platoon to start wrapping up the goodbyes already, while
  another soldier loaded his parents car with the things he wouldnt be taking, including a pair of cowboy boots whose top halves had been dyed a beautiful blue. Midafternoon now, and
  Kauzlarich arrived with Stephanie and the children. This day sucks, he said, and when Allie started to cry, that only made things seem worse. He said goodbye to his family in his
  office. He said goodbye again when he put them in the car. He said goodbye again when they didnt leave right away, just stayed in the car, and then he went back into his office and into the
  final hours.


  Family photo: packed. Extra tourniquet: packed. Extra compression bandage: packed. He looked out the window. The family car was gone. He turned out the lights, shut the door, went outside, and
  made his way with his soldiers to a nearby gymnasium to wait for buses that would carry them to the airfield.


  Nighttime now.


  Here came the buses.


  The soldiers stood and moved forward, and Kauzlarich clapped their backs as they funneled by.


  Ready? he asked.


  Yessir.


  Good?


  Yessir.


  Ready to be a hero?


  Yessir.


  Out they went, one after another, until there was only one soldier left for Kauzlarich to speak with. Are we ready for war? he asked himself, and out he went, too.


  A bus to a plane. A plane to another plane. Another plane after that to some helicopters, and at last they arrived at the place where they were to spend the next year, which
  wasnt the Green Zone, with its paved roads and diplomats and palaces, and wasnt one of the big army bases that members of Congress would corkscrew into just long enough to marvel at
  the Taco Bell before corkscrewing out. It was the place Congress and Taco Bell never got to, a compact forward operating base called FOB Rustamiyah, which some of the soldiers first got a sense of
  back in the United States by looking at maps. There was Iraq. There was Baghdad. There, marking the eastern edge of Baghdad, was the Diyala River. And there, next to a raggedy U-turn in the river,
  which to laughing nineteen-year-olds looked like something dangling from the rear end of a dog, was their new home.


  Now that they had arrived, jamming in among 1,500 other soldiers from several other battalions, the descriptions would only get worse. Everything in Rustamiyah was the color of dirt, and stank.
  If the wind came from the east, the smell was of raw sewage, and if the wind came from the west, the smell was of burning trash. In Rustamiyah, the wind never came from the north or the south.


  They began learning this as soon as they landed. The air caught in their throats. Dirt and dust coated them right away. Because they arrived in the dead of night they couldnt see very
  much, but soon after sunrise, a few soldiers climbed a guard tower, peeked through the camouflage tarp, and were startled to see a vast landscape of trash, much of it on fire. One thing they had
  been told before they arrived was that the biggest threat in their part of Baghdad would be from homemade roadside bombs, which were referred to as improvised explosive devices or, more simply,
  IEDs. They had also been told that IEDs were often hidden in piles of trash. At the time it didnt overly worry them, but now, as they looked out from the guard tower at acres of trash
  blowing across dirt fields and ashes from burned trash rising in smoke columns, it did.


  We aint ever gonna be able to find an IED in all this shit, a soldier named Jay March said. Twenty years old and eager to fight, he could have been any soldier in the
  battalion. He said this quietly, and he said it nervously, too.


  Several days later, their nervousness deepening, the entire battalion was ordered to gather before sunrise for its first operation: a day-long walk through the sixteen-square-mile area of
  operations theyd been assigned to bring under control. It was Kauzlarichs idea. Hed wanted a dramatic way to announce to eastern Baghdad that the 2-16 had arrived, and
  hed also wanted a dramatic way to get his soldiers off of the FOB and into their area of operation, or AO, so they would realize that they had nothing to fear. To pop
  everybodys cherry, as he put it.


  Operation Ranger Dominance was the name he chose for the walk. The Kauzlarich Death March was what his soldiers were calling it.


  Hey, Two-sixteen, a soldier from a different battalion on the FOB scrawled on their bathroom wall the day before the operation. Good luck on your Ranger Dumbass walk
  tomorrow.


  In full body armor, they assembled at 5:00 a.m. near the FOBs main gate. Humvees would be interspersed here and there in case a soldier needed to be evacuated, but the point of the
  operation was to walk, to see and to be seen in some of Baghdads most hostile neighborhoods, and so the soldiers made sure their ceramic plates were perfectly in place. They put on Kevlar
  helmets, bullet-resistant glasses, and heat-resistant gloves. They strapped on knee pads and elbow pads in case they had to hit the dirt. Each soldier packed a tourniquet in one pants pocket and
  first-aid bandages in another pocket, and grenades and 240 rounds of ammunition in pouches attached to their body armor. All carried an M-4 assault rifle, some carried full machine guns, some
  carried nine-millimeter handguns, some carried good-luck charms, and all were carrying at least sixty extra pounds of weaponry and bulletproofing as they walked out of the FOB to make their first
  impression on 350,000 people who surely were just waiting to blow the dumbasses up.


  As they walked out of the gate, some of the soldiers were visibly shaking. Step by step, however, as they passed people who regarded them quietly, they began to relax, and by the time they got
  back to the FOB ten hours later, just as Kauzlarich had intended, they felt, if not fearless, then at least a little smarter about things. One platoon had found an unex-ploded mortar shell sticking
  out of the ground, with Iranian markings on the fins. A lesson, perhaps, in who they would be fighting.


  Another platoon had been approached by a frantic woman carrying something bundled in a blanket, and when she didnt halt, they could have been forgiven for assuming she was a suicide
  bomber. But now, as she reached them, they saw that she was holding a badly burned little boy with open eyes and blistering skin, and as they knelt to wrap him in clean bandages, the mother they
  might have shot was instead thanking them in tears.


  A lesson, then, in restraint.


  And a third platoon got a lesson in stupidity and luck after a soldier said that a piece of foam block on the side of a street looked weird to him, a second soldier went over and gave it a nudge
  with his foot, and a third picked it up to have a look and saw a hole with wiring inside. Back on the FOB now, astonished, relieved, knowing that it had been an IED packed with nuts and bolts, they
  still couldnt believe it hadnt exploded.


  But it hadnt, and as the first weeks of the deployment went by, that bit of good fortune seemed to set the pattern for them.


  They were finding stockpiles of weapons before the weapons could be used against them. They were getting shot at but not hit. Training and standards, Kauzlarich saidthat was the
  difference. Other battalions were getting rocked by IEDs, but not them, and Kauzlarich kept saying, Its all good, and thats who they had become as March moved into
  April. They were the good soldiers.


  On the FOB, they were the only ones who wore gloves as they walked around, always ready for the just-in-case, and whenever a convoy rolled out of the wire, as one did now on April 6, at ten
  minutes past midnight, the soldiers always drove slower than fifteen miles per hour, because slower improved the chances of finding an IED. Other soldiers in other battalions who had been around
  longer sped; but not them. They crept along encased in the very best body armor, eye protection, ear protection, throat protection, groin protection, knee protection, elbow protection, and hand
  protection available, as well as in the very best Humvees the army had ever built, with armoring so thick that each door weighed more than four hundred pounds.


  Slowly, deliberately, they rolled into a neighborhood called Mualameen. They passed darkened apartment buildings. They passed the silhouette of a mosque. They drove with headlights off and
  night-vision goggles on, which at 12:35 a.m. flared into sudden blindness.


  Here came the explosion. It came through the doors. It came through the body armor. It came through the good soldiers. It was perfectly aimed and perfectly timed, and now one of the good
  soldiers was on fire.


  This was Cajimat, who in February had been gung ho to go, who in March had already seen enough to write in an online posting: I just need some time to think this
  through, and who in April was driving the third Hum-vee in a convoy of six, which was the one chosen by someone hiding in some shadow with a trigger in his hand.


  A wire ran from the trigger to another shadow, this one at the edge of the road. Almost certainly the man couldnt see the actual IED, but hed lined it up beforehand with a tall,
  tilting, broken, otherwise useless light pole on the far side of the road, which he could use as an aiming point. The first Humvee arrived at the aiming point, and, for whatever reason, the man
  didnt push the trigger. The second Humvee arrived, and again he didnt push. The third Humvee arrived, and, for whatever reason, now he did push, and the resulting explosion sent
  several large steel discs toward the Humvee at such high velocity that by the time they reached Cajimats door, they had been reshaped into unstoppable, semi-molten slugs. At most, the IED
  cost $100 to make, and against it the $150,000 Humvee might as well have been constructed of lace.


  In went the slugs through the armor and into the crew compartment, turning everything in their paths into flying pieces of shrapnel. There were five soldiers inside. Four managed to get out and
  tumble, bleeding, to the ground, but Cajimat remained in his seat as the Humvee, on fire now, rolled forward, picked up speed, and crashed into an ambulance that had been stopped by the convoy. The
  ambulance burst into flames as well. After that, a thousand or so rounds of ammunition inside the Humvee began cooking off and exploding, and by the time the Humvee was transported back to
  Rustamiyah toward sunrise, there wasnt much left to see. As the battalion doctor noted on Cajimats death report: Severely burned, and then added: (beyond
  recognition).


  Nonetheless, there were procedures to follow in such circumstances, and Kauzlarich now got to learn precisely what those involved.


  They began when the Humvee was unloaded at Vehicle Sanitization, a tarped-off area with decent drainage just inside a side gate. There, hidden from view, photographs were taken of the damage,
  the holes in the door were measured and analyzed, and soldiers did their best to disinfect what was left of the Humvee with bottles of peroxide and Simple Green. I mean, its clean.
  Its cleaner than when it comes off the assembly line, the officer in charge told Kauzlarich of what his soldiers usually accomplishedbut in this case, he said,
  Youre more consolidating it and getting it ready for shipment, because you cant really clean that.


  At the same time, Cajimats remains were being prepared for shipment behind the locked doors of a little stand-alone building in which there were sixteen storage compartments for bodies, a
  stack of vinyl body bags, a stack of new American flags, and two Mortuary Affairs soldiers whose job was to search the remains for anything personal that a soldier might have wanted with him while
  he was alive.


  Pictures, one of the soldiers, Sergeant First Class Ernesto Gonzalez, would say later, describing what he has found in uniforms of the bodies he has prepared. Graduation
  pictures. Baby pictures. Standing with their family. Pictures of them with their cars.


  Folded flags, said his assistant, Specialist Jason Sutton.


  A sonogram image, Gonzalez said.


  A letter that a guy had in his flak vest, Sutton said, thinking of the first body he worked on. This is to my family. If youre reading this, Ive passed
  away.


  Hey, man. Dont read no letters, Gonzalez said.


  It was the only time, Sutton said. I dont read the letters. I dont look at the pictures. It keeps me sane. I dont want to know anything. I dont
  want to know who you are. I want the bare minimum. If I dont have to look at it, I wont. If I dont have to touch it, I wont.


  Meanwhile, the Explosive Ordnance Disposal team was finishing its report about the explosion:


  Blast seat measured 8 x 9 x 2.5 and was consistent with 6080 lb of unknown explosives.


  The platoon leader was writing a statement about what had happened:


  PFC Cajimat was killed on impact and was not able to be pulled from the vehicle.


  The platoon sergeant was writing a statement, too:


  PFC Diaz came running out of the smoke from the explosion. Myself and CPL Chance put him in the back of my truck where CPL Chance treated his wounds. I then saw to the left of the HUMV
  three soldiers, one being pulled on the ground. I ran to the soldiers and saw it was CPL Pellecchia being dragged, screaming he couldnt get PFC Cajimat out of the vehicle.


  The battalion doctor was finishing his death report:


  All four limbs burned away, bony stumps visible. Superior portion of cranium burned away. Remaining portion of torso severely charred. No further exam possible due to degree of
  charring.


  The Pentagon was preparing a news release on what would be the 3,267th U.S. fatality of the war:


  The Department of Defense announced today the death of a soldier who was supporting Operation Iraqi Freedom.


  And Kauzlarich, back in his office now, was on the phone with Cajimats mother, who was in tears asking him a question:


  Instantly, he said.


  Several days later, Kauzlarich walked to a far corner of FOB and went into a building that was indistinguishable from all the other buildings except for a sign on a blast wall
  that read, chapel. One last thing to do.


  Inside, soldiers were preparing for that nights memorial service. A slide show of Cajimat was being shown on a screen to the left of the altar. In the center, a few soldiers were making a
  display out of his boots, his M-4, and his helmet. Sad, sentimental music was playing, something with bagpipes, and Kauzlarich listened in silence, his expression betraying nothing, until
  Cajimats platoon wandered in and took seats.


  Diaz, the one whod come running out of the smoke, his lower leg now filled with shrapnel, was among them, on crutches, and when he took a seat, Kauzlarich sat next to him and asked how he
  was.


  Yesterday I put on a tennis shoe for the first time, he said.


  Well get you out in the fight again ricky tick, Kauzlarich promised him, slapping him on the good leg, and when he got up and moved on, Diaz closed his eyes for a moment and
  sighed.


  He next made his way to John Kirby, the staff sergeant who had been in the right front seat of the Humvee, just a foot or so from Cajimat, and whose eyes suggested he was still there.


  How are the burns? Kauzlarich asked.


  All right, Kirby said, shrugging as he gave the good soldiers answer, and then, willing his eyes to be still, he looked directly at Kauzlarich and said, I mean, it
  sucks.


  Up on the screen, the pictures of Cajimat continued to rotate.


  There he was smiling.


  There he was in his body armor.


  There he was smiling again.


  I love that picture, one of the soldiers said, and they were all watching now, chewing gum, picking at fingernails, saying nothing. It was late morning, and even though the chapel
  was surrounded by blast walls, a few rays of gray light managed to find their way in through the windows, which helped.


  That night, though, when the memorial service began, it was different. The light was gone. The chapel was dark. The air didnt move. Several hundred soldiers sat shoulder to shoulder, and
  some were crying as the eulogies began. He was always happy. He had a heart bigger than the sun, said one soldier, and if that wasnt sad enough to hear from a nineteen-year-old
  who ten weeks before had been hollering in some Kansas snow, another said, He was always there for me. I wish I could have been there for him. Im sorry.


  Through it all, Kauzlarich sat quietly, waiting for his turn, and when it came, he walked to the lectern and looked in silence at his soldiers, all of whom were looking at him. In this moment,
  he wanted to say something that would describe Cajimats death for them as more than grievous. He had been thinking for several days about what to say, but while it was easy enough to sit in
  Kansas filled with ham and apple crisp and talk about change with a detached curiosity, now they had lost their first soldier. Their cherries had been popped. As had his.


  So he decided to call it what he believed it to be, a rallying point as much as a loss, the point from which to measure everything to come, and said so to the soldiers. Tonight, he
  said, we take the time to honor Task Force Rangers first loss, an unfortunate loss that in a special way made us as an organization whole.


  Thats how he characterized the subtraction of a soldieras making the 2-16 wholeand the word seemed to hover in the air for a moment before settling onto the quiet men. Among
  them was Diaz, and as he sat there with shrapnel in his leg, did he believe that, too? Did Kirby, with his twitchy eyes? Did the other two soldiers whod been in the Humvee, who were both on
  their way back to the United States with injuries so serious that they would be out of the fight for good?


  Did all of them?


  Didnt matter. Of course they did.


  Thats what their commander said, and thats what their commander believed. For two months the soldiers had thought they were in the war, but now they really were in it, Cajimat was
  the proof, Cajimat was the validation, and as soon as the memorial ended, Kauzlarich hurried back to his office to see what would come next.


  He turned on his computer. A fresh e-mail was waiting for him. It was from army headquarters, and it was informing him that in order to better accomplish the strategy of the surge, the
  2-16s deployment was being extended from twelve months to fifteen months.


  Thats okay, he said.


  He read it again.


  More time to win, he said.


  Again.


  Its all good, he said, and went into the next room to tell the news to Major Cummings, who was at his desk, lost in thought, a little homesick, and Michael McCoy, his
  command sergeant major, who was tracking a fly that was crawling across the battalions American flag. Red stripe. White stripe. Red stripe. White stripe. Now McCoy reached toward a stack of
  programs left over from Cajimats memorial and grabbed a dirty fly swatter that was resting on top of them. Kauzlarich paused. The fly fell. Then the surge resumed.
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  APRIL 14, 2007


  Violence in Baghdad, sectarian violence in Baghdad, that violence

  that was beginning to spiral out of control, is beginning to subside.

  And as the violence decreases, people have more confidence, and

  if people have more confidence, theyre then willing to

  make difficult decisions of reconciliation necessary for Baghdad

  to be secure and this country to survive and thrive as a democracy.

  GEORGE W. BUSH, April 10, 2007


  The building that Kauzlarich got for his headquarters was the one on the FOB that none of the other battalions had wanted, a two-story box that was being used for storage until
  the 2-16 took it over. It had deep cracks in several walls from earlier rocket attacks, and whenever a rocket landed nearby, dust clouds would come flying inside. Other battalion commanders on the
  FOB had offices big enough for sofas and conference tables; Kauzlarichs office had just enough room for his desk and three metal folding chairs. It wasnt even an office, really, but a
  section of an existing room that soldiers had walled off with spare plywood. He squeezed into the space on one side of the plywood, and on the other side were McCoy, Cummings, and four items whose
  importance would shift back and forth during the course of the deployment.


  One was the fly swatter. One was a tape dispenser. One was a book called Counterinsurgency FM 3-24. And one was a large cardboard box filled with dozens of deflated soccer balls.
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    Views from the right rear window of a Humvee, Baghdad, Iraq

  


  For now, Kauzlarich thought that giving soccer balls to Iraqi children who would run up to his Humvee screaming, Mister, mister, was having an effect. A child would take home a
  soccer ball; his parents would ask where it came from; he would say, the Americans; the parents would be delighted; their confidence would increase; they would be more willing to make
  the difficult decisions of reconciliation; Baghdad would become secure; democracy in Iraq would thrive; the war would be won. Eventually, Kauzlarich would give up on soccer balls.


  For now, no one touched the tape dispenser. Eventually, Cummings would begin swatting flies just hard enough to stun them, stick them to a piece of tape, and drop them alive into his trash can,
  which would be something that did have an effect. I hate flies, he would say each time he did this.


  Eventually, the book would become covered with dust. But in these days after Cajimat, it was still something that was referred to, enough so that Cummings had bookmarked page 1-29 with a piece
  of paper on which he had written: Are We Winning Table.


  The book, released just before the 2-16 deployed, was the militarys first update to its counterinsurgency strategy in twenty years. When he announced the surge, Bush had made it clear
  that counterinsurgency was now what the war was about, and to the extent that a war could have an instruction book, thats what the field manual was. It was 282 pages of lessons, all urging
  soldiers to focus on the population, its needs, and its security as the best way to defeat the enemy, rather than by killing their way to victory. Control the population, win the war.
  Win the people, win the war. To the soldiers of the 2-16, this was an interesting turn of events. Remember, we are an infantry battalion, Cummings said one day. Our task and
  purpose is to close with and destroy the enemy. We are the only force designed for this. Armor stands off and they kill from a distance. Aviation kills from a distance. The infantryman goes in and
  kills with his hands, if necessary. The manual got even more interesting under the section called Paradoxes of Counterinsurgency, which sounded suspiciously Zen-like.
  Sometimes, the more force is used, the less effective it is. Some of the best weapons for counterinsurgents do not shoot. Sometimes, the more you protect your
  force, the less secure you may be.


  Privately, Cummings wondered whether this was the type of war Kauzlarich would want to fight. Hes a soldier. All he is is a soldier. Hes an instrument of war, and
  hes looking for that fight, and thats why I think he is somewhat frustrated in the fact that hes not in the clean war, where he can be the leader up frontFollow
  me, menbecause this war doesnt dictate it. This war dictates drinking chai, handshaking, being political. And I think thats where hes a little
  uncomfortable. Because hes the guy at the front of the formation who can run the battalion into the ground, if necessary. Literally: Follow me.


  But Kauzlarich, at least at this point, insisted that he loved being part of the strategy. You know whats funny? This is what I always wanted to do. I always wanted to be a soldier
  and statesman together, he said one day. He was in his office, looking at a wall map that showed the 2-16s AO. Some people called the area New Baghdad. Some called it Nine Nissan, for
  the ninth of April, the day Baghdad fell. Kauzlarich had his own name for it. This place is a shithole, he said, but it has so much potential. Ive often thought,
  lets take Fedaliyahhe pointed to one of the worst neighborhoods in the AOand lets bulldoze the whole town. In six months, I could have an entire city
  rebuilt. It would have electricity. It would have running fresh water. It would have sewerage. It would have new schools. It would have houses that were built to some sort of safety code. And then
  we move to Kamaliyah and do the same thing there. Rebuild the whole darn place.


  The map he was looking at, composed of satellite imagery, was extraordinary in its detail. It showed Fedaliyah, Kamaliyah, Mualameen, Al-Amin, Mashtal, and every other neighborhood in the AO,
  building by building and street by street, each of which had been given an American name. That wide street with the waterway running down the middle of it, which Iraqis called Canal Road, was, to
  the Americans, Route Pluto; the busy road it intersected with, which was constantly being seeded with hidden bombs, was Route Predators; the one where Cajimat died was Route Denham; and the skinny
  one that soldiers tried to avoid because of its ambush possibilities was Dead Girl Road.


  Where did the names come from? Who had the dead girl been? How had the dead girl died? This far into the war, no one seemed to care. Sometimes anything more than an assumption is a waste of time
  in Iraq; and anyway, the names were fixed now, not just in 2-16s AO but throughout all of Baghdad, which the map showed as well. Neighborhood by neighborhood, there was Baghdad in its
  entirety for Kauzlarich to considerthe east side, which was largely Shia after several years of violent ethnic and religious cleansing that had been brought on by the war; and the
  west side, which was largely Sunni. The west side contained elements of al Qaeda, and the east side contained the insurgent armies of the radical cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, called the Jaish al Mahdi,
  or, in American-speak, JAM. The west side had suicide bombers killing American troops, and the east side had a particularly lethal type of IED called an explosively formed penetrator, or EFP, which
  was the type of bomb that had so easily penetrated Cajimats Humvee. The east side was the 2-16s side, and every day that Kauzlarich looked at the map it got uglier and uglier,
  especially the way the Tigris River, which runs northsouth and divides the city in half, curves to the west at one point and then curves back to the east, creating an elongated peninsula
  that is politely referred to as teardrop shaped. Kauzlarich wasnt always polite, though. Its the perfect metaphor for this place, he said, staring at the
  way the peninsula seemed to be inserting itself into the west side of the city. Iraq fucking itself.


  His war, then, would be to take all of this onthe JAM, the EFPs, the mounds of garbage, the running sewage, the whatever elseand fix it. So far, no one had been able to do this,
  but he seemed so confident that he made a prediction. Before we leave, Im going to do a battalion run. A task force run. In running shorts and T-shirt. He traced the route he
  had in mind on the map. Up Pluto, along First Street, up toward Den-ham, over toward Predators, and back.


  Thats my goalwithout taking any casualties, he said, and to that end, he was willing to try anything that might fall under counter-insurgency strategy, including one
  highlighted on page 1-29 of the field manual, which read, Conduct effective, pervasive, and continuous information operations. Hidden away on the FOB was a U.S.-funded radio station,
  and thats where Kauzlarich headed late one afternoon, to speak to the residents of his nice, little, mean, nasty area via PEACE 106 FM.


  The air was dusty as usual, and the wind, from the west, carried the scent of burning plastic as he walked past a latrine trailer, under which lived a feral cat with grossly swollen testicles.
  The fact that the cat was alive at all surely said something about resiliency in a country where life was down to the survival level. There were plenty of mice and rats on the FOB to kill, but
  there were things that wanted to kill the cat, too, such as a fox that could be seen from time to time trotting by with something writhing in its mouth and at other times standing with its teeth
  showing as it watched soldiers entering and exiting the latrines.


  Next he walked past the mooring site for a bright white blimp called an aerostat, which floated high above the FOB with a remote-controlled camera that could be focused on whatever might be
  happening a thousand feet below. Day or night, the aerostat was up there, looking down and around, as were pole-mounted cameras, pilotless drones, high-flying jets, and satellites, making the sky
  feel at times as if it were stitched all the way up to the heavens with eyes. There were helicopters, too, armed with thirty-millimeter cannons and high-resolution cameras that could focus tightly
  on whatever was about to be shot, which one day was a dead water buffalo that had been spotted on its side with wires sticking out of its rear end. Concerned that an IED had been hidden inside the
  water buffalos rectum, the helicopter moved in for a closer look as its camera recorded what came next. There was the water buffalo. There were the wires. There was a dog trotting up to the
  water buffalos rear. Be advised, theres a dog licking the IED, the pilot said, and then he opened fire.


  Next Kauzlarich walked past the PX, which would soon have to close temporarily after a rocket crashed through the roof and exploded next to a display rack of Maxim magazines, and then he
  entered a ruined, four-story building that once had been a hospital.


  The studio was on the top floor, up where the workers lived, those who had come to Rustamiyah from Nepal and Sri Lanka to clean the latrines, sweep up the endless dust, sleep six to a room, and
  listen to mournful songs on tinny speakers purchased from the sad little shops on the hospitals first floor. The doors to these rooms were splintered and scuffed, and behind one of them was
  the radio staff. One of them was a local Iraqi whom the military was paying $88,000 a year to run the radio station. He introduced himself as Mohammed and then confided that Mohammed was a fake
  name he used to shield his identity. The other man was Mark, an interpreter, also from Baghdad, who confided that his name wasnt really Mark.


  Dear listeners. Welcome to a new show, Mohammed, or whoever he was, said to whoever might have been out there listening to PEACE 106 FM, and thats how the first of what
  would be dozens of radio shows began. It was a complicated process. In Arabic, Mohammed said to his listeners, Our first question to Colonel Kauzlarich is about the situation nowadays in New
  Baghdad, which Mark then translated into English, to which Kauzlarich said in Arabic, Shukran jazilan, Mohammed Thank you very much,
  Mohammedand in English went on from there:


  Approximately eight weeks ago there was a great deal of crime, he said. There was sectarian violence. There were numerous murders. There were many bombs going off, roadside
  bombs, IEDs, EFPs, and also car bombs that were killing many innocent civilians. Today that does not exist. Crime is down by over eighty percent. The people of Nine Nissan are beginning to feel
  safe.


  He waited for Mark, or whoever Mark was, to translate what hed said, and then continued: My organization is known as Task Force Ranger, which is approximately eight hundred of the
  finest American soldiers. Everything that they do is in a controlled and disciplined manner. And one of the things I stress that they do as their commander is to go out and talk to the Iraqi people
  and determine what their feelings are, what their greatest fears are, and how we can best assist them and the Iraqi Security Forces in developing a very secure environment for them to live
  in.


  Again he waited for Mark to translate, and continued: Bottom line is, the current situation is goodbut its not as good as its going to be . . . and on he went
  for thirty-six minutes until he said, seeking to win over the people, Shukran jazilan, and Mohammed said, Shukranjaz ilan, and Kauzlarich said,
  Maa salaama, sadiqi, and Mohammed said, Maa salaama.


  This was war fighting as counterinsurgency, just as it was when, in an attempt to expand and diversify the host-nation police force, Kauzlarich met with an Iraqi army officer who
  was living in an elementary school that the Iraqis had taken over not far from the FOB. The walls were pink. They were decorated with Tweety Bird cutouts. There was a single cot and a small TV
  hooked up to a satellite dish, and the Iraqi had just brought Kauzlarich an orange soda when from the TV there came some kind of roar.


  Tomorrow, youre going to begin doing clearance operations? Kauzlarich asked, ignoring the sound.


  Yes, said the Iraqi, shifting his eyes from Kauzlarich to the TV, where a movie was playing that showed American soldiers being shot.


  What is your personal assessment of the attitude of the Iraqi people in Baghdad al-Jadida? Kauzlarich continued.


  Most of the people are from Sadr City, the Iraqi said, as blood spurted in slow motion, guns blazed in slow motion, and the actor Mel Gibson moved in slow motion. Every time
  the Americans put pressure on Sadr City, they run here.


  What area do you think we should clear next? Kauzlarich asked, shifting his attention to the TV, too, and then falling silent as he realized the movie was about a famous battle in
  the Vietnam War that had taken place just a few weeks after he had been born. In so many ways, that was the war that had made him want to be a soldier in this war. It had been the background
  scenery of his childhood from the day he was born, on October 28, 1965, when the number of dead American troops was at 1,387, to the end of the war in April 1975, when 58,000 were dead and he was
  nine and a half years old and thinking he would like to be in the army. It wasnt the deaths or politics that had affected him, but rather a boys romanticized visions of courage and
  duty, especially the scenes he had watched on TV of released POWs in the embrace of weeping families. But even more than those scenes was the Battle of Ia Drang, which began when an outnumbered
  army battalion was airdropped into the midst of two thousand North Vietnamese soldiers and ended up in a face-to-face fight to the death. Years later, in the army now and studying the mistakes of
  Vietnam, Kauzlarich had also studied the heroics of Ia Drang, and when the battle was memorialized in a book called We Were Soldiers Once . . . and Young, he had a copy of it in hand when he
  one day met the commander of the battalion, Hal Moore, and asked him for advice. Trust your instincts, Moore had scribbled in the book. Ever since, Kauzlarich had tried to do just
  that, and now, how strange, here he was: a battalion commander just as Moore had been, in Iraq watching the movie version of the book about the battle that had helped turn him into what he had
  become.


  This is one of my favorite movies, he said to the Iraqi.


  I like the way they fight, the Iraqi said.


  Thats how I fight, Kauzlarich said.


  Whats the name of the actor? the Iraqi said.


  Thats Mel Gibson, Kauzlarich said.


  He acts like a leader, the Iraqi said.


  Now neither said anything, just watched until Gibson, the battle over, said inconsolably, Ill never forgive myselfthat my men died, and I didnt.


  Tsk tsk, the Iraqi said.


  Hes very sad, Kauzlarich said.


  Tsk tsk, the Iraqi said again.


  He was the first guy to tell me to trust my instincts, Kauzlarich said. Hal Moore.


  The Iraqi got up and returned with a vanilla ice-cream cone that Kauzlarich began licking as Gibson, home now, fell into the arms of his wifeat which point the electricity went out, the
  TV went dead, and the movie came to a sudden end.


  Whoops, Kauzlarich said.


  Both waited in vain for the electricity to come back.


  So, how are we going to fix this? Kauzlarich said, meaning the war.


  The Iraqi continued to look at the TV and shrugged.


  How are we going to get this to stop? Kauzlarich tried again.


  We need Gods help, the Iraqi said, and Kauzlarich nodded, finished his ice-cream cone, and after a while excused himself to return to the FOB.


  Hours later, as the sun set, the sky took on its nightly ominous feel. The moon, not quite full, rose dented and misshapen, and the aerostat, a gray shadow now rather than the bright white
  balloon it had been in daylight, loomed over a landscape of empty streets and buildings surrounded by sandbags and tall concrete blast walls.


  Inside some of those buildings were Kauzlarichs soldiers, all of whom had been trained not in counterinsurgency, but, as Cummings had put it, to close with and destroy the enemy. A week
  after Cajimats death, they were passing time between missions like they usually did, by playing video games on their computers or videochatting over the Internet. Or lifting weights, or
  watching bootleg DVDs that they could buy at the hospital for a dollar. Or drinking Red Bulls or Mountain Dews or water mixed with high-protein powder. Or stuffing themselves with tubs of Corn Pops
  at the dining facility. Or flipping through magazines that came as close as possible to violating the armys ban on pornography. Such was life on the FOB for the eight hundred of the finest,
  whose behavior could be explained simply by the fact that so many of them were nineteen, or by the more complicated fact suggested by the ubiquitous blast walls that they did all of these things
  behind.


  Blast walls surrounded their barracks.


  Blast walls surrounded their dining facility.


  Blast walls surrounded their chapel.


  Blast walls surrounded their latrines.


  They ate behind blast walls, prayed behind blast walls, peed behind blast walls, and slept behind blast walls, and now, on April 14, as the sun rose and the dented moon disappeared, they emerged
  from those blast walls and got in their Humvees wondering if this would be the day that they were now dreaming of behind the blast walls, the one in which, like Cajimat, they would get blasted.


  And were off, Kauzlarich said.


  He was in his usual spotleft rear seat, third Humvee from the front. There were always at least four vehicles in a convoy; this one happened to have five. Nate Showman, a
  twenty-four-year-old lieutenant whose belief in the war and optimism about it matched Kauzlarichs, was in the front right seat. There was no junior officer in the battalion with more promise
  than Showman, and Kauzlarich had selected him to be in charge of his personal security detail.


  Out they went through the heavily guarded main gate of the FOB and were instantly on the front lines of the war. In other wars, the front line was exactly that, a line to advance toward and
  cross, but in this war, where the enemy was everywhere, it was anywhere out of the wire, in any direction: that building, that town, that province, the entire country, in 360 degrees.


  In such a war, and in an area seeded with EFPs, what was the safest seat? The soldiers discussed it constantly. Kauzlarich didnt discuss it, but he thought about it, too. The lead truck
  in a convoy was the one that got hit the most, but lately insurgents had been aiming at the second in line, or the third, which had been Cajimats, or sometimes the fourth or fifth. And while
  most EFPs had been coming from the right side, Cajimats had come from the left.


  So there was no sure thing to rely on, only precautions to be taken. The Humvees were fitted with jamming devices to defeat EFPs armed with infrared triggers, but the devices werent
  always effective, which was why one Humvee also had a good-luck horseshoe wired to the front grille.


  Every soldier had his own version of this. Showman carried a small cross knitted in army colors by someone in his parents church in Ohio. The gunner tried to stand in a particular way,
  with one foot in front of the other, so that if an EFP slug came roaring in, he might only lose one foot instead of two, and for similar reasons Kauzlarich sometimes tucked his hands inside of his
  body armor as he looked out the window and wondered how aware he would be if the explosion came. Instantly, he had told Cajimats mother, but was that really the way it
  happened? Would he know it? Would he hear it? Would he see it? Would he feel it? Would the pile of trash outside of his window that he was now regarding suspiciously be the last thing on earth he
  would see? Would his last words be what he was saying now into his headset, in response to a soldiers trifling question back on the FOB? Do you guys have shitters? Thats
  what he was saying. Is that how it would end? In the midst of a sentence like that?


  Do you guys have shitters?


  Do you guys have


  The convoy approached another pile of trash. Maybe one was hidden in there.


  The convoy approached a shadowy area in a viaduct. Maybe one was hidden in there.


  Eyes sweeping, jammers jamming, the convoy moved along Route Pluto at a very deliberate ten miles per hour, which afforded the chance to see what the surge had accomplished so far. By now, other
  drivers knew what to do when a convoy of Humvees got near: pull over, wait patiently for it to pass, make no sudden moves, and show no frustration about the inevitable traffic jam that the convoy
  would leave in its wake. Now the convoy passed a driver with the temerity to bury his head in his hands, and did Kauzlarich and his soldiers happen to notice that?


  Did they see the old man sitting in front of a shuttered store watching expressionlessly as he fidgeted with a string of worry beads?


  Did they see the boy next to the old man regarding the convoy as if it were something slithering?


  Did they see the white car decorated with flowers, and the van behind it filled with a bride and eight other women who were laughing and bouncing up and down in rhythm in their seats?


  They moved past some children herding goats. They moved past a man pushing a block of concrete. They moved past a man smoking a cigarette and looking under the raised hood of a stalled car, and
  maybe the car really was stalled or maybe it was a car bomb that was about to explode. The soldiers slowed to a near stop. The man didnt acknowledge them. No one did. No one smiled at them.
  No one threw flowers. No one waved.


  Now someone did: a young boy dragging a piece of wire. He paused to wave at Kauzlarich, and Kauzlarich saw him and waved back, and what Kauzlarich saw was a waving boy who for all he knew was
  wired to explode, and what the boy saw was a thick window and a soldier behind it in body armor waving a hand that was encased in a glove.


  Suspicion in 360 degreesthis is what four years of war had led to. Before leaving Fort Riley, the soldiers had been given an introduction to Iraq in the form of a laminated booklet called
  the Culture Smart Card, which told them, for instance, that Right hand over heart is a sign of respect or thanks, and Dont make the OK or thumbs
  up signs; they are considered obscene. It also listed phonetic pronunciations for dozens of commonly used words and phrases, including arjuke (please), shukran (thank
  you), marhaba (hello), and maa salaama (goodbye).


  They were good counterinsurgency terms, but Kauzlarichs gunner had decided he needed only a few phrases to navigate this war, all of which hed written in English and phonetic
  Arabic in black marker on his turret:


  Where are we?


  Insurgent(s).


  Where is bomb?


  Show me.


  It was the language of IEDs and EFPs. All over eastern Baghdad, their numbers were increasing, and while Cajimat and the four other soldiers in his Humvee had so far been the 2-16s only
  serious casualties, they hadnt been the only targets. Just the night before, Kauzlarich and Cummings had been in the dining facility, or DFAC, eating dinner when a loud boom rattled the
  walls and sent dishes, trays, food, and dozens of soldiers crashing to the floor. At first the explosion seemed like a rocket attack on the FOB, the number of which had also been increasing, but it
  turned out to be an IED a mile or so away that had hit a 2-16 Humvee out on patrol. Somehow none of the soldiers in the Humvee had been injured more seriously than suffering ringing ears and slight
  concussions, but the Humvee had been destroyed.


  That was where Kauzlarich directed the convoy now, to the spot where this had happened, so he could show the neighborhood how the United States of America was capable of responding. Deny
  sanctuary to insurgents, it said in the field manual, which was what Kauzlarich intended to do as the convoy eased from Pluto into one of the AOs nicer neighborhoods and rolled to a
  stop by a fresh hole in the ground, caused by the IED. Lets go clear, Kauzlarich said to his men, and soon twenty-three heavily armed soldiers were walking the streets and
  randomly searching houses.


  They came to a house with laundry hanging in the courtyard and a neat row of shoes by the front door. Without asking permission, some of the soldiers went inside, through the first floor, up the
  stairs, through the second floor, into the closets, into the drawers.


  They came to another house with a fruit tree out front, and a small metal tank for storing water that struck a soldier as peculiar. In silence, the family that lived in the house watched as the
  soldier unscrewed the cap of the tank and inhaled to make sure it was in fact water in there, and now watched another soldier reach up into the fruit tree and begin feeling around. He swept along
  one branch and then another. He stood on his tiptoes and felt among the leaves until he found what he was looking for, and as the family kept watching, he brought a ripe piece of fruit to his mouth
  and took a bite.


  Each search took a few minutes at most and constituted the entire relationship between the Americans and the Iraqis. Unlike the riskier operations that occurred in the middle of the night, in
  which soldiers broke down doors as they went after specific targets, there was a businesslike feel to these searches: Into the house, search, ask a few questions, out. Next. In, search, out. Not
  that there wasnt riskthey were here, after all, because someone had tried to kill some of them with an IED. And snipers were a risk as well, which was why soldiers walked with their
  weapons raised as they approached the next house, outside of which stood a man who invited Kauzlarich inside for some tea.


  This had never happened before. In all the searches Kauzlarich had done, people always had passively stepped aside as he and his soldiers entered their houses, but this was the first time
  someone had invited him in.


  So he went in, accompanied by an Iraqi national who worked as his interpreter. Four of his soldiers assigned to guard him also went in, while two other soldiers remained in the front courtyard
  as the first line of defense in case of an ambush.


  The man led Kauzlarich past his surprised-looking family and motioned him toward a chair in a spotlessly clean living room. There was a table with a vase filled with artificial flowers, and a
  cabinet that was stacked with fragile dishes and teacups. You have a beautiful house, Kauzlarich said, sitting down, his helmet still on, his body armor still on, his handgun within
  easy reach, and the man smiled and said thank you even as circles of perspiration began to appear under his arms.


  Off in the kitchen, water for tea was heating. Outside, other soldiers continued to clear houses of neighbors who had seen this man ask an American to come inside. Inside, the man explained to
  Kauzlarich why Iraqis were hesitant to cooperate. Im afraid to work with the Americans because the militia threatened me. I have no money. I wish I could, he said in Arabic,
  pausing so his words could be translated by Kauzlarichs interpreter, and now he switched to English to better describe what his life had become:


  Very difficult.


  The two of them continued to talk. The man said he was sixty-eight. Kauzlarich said the man didnt look it. The man said he had been in the Iraqi air force. Kauzlarich nodded again. It
  wasnt a hot day, but the mans perspiration stains were growing. More than five minutes had gone by now. Surely the neighbors were keeping track.


  If people ask me later on, Why Americans are in your house? Ill just say, Searching, the man said, more to himself than to Kauzlarich.


  Tea was served.


  Hey, Nate, Kauzlarich said to Showman, walk around. Just have them escort you around the house.


  Ten minutes now. The man folded his fingers. He unfolded his fingers. He pulled up his socks. He said, When I heard the IED go off last night, my heartmy chest . . . He said
  he had been sitting in this very room when the IED exploded, eating dinner, and that the walls shook, but nothing had been broken.


  Fifteen minutes. The man told Kauzlarich about one of his sons, who he said had been kidnapped two weeks before and repeatedly beaten until the man paid a $ 10,000 ransom. Thats why he
  had no money.


  Twenty minutes. I like America. When America came, I put flowers out front, the man said. But at this point, If I put them out, they will kill me. His perspiration
  stains were huge now. Twenty minutes. House searches didnt take twenty minutes. Everyone knew that. Kauzlarich stood.


  Shukran, he said, taking the mans hand.


  Im sorry I cannot support you, the man said. Im afraid for my life.


  He escorted Kauzlarich outside, and as Kauzlarich and his soldiers moved on, the man was immediately surrounded by neighbors.


  He wasnt nervous about us. He was nervous about the people outside wondering what he was telling us while we were in his home, Kauzlarich would say later. Its
  a catch-22. They want security. They know we can provide it. They need to tell us where the bad guy is, but they fear for their life, that if we dont do anything about it the bad man will
  come and kill them. Theyre damned if they do, damned if they dont.


  Where was the bad guy, though? Other than everywhere? Where was the specific one who had set off the IED? Back at the fresh hole now, surrounded by neighborhood children who were shouting,
  Mister, mister, and clamoring for soccer balls, Kauzlarich wondered what to do next. Surely someone in the neighborhood knew who had done this, but how could he persuade them that as
  damned as they thought they would be for dealing with the Americans, they would be more damned if they did not?


  Strength was part of counterinsurgency, too. He decided to call in a show of force, which would involve a pair of F-18 jets coming in over the neighborhood, low and without warning. The sound
  would be ear-splitting and frightening. Houses would vibrate. Walls would shake. Furniture would rattle. Teacups might topple, though Kauzlarich hoped that wouldnt be the case.


  He and his soldiers got in the Humvees to leave, and now another thing happened that hadnt happened beforethe children applauded and waved goodbye.


  Off the soldiers went, feet aligned, hands tucked, eyes sweeping, jammers jamming, creeping back to the FOB.


  Here came the jets.
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