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         AUTHOR'S NOTE



         
         
         
         
         The Marine Corps doesn't like people who go to war and write books about themselves. Neither do I. To a Marine, one of the
            finest words in the English language is team. "MacArthur" took the Philippines, "Patton" raced across the French countryside, and "Nimitz" won the Battle of Midway. But
            "Marines" raised the flag on Iwo Jima, "Marines" fought and froze at the Choisin Reservoir, and "Marines" held Khe Sanh against
            all odds.

         
         
         
         
         These may be my memories, then, but this book is not about me. It is about an Iraqi people whose warmth and hospitality in inviting me into their homes and hearts will stay with me always, about
            Afghan women discarding their bhurkas and Afghan children singing verses from the Koran, and about why a bunch of old rocks
            with funny writing matter so damn much.

         
         
         
         
         Although some of our actions in Iraq and Afghanistan remain classified, I do my best in the pages that follow to present what
            I saw and heard as completely as possible—with candor and without bias or agenda. But in a part of the world where the few official records were often destroyed or falsified, and where people
            have lived under terror for so long, it is difficult to elicit and confirm truth. Some of my findings, therefore, are incomplete.
            As time passes and more facts come to light, others may prove inaccurate. These are, after all, memories and impressions.
            But however history judges the investigation into the looting of the Iraq Museum, the successes belong to the remarkable people
            who appear on these pages. I am merely the vehicle through which their extraordinary actions are made public.

         
         
         
         
         There is courage to celebrate here. It is the courage of soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines; of Iraqis and Afghans; of
            customs agents and archaeologists; of cops and journalists.

         
         
         
         
         Only the errors are mine. The story is theirs.

         
         

         
         
         
         
            
            New York, New York 

               October 2005
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         IN MEDIAS RES

         
         
         
         
         Men never know the good that was in their 
               hands until they've lost it.—Sophocles

         
         
         
         
         ON MAY 2, 2003, I was working my way through Iraq's national museum in the heart of Baghdad, investigating the rampage and
            the looting that had taken place during the war. With me were other members of the multiservice, multiagency unit that I led,
            military trigger-pullers and analysts teamed up with law enforcement officers from a dozen other agencies.

         
         
         
         
         As we passed through the museum's long, central corridor—the musty, poorly lit room that had just been on the cover of Newsweek—our guide was Dr. Nawala al-Mutwali, the museum's director. We stepped over rubble and shattered glass, cracked sarcophagi,
            and the broken heads of ancient statues. The large objects that had fared better were surrounded by sandbags or wrapped in
            foam-rubber padding.

         
         
         
         
         While most people found Nawala to be dour and difficult, we had become friends. In fact, our affection for each other was
            so obvious that the team joked relentlessly about my carrying on some mad affair with this imposing and somewhat older woman.

         
         
         
         
         After two weeks of laborious, room-by-room inspections, we were ready to examine the underground storage area, the first portion
            of the museum that was virgin territory, completely undisturbed since the looting. That meant our first clean crime scene
            and the possibility of a significant investigative breakthrough. We might even get something we had seen little of so far:
            evidence. On that day, we had a BBC film crew tagging along. They wanted the story, and I wanted to be able to use their footage
            to document our findings. Like everything else in a war zone, their presence was a quid pro quo, a horse trade.

         
         
         
         
         The list of missing objects already read like a compilation of Mesopotamia's "greatest hits." There was the Sacred Vase of
            Warka, the world's oldest carved stone ritual vessel. There was the Mask of Warka, the first naturalistic sculpture of the
            human face. There was the gold bull's head that had adorned Queen Shub-Ad's Golden Harp of Ur, discovered in 1929 by a team
            that included Sir Leonard Woolley, Sir Max Mallowan, and Mallowan's future wife, Agatha Christie. There was the Bassetki Statue,
            one of the earliest known examples of the lost-wax technique of casting copper, as well as the Lioness-attacking-a-Nubian
            ivory, and the twin copper Ninhursag bulls. These pieces alone were a year's course in art history. They were all in one museum.
            And they were all gone.

         
         
         
         
         We had repeatedly tried to open the heavy, steel doors that would lead us down into the basement. So had the looters—some
            of the doors bore sledgehammer marks. Others were covered over by heavy grates wrapped with the kind of cable locks we use
            in Manhattan so that motorcycles stay put. Much later, watching the BBC footage while back home, I noted how one of Nawala's
            AK-47-toting assistants showed up behind me with a set of keys. The museum had this curious arrangement of separate, but overlapping,
            circles of security, born out of their even more curious system of centralized authority and palpable interdepartmental animosities.
            Not only did staff from one department have no idea about the inventories or practices of other departments, no one person
            had the keys to every sector. None of the keys were ever marked, and this set was no exception. Nawala had to try every single
            one, and even then she could not find the key that would get us into the sanctum sanctorum of the underground storage room.

         
         
         
         
         We took the difficulty as cause for optimism. Actually, given that this area held some of the museum's most highly valuable
            and most easily transportable objects, it was closer to elation. If we couldn't get in, chances are the bad guys hadn't either.

         
         
         
         
         As we would later determine, there were four underground rooms in an L-shaped configuration, plus a fifth that had to be accessed
            through a different route. In the deepest, darkest corner were two rows of ordinary, unmarked lockers that would have fit
            right in at the gym in New York City where I'd learned to box. Only instead of sweaty workout clothes, these held the world's
            greatest collection of ancient gold and silver coins. In these same brown and beat-up lockers, in the same dark corner, was
            also the world's greatest collection of ancient cylinder seals, highly prized by collectors and, accordingly, highly prized
            by thieves. About the size of a piece of chalk, these intricately carved pieces of lapis lazuli, carnelian, or other stone
            had once been worn on a string around the neck by upscale citizens of ancient Mesopotamia. These were the people who'd invented
            writing, scratching wedge-shaped (cuneus forma in Latin; hence, cuneiform) symbols into soft clay with a stylus beginning about 5,500 years ago. As the final touch to any correspondence, they would
            use the seal the way my grandmother used a rolling pin to smooth out phyllo. The impression left in the soft clay by the inscribed
            seal was the distinctive "signature" of that individual.

         
         
         
         
         Nawala, a descendant of these ancient and inventive people, was one tough lady—I had watched her break her toe just a few
            days earlier and not utter a sound. On that day, we had also been trying to open a locked door, one that was ten inches thick.
            When it finally gave, she could have jumped back out of the way, but in doing so she would have touched me—a violation of
            sharia, the religious law. So she stayed put, the heavy steel door raked across her toe, and she silently crumbled into herself, biting
            one of her thumbs.

         
         
         
         
         In the hot glare of the BBC's cameras, Nawala was frustrated by the endless number of unmarked keys. I heard her mutter to
            herself in Arabic. Then, in English, she said, "There is the other way."

         
         
         
         
         I glanced at my guys from ICE, the Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement.

         
         
         
         
         "It has been sealed off with bricks," she said. "So there is no way anyone could enter." I didn't know if it was the custom
            in Iraq, but my thought was, "knock on wood when you say that."

         
         
         
         
         This back door Nawala told us about was at the bottom of a narrow stairwell, accessed from a landing just off a room displaying
            Roman antiquities from Hatra. Those are the ruins of an ancient commercial crossroads that you see in the opening scene from
            The Exorcist when a Mesopotamian demon escapes from an archaeological dig.

         
         
         
         
         We went through the Assyrian and Babylonian galleries and entered the Hatran Gallery. All we noticed at first were some three-foot-high
            partitions in front of a doorway in the corner. After walking closer, we moved the partitions. The lower portion of the locked
            glass door was smashed, and behind that, down about knee level, the steel grate across the door had been bent with a crowbar.

         
         
         
         
         Nawala threw up her hands, gasping out the Arabic equivalent of "Oh my God!" The small area beyond the glass door was like
            a broom closet beneath a stairway. In fact, the underside of the museum's main stairs passed overhead, ascending from right
            to left. But immediately inside the small alcove, to the right, was another, extremely narrow stairway going down to the basement.
            At the bottom of this narrow stairs, the metal door was wide-open, but—as we had come to expect by now—there were no signs
            that it had been forced open. We could see the cinder blocks that had been mortared into place behind this door to seal the
            actual opening itself. We could also see that two cinder blocks from the top row, and two from the second row had been pried
            loose and removed. At this point, we asked the BBC crew to stay behind and politely appropriated their equipment.

         
         
         
         
         Steve Mocsary, the senior ICE agent on my team, picked up the big Ampex camera and started filming. His most immediate purpose,
            though, was to direct the TV lights into the cavernous area beyond the doorway, as Bud Rogers and I prepared to go over the
            wall.

         
         
         
         
         Bud was also ICE, as well as former Army Special Forces. He had been on a classified operation in Romania when we'd first
            entered Iraq, but as soon as we decided to undertake the museum investigation, Steve told me Bud was the best in the business
            and requested permission to bring him in country. One phone call later, Bud was getting off a Blackhawk, and I learned quickly
            that Steve had not been exaggerating.

         
         
         
         
         For his own part, Steve may have been a bit long in the tooth—this was certainly his last shot in the field before a desk
            job and then retirement—but he was no slouch. A former Navy SEAL and veteran of UDT, the Navy's elite underwater demolition
            team, he was tough and seasoned, utterly unflappable, and he knew explosives.

         
         
         
         
         The hole in the cinder blocks was big enough for only one of us to go through at a time. On the other side of the wall, the
            stairway continued on down. I went first, like a diver—head foremost, arms extended. I'd like to say that I landed in a perfect
            combat roll with catlike reflexes, peering into the unknown darkness, my 9 mm poised and ready to fell any evildoer with a
            double tap to center mass. In fact, I landed in a clump and scratched both elbows—but at least my pistol was ready.

         
         
         
         
         Then Bud Rogers dropped down beside me.

         
         
         
         
         In Iraq, every place at every moment is hotter than hell, but underground it was hotter than the hinges of hell, specifically,
            the hinges of Dante's eighth circle, the one he reserved for thieves and hypocrites to suffer together for eternity. The room
            was airless and, aside from the BBC camera's light shining over my head, pitch-dark. Steve maneuvered the beam so we could
            assess the situation before we moved. We could not be ioo percent certain that we were alone down here, and holding a flashlight
            in front of your body is like wearing a nice big target pinned to your chest.

         
         
         
         
         I looked ahead and tried not to blink as the salty sweat trickled down, burning my eyes. Then I saw footprints in the dust
            making a beeline across the floor. These thieves had a clear idea of where they were going and, presumably, what they were
            after: the coins and the cylinder seals, some of which were worth $250,000 a pop. Given their size, anyone could carry off
            ten million dollars' worth in a single fanny pack.

         
         
         
         
         What I didn't know was whether they had reached their objective. But of more immediate concern, had they left any surprises
            for us? We had found rocket-propelled grenades, hand grenades, Iraqi uniforms, and assorted small arms scattered throughout
            the museum. This last corner of the basement would have been an excellent place to leave a parting gift wired with explosives.

         
         
         
         
         As an investigator, I was thinking about that straight line in the dust. As a Marine, I was thinking about rods, cones, and
            night vision—in the dark you're supposed to look slightly off-center—and trigger pull. As a classical-history buff, passing
            sarcophagi and amphorae I was thinking, "Wow, this is like the catacombs."

         
         
         
         
         Slowly, and with great care, we crept down the few remaining steps and followed the path of the footprints. The smell of damp
            clay was overpowering. We stayed just astride the beam of Steve's camera light, which showed the way ahead, but only directly
            ahead. We went as far as we could in that one direction, dust motes swirling above us like snowflakes. Then we turned around
            and retraced our steps.

         
         
         
         
         I had dispatched a couple of other ICE guys—Claude Davenport, our computer whiz, and Bud Adada, one of three fluent Arabic
            speakers on the team—to wire up the basement to our generator outside. We needed to get the lights back on before we started
            exploring more broadly. Unfortunately, air-conditioning was not an option.

         
         
         
         
         Once we were back to the sealed doorway on the stairs, Steve extended a meter-long pry bar through the small opening. It would
            have been much easier to break down the wall from the outside, but the steel bar was too long to maneuver in the narrow space.
            The guys who last passed this way had been better prepared. Somehow, they knew to bring a hammer and chisel.

         
         
         
         
         Doing the best we could from the inside out, Bud and I took turns chipping away at the mortar holding those big, gray cinder
            blocks. It took us over an hour to loosen another seven or eight rows, removing enough blocks for the rest of the team, including
            Nawala, to make it through. We generated buckets of sweat, as well as buckets of dust and rubble, sucking down water and struggling
            to breathe.

         
         
         
         
         When the wall was about knee-high, Nawala climbed over. Her two assistants with the AK-47S seemed eager to tag along. One
            of them raced forward, but I put my hand on his chest and he stopped. He looked at me, I looked at him, and he backed down.
            But not out of fear. He was acknowledging the obvious: that I was in charge—for now. He was also letting me know that my authority
            did not extend beyond this moment. In that one look, we understood each other perfectly. In other circumstances, we would
            each go for the trigger, and I made a mental note never to turn my back on him.

         
         
         
         
         "I had no idea," Nawala muttered to herself in Arabic as she followed on my heels. "No idea," she repeated in English, ostensibly
            for me.

         
         
         
         
         We were doing it my way. In single file, stepping in the footprints already made. Even before we had passed through the first
            room, she had begun to hyperventilate. Her face was flushed, but not just from the heat. It was as if she had a child trapped
            down here, and she had to know if that child were dead or alive. It did not help that she was covered from head to toe, including
            the khimar that swathed her head.

         
         
         
         
         The overhead lights were on now, and we could easily make out the footprints leading into the next room. We could also see
            that while everything in this storage area was filthy, dusty, dank, and cram-packed with pots and statuettes, it was also
            totally, and incongruously, undisturbed. Clearly, the people who had entered before us were not impulse shoppers. They knew
            exactly where they were going.

         
         
         
         
         We continued following the footprints, turned a corner, and then it was as if we had crossed paths with a tornado. The entire
            floor was strewn with what were, essentially, plastic fishing-tackle boxes. Some were upside down, some had been flung aside,
            and others had been smashed into the walls. It looked as if the intruders had simply thrown a fit. Remnants of burned foam-rubber
            padding lay on the floor everywhere, still giving off an acrid smell. And behind all this, standing silently, were the thirty
            brown storage cabinets containing the coins and the seals.

         
         
         
         
         The first of these cabinets stood open and empty.

         
         
         
         
         Nawala went down on one knee. She had hoped against hope that the looters had failed, but now that hope seemed dashed.

         
         
         
         
         Bud Rogers pulled over a chair for her and she sat down. Then her head listed to one side and she hit the floor.

         
         
         
         
         I motioned to Steve to turn off the camera. I also noticed that a couple of the BBC guys were following us now at a distance.
            "Clear the room!" I yelled. Then I sent for Claude, our computer whiz, who was also an EMT, an emergency medical technician.

         
         
         
         
         I knelt down and touched Nawala's face. She was out cold. Her skin felt clammy, and she had only the faintest suggestion of
            a pulse. She was in shock—-acute circulatory failure, with barely enough blood pressure to transport oxygen to the brain.
            And it doesn't take much of this before brain cells start dying from hypoxia.

         
         
         
         
         We elevated her feet and fanned her face, but she gave no response. Claude came running and knelt down beside her. He was
            around Steve's age and I could see the sweat soaking his graying goatee. He looked her over. Then he turned to me and said,
            "Colonel, she might go out of the picture."

         
         
         
         
         Now I was the one feeling light-headed. Nawala and I had become close. But it was also true that if she died, we were in deep
            trouble. I could see the headlines now: FAMED IRAQI EXPERT DIES IN U.S. CUSTODY.

         
         
         
         
         "We've got to get her headgear off," Claude said.

         
         
         
         
         That much was obvious. But I also knew that Nawala was no "Ash Wednesday, Palm Sunday" sort of Muslim. I thought back to the
            way she had broken her toe to avoid touching me. For all the hours we'd worked together and the friendship we'd struck—and
            my team's nonstop "girlfriend" jokes notwithstanding—she and I had never so much as shaken hands. My team's mission in Baghdad
            was delicate enough without scandalizing Muslim sensibilities.

         
         
         
         
         "We've got to get some women down here," I said.

         
         
         
         
         Bud Rogers took off, running back up to the main floor, looking for some of the girls who were conducting the inventory of
            what was left of the museum's collection.

         
         
         
         
         Trying to carry Nawala up to the first floor would be a sure way to kill her. In fact, given the absurdly narrow stairs, we
            were not at all sure that we could carry her back up to the first floor. We had no choice but to revive her where she was. But for that, we had to get her out
            from under all that fabric so she could breathe. If the female assistants had already left, we were screwed. Given the chaos
            that still reigned on the streets, their male relatives usually came to pick them up in the early afternoon so that they could
            make it home well before dusk.

         
         
         
         
         Bud came back with two young women who spoke no English, but still understood what we were asking them to do. They too were
            covered head to toe. One of them, in addition to the khimar covering her head, wore a scarf as a veil over her face.

         
         
         
         
         Looking down at Nawala, they shook their heads, and I could see that their hands were trembling. Even as women, they could
            not do this—uncover another Muslim woman's head in the presence of men, especially non-Muslim men.

         
         
         
         
         I told all the guys except for Claude to turn their backs. While one of the women unbuttoned Nawala's jacket, it fell to me
            to remove her khimar. For whatever damage it would do to U.S.-Iraq relations, I also held her hand.

         
         
         
         
         I remember wishing in that moment that I had learned enough Arabic to coax Nawala back to consciousness. Meanwhile, the other
            side of my brain was stressing over what was happening to my evidence. Rumors of Nawala's demise had brought museum staffers
            and even journalists creeping downstairs until there must have been forty people in the basement.

         
         
         
         
         "Steve, crime scene," I yelled. It was all he needed to hear. Pro that he was, he got everyone to back out slowly, and in
            the same footprints that they had made when they'd entered.

         
         
         
         
         I turned my focus back to Nawala, and waited.

         
         
         
         
         Half an hour later, her eyes began to flutter. We let her take her time. She was still woozy, but she was going to recover.
            She wasn't ready to stand, but we helped her into a chair, positioning it so that she was not facing the cabinets. She kept
            turning around to look at them. So I came back to her several times to redirect her gaze, and each time I'd shift the chair.
            Then each time she would simply crane her neck still farther to look back at the lockers. By the time we were done, I had
            rotated her chair beyond the 180-degree mark, so that now she was looking back over her other shoulder.

         
         
         
         
         It was another hour before Nawala was able to stand up and go home. This day's discoveries had come to an end. We would have
            to wait until she was in better shape to see what was or was not inside those cabinets.

         
         
         
         
         I was desperate to know what was behind the rest of those cabinet doors, but we had to maintain discipline in assessing the
            only undisturbed crime scene in the entire museum. A rookie would have gone straight to the lockers the very next day, but
            then I would have put that rookie on a C-130 aircraft heading home before nightfall. We needed to bring in a proper forensic
            unit and have them with us the next time we went down there. A crime-scene analysis is like losing your virginity—you only
            get to do it once—because as you examine the evidence, you disturb the evidence. So we sealed up the entrance to the basement
            with crime-scene tape and went back upstairs.

         
         
         
         
         This was a war zone halfway around the world, not the Manhattan District Attorney's Office, where I'd worked before September
            11, and I had no idea what resources were available to me. At the very least, I needed a fingerprint unit and a forensic videographer.
            But I also wanted the ability to collect and analyze whatever else I might find: blood, fibers, skin, footprints—all the stuff
            you see on CSI—and I needed them all at the same place, i.e., the Iraq Museum, at the same time, i.e., as soon as possible. But I had no
            idea when that would be.

         
         
         
         
         Given that some of the experts I needed might be in Frankfurt, some might be in London, and, for all I knew, some might be
            in Fort Hood, Texas, I knew that this could take a while to line up. And I didn't even know which agency had which of the
            necessary specialists available. And if they were coming to Iraq, they'd need anthrax shots. Were they up-to-date on their
            other vaccinations? And what if I needed a locksmith? Or luminol testing as a preliminary to blood analysis? Once you've picked
            up a piece of paper off the floor, you can't ask the rest of the team to stand like statues while you go find someone to check
            out the dried brown droplets underneath.

         
         
         
         
         Practicalities aside, even the idea of requesting a crime-scene investigation team in a combat zone was highly unusual. So
            over the next several days, I received several calls on my satellite phone from perplexed officers. "Sorry, Colonel, but can
            you explain to me exactly what the hell you need, and why?"

         
         
         
         
         And so the days passed and we did our job examining other rooms in the museum, all the while wanting to examine that room. For Nawala, life was governed by Insha' Allah. God's will. Where we tolerated the suspense through immersion in our work, she did so by resignation to Allah's plan.

         
         
         
         
         Ten days later, on the morning of the twelfth, the assembled crime-scene technicians arrived, and we went back into the underground
            storage rooms to begin a methodical forensic investigation. Almost immediately, we recovered several readable sets of fingerprints
            from the doors of the lockers themselves. Two ICE agents later hand-delivered those prints to the FBI's lab in Quantico, Virginia,
            for comparison against all U.S. databases of known criminals, federal employees, and U.S. military personnel.

         
         
         
         
         Meanwhile, we continued to play it by the book, assessing every square meter, one millimeter at a time, on our hands and knees
            with feather dusters.

         
         
         
         
         On top of the lockers were small cardboard cartons stacked six feet high. A few had been knocked to the floor, but seemingly
            by accident. The rest were untouched, in sharp contrast to the 103 "tackle boxes" that had been thrown around and left on
            the floor.

         
         
         
         
         More of these cardboard cartons rested atop a row of combination safes standing directly across from the lockers. Steel gray,
            manufactured in Germany, and evidently procured at great expense, they had never been used. In fact, they were still partially
            covered with clear plastic, like a new washer and dryer delivered from Sears. It would appear that they had been acquired
            to provide a more secure storage place for the goods that were in the lockers. So why had the coins and the cylinder seals
            never been transferred? And while we were at it, why had the thieves ransacked the tackle boxes but left the more numerous
            cardboard cartons undisturbed? Not until we took down the cartons and examined them did we discover that they were all empty.
            How could the looters have known that in advance? Judging from the evidence in front of us, they had not even bothered to
            check.

         
         
         
         
         I was just beginning the mental calculation, trying to add up these random thoughts, when another ICE agent, Kevin Power,
            said, "Look what I found."

         
         
         
         
         He pointed to a set of keys on a string, jumbled inside one of the plastic boxes.

         
         
         
         
         We brought Nawala over to identify them. Slowly, hesitantly, she said, "They were hidden."

         
         
         
         
         I said, "Show me where."

         
         
         
         
         She took me to a dusty shelf in a remote corner of the room and pulled out a long drawer. She then showed me the place where
            the keys had been stuffed behind a fat collection of index cards. The cards were where they had always been. Neither they
            nor anything else in the drawer had been disturbed.

         
         
         
         
         At this point, within the pinball machine inside my DA's head, the quarter finally dropped. The subterranean rampage that
            had left all this debris had already come into focus for me, and from the moment we discovered the breached wall I had no
            doubt we were dealing with an inside job. We had, however, just significantly narrowed the number of applicants for the position
            of suspect. Probably many dozens of people in the world knew what was in those cabinets but did not have enough knowledge
            to lay their hands on the keys. "Eliminate the impossible and whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth," Sherlock
            Holmes had told Dr. Watson. Seeing the hiding place for the keys, we had eliminated an entire universe of archivists, archaeologists,
            and stock clerks as impossible, leaving—however improbable it might be—a small and select group of managers as possible suspects.

         
         
         
         
         The scenario I had worked out so far went like this. There was no electricity while the thieves had been down here. After
            years of embargo, batteries were scarce in Iraq. So forget about flashlights. The bad guys had improvised. They had gone back
            up to the galleries where the staff had prepared for the invasion by sandbagging all the friezes and wrapping large pieces
            of foam rubber around the statues. The bad guys then brought some of these hunks of foam back downstairs, set fire to them,
            and tried to use them as torches. The fumes in that sealed basement must have been awful, not to mention the singed fingers.
            Maybe they got dizzy or even sick. But one thing we know for sure—one of them dropped the keys. Not only that—he dropped the
            keys into one of the 103 plastic tackle boxes that had been on the floor in front of the lockers. We found over four hundred
            cylinder seals left behind in those boxes. So very likely more had been taken. (Later, we would determine just how many.)
            But only inches away from one of the world's great treasures, some genius had screwed the pooch, and the rest of the gang
            had gone nuts in frustration, looking for that string of keys.

         
         
         
         
         For the first time I allowed myself to feel a glimmer of hope. I nodded to the lockers, then asked Nawala, "Are you strong
            enough?"

         
         
         
         
         She took a deep breath and said, "Yes, but we do it together."

         
         
         
         
         "As you wish," I said.

         
         
         
         
         I had made a little joke. As you wish was an expression she used again and again during our time together at the museum. You would have needed a shutter speed of
            about i/8ooth of a second to capture it, but I believe Nawala smiled.

         
         
         
         
         As we stood side by side, I inserted the key into the first lock, turned it, and opened the metal door. Nawala let out a shriek.
            Her knees buckled, but she held her ground.

         
         
         
         
         All the gold and all the silver—more than one hundred thousand pieces—were exactly where they were supposed to be. As were
            the rows upon rows of exquisite cylinder seals, each revealing its delicately carved scene of ancient myths, ritual dances,
            and moments from ordinary life five thousand years ago.

         
         
         
         
         My mouth dry and pulse thumping, I went down the line, opening each locker in turn. All thirty were untouched. Every last
            piece of treasure under lock and key was in its proper place.

         
         
         
         
         Nawala began to sob, her chest heaving with relief. Setting aside, at least for a moment, more than thirteen hundred years
            of Islamic tradition, she also gave me a hug that I thought would break my neck.
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         PATTERN RECOGNITION

         
         

         
         
         
         It is a sin to believe evil of others, 
               but it is seldom a mistake—H. L. Mencken

         
         

         
         
         
         CRIME SCENES CAN tell you a lot about what happened during any outburst of greed or violence. But only if you listen.

         
         
         When we'd arrived two weeks earlier, and I'd seen the infamous hole in the facade of the Children's Museum—the result of a
            single round fired from the 120 mm main gun of a U.S. M1A1 Abrams tank—I began to understand the world-wide condemnation.
            Then I saw the evidence. The tank gunner said that he fired only after someone had fired an RPG, rocket-propelled grenade,
            at him from that building. On the roof, we found a stash of RPGs and, inside, blood splatter whose pattern suggested that
            at least two shooters had been on the third floor when the round hit its mark(s).

         
         
         
         
         
         In the aboveground storage area of the main museum, the damage near a window presented a similar pattern. One round from a
            Bradley fighting vehicle's 25-mm chain gun had penetrated the exterior wall and, according to our later reenactment, missed
            the sniper who had been set up at that spot by about eighteen inches at mid-thigh height.

         
         
         
         
         In a career spent in law enforcement, I have learned that the art of investigation is largely about pattern recognition. The
            process is a pyramid with experience, intelligence (leavened by street smarts), and hard study (legal, forensic, and psychological)
            at its base. The next layer up is where you organize and analyze the raw data to narrow the universe of possibilities. At
            the top is the gut sense that lets you screen out the white noise and recognize the pattern. The gut, or intuition, is what
            lets you see the dots that others don't see. It also lets you connect those dots faster than the bad guys.

         
         
         
         
         Using intuition, however, should never be confused with making assumptions. The former is essential; the latter is nothing
            more than intellectual laziness. Any time you assume, you close off avenues of possibility. Or you open up so many possibilities
            that your investigation swirls into chaos.

         
         
         
         
         That said, intuition will not convict, and inference plays a role only when it is Unking up empirical data to create a convincing
            "theory of the case." That's why investigators must proceed from hard evidence, following Holmes's rational process of eliminating
            possibilities. You begin with the entire universe, and eventually you narrow your focus to specific actions carried out by
            a specific suspect or team of suspects. Value judgments can freeze you, and politics can throw you off the mark. Nothing hinders
            a good investigation more than trying to affix moral labels such as good or bad, right or wrong, to the actions or actors in the mystery you are trying to solve.

         
         
         
         
         Investigators do live in a binary universe, but we use a different calcu­lus: Either you are lying or you are telling the
            truth. Either you did the act or you didn't. Either I can prove it or I can't. The "why" you did it is interesting only to
            the extent that it leads me to you in the first place, provides me with a hook to get you to confess, or allows me to prove
            at trial that you did it. The "why," as in you did it because of the emotional scars from a painful childhood, is an important
            consideration . . . to your therapist. To a good investigator, it is as irrelevant as skin color, religion, gender, sexual
            orientation, or political party.

         
         
         
         
         In April 2003, when we arrived to assess the looting of antiquities from the Iraq Museum, assumptions were rampant. Everyone
            from Baghdad to Bristol had a theory, and moreover, everyone was pissed off. In the polarized atmosphere of the invasion,
            most of what my team of investigators had to go on was misinformation, exaggeration, and spin. The looting was an "inside
            job." It was American soldiers. It was the fifty thousand street criminals that Saddam Hussein had released from prison to
            greet the invaders. And then the theories got really sinister, even paranoid: It was the resident diplomats. It was a worldwide
            conspiracy of Bond Street and Madison Avenue art dealers who had been preparing for a decade, just waiting for another American
            assault.

         
         
         
         
         The most fundamental distortion about the looting, however, was the scope of what had occurred. Launching reporters off into
            the ozone was an initial report that 170,000 items had been stolen—an estimate, we quickly determined, that overshot the mark
            by a factor of more than ten.

         
         
         
         
         But even if the initial press reports had not been so wildly exaggerated, our first task would have remained the same: going
            from room to room, shelf by shelf, trying to determine exactly what had been taken and what remained, all the while searching
            for evidence. This museum for antiquities had an inventory system that was itself an antique, exacerbated by a complex system
            for assigning catalogue numbers that left tens of thousands of recently discovered pieces, essentially, "uncounted."

         
         
         
         
         It was also true that, fearful of anticipated bombing and artillery fire, and with the experiences of the Iran-Iraq War and
            Desert Storm fresh in their memory, the staff had moved certain prized objects to many other locations.

         
         
         
         
         So what was missing, and what was simply someplace else? This city was about as culturally different from my home turf of
            New York as a place could be, and getting a direct answer has proven remarkably difficult.

         
         
         
         
         In civilian life, as an assistant district attorney in Manhattan, I have made it a habit to show up at crime scenes at all
            hours to sit, and watch, and think. At the museum, I would start every morning with my first canteen cup of coffee in hand,
            by walking around the compound for the same purpose. I finished every walk with an equally slow stroll in the galleries, picking
            a different room each time, but always asking a non-English-speaking-member of the museum staff to accompany me inside the
            building. I never wanted to be in the museum unescorted, but I didn't want to have any obligation to carry on a conversation
            either. "We live as we dream—alone," Conrad noted, and I wanted the space to think.

         
         
         
         
         The other guys took their strolls as well, and on one of them, came upon a fire smoldering in the courtyard. Later, when we
            sorted through the unburned fragments, we found Ba'ath Party files and identification cards. Founded by a Syrian Christian,
            Michel Aflaq, in 1944, Ba'athism proclaimed the unity of all Arab speakers. Ba'athists are largely secular, but since 1958,
            when they overthrew Iraq's British-sponsored monarchy and seized power, they have shown a willingness to use Islam as a source
            of solidarity. In Iraq, being—or not being—a party member came to have the same implications as being—or not being—a member
            of the Nazi Party in 1930s Germany, or a member of the Communist Party in the 1950s Soviet Union. Saddam Hussein was there
            at the beginning of Ba'athist rule, but only as a twenty-one-year-old thug and murderer. By 1968, he had worked (killed) his
            way to power, after which he modeled his style of governance on that of his two avowed heroes—Hitler and Stalin.

         
         
         
         
         The fact was that the Iraq Museum was an official agency of the Iraqi government—until two weeks before, synonymous with the
            "Ba'ath Party"—and everyone who worked at the museum had served at the pleasure of Saddam Hussein.

         
         
         
         
         Since May 2003, I have watched my copy of the evidence tape the BBC shot for us that day in the basement with Nawala dozens
            of times, always trying to see a pattern that I may have missed before, always trying to dig a little deeper. One thing that
            stands out is the presence of Nawala's shadowy guardians, the two young Iraqi men with AK-47S darting in and out of the frame.
            Another is her characteristic posture, walking slightly hunched over, wearing her khimar, the Muslim head scarf, and clutching her bag as if someone were going to steal it from her.

         
         
         
         
         Drinking tea every day with museum officials and extending every courtesy might earn their trust, but it was never going to
            sort out the question of each staff member's fundamental loyalty and perhaps shadowy, bloodstained past. The museum staff,
            in truth, were a complex bunch.

         
         
         
         
         Moreover, we had a certain history to overcome. When the Iraqis invaded Kuwait in 1990, Saddam's army looted the Kuwait National
            Museum, packed up almost the entire collection, and trucked it off to Baghdad. After the war, the UN arranged for the looted
            antiquities to be returned; but Kuwaiti officials insist that 20 to 30 percent of their collection missed the bus for the
            trip back home. Moreover, at least one senior museum official in Baghdad was convinced the Americans were now going to confiscate
            the entire Iraq collection and give it either to Kuwait or, just for spite, to Israel.

         
         
         
         
         But looming above all, as the most delicate aspect of this complex investigation, was the fact that it had never "officially"
            been sanctioned through normal channels. It was, in fact, my own improvisation, and a good many people—some in positions of
            authority—had said that it was a harebrained stunt that was going to end my career.

         
         
         
         
         I was in Iraq as the deputy director of the Joint Interagency Coordination Group (JIACG), a counterterrorism investigative
            team—combining the military, FBI, CIA, Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement, Treasury and other agencies in a single
            unit—reporting to U.S. Central Command. Our primary task was to find evidence of terrorist cells, illegal weapons, terrorist
            financing, and other violations of UN Security Council resolutions directed at reining in Saddam Hussein. I had been assigned
            that role as an officer of Marines, with all the standard infantry skills, as well as some counterterrorism experience picked
            up on prior assignments all over the world.

         
         
         
         
         Of course, I also had almost seventeen years as a prosecutor, specializing in homicides and serial violent crimes—what we
            call patterns. As a result, I had the "flesh under the fingernails" routines you see on NYPD Blue down pretty cold. Steam rising from corpses on a winter night and blood-streaked bedrooms in the summer no longer faze me.
            It was actually quite a surprise, then, when I realized just how naive I could be. It wasn't until I came to Baghdad that
            I got to see the real knife work.

         
         

         
         
         
         Baghdad is a city of six million people, with the Tigris meandering across the map from top left to bottom right. The Iraq
            Museum is very much in the heart of things on the western bank of the Tigris, lying on the main road between the nearby central
            train station to the west, the old souq (market) and financial districts (including the Central Bank) across al-Ahrar Bridge
            to the east, and the "main" presidential palace to the south along a bend in the river.

         
         
         
         
         Part of a complex that sits within an eleven-acre walled compound, the museum and its parent organization, the State Board
            of Antiquities and Heritage, consists of three buildings designed in a U-shape and opening south toward the main street (see
            maps). On the left, facing the compound from the street, is the two-story building that houses the public galleries (constructed
            around two central courtyards) and the storage rooms. There are eight storage rooms on three floors: one on the first, two
            on the second, and five in the basement—the latter "for keeping antiquities [safe] in the event of wars and emergencies."
            Straight ahead, at the bottom of the U is a one-story building with the administrative offices and technical sections. To
            the right are the library and auditorium. The Children's Museum, a replica of a Neo-Assyrian gate, is a detached three-story
            building, the one closest to the main street in front with the infamous hole.

         
         
         
         
         Within the compound at the rear of the museum are a garage and a police station that had been turned into a command post,
            complete with tactically prepared military maps for tracking the battle. Scratched onto one of the exterior walls in the back
            we found crude outlines of human forms that Iraqi forces had used for target practice. There are also several residential
            buildings in this rear area.

         
         
         
         
         In front of the museum, across an open courtyard, is the front gate. And across the street from the gate is what was left
            of a Special Republican Guard compound—previously housing Hussein's elite of the elite. The guard shack next to the museum's
            main gate was, by the time we arrived, manned by the U.S. Army Third Infantry Division's Task Force 1-64.

         
         
         
         
         When we took up residence in the museum's library, we came with buckets and mops, ammonia and Clorox. Aware of the Marine
            Corps' penchant for hygiene—we shave in battle, largely because of the discipline it represents and reinforces—Eleanor Roosevelt
            once observed, "The Marines I have seen around the world have the cleanest bodies, the filthiest minds, the highest morale,
            and the lowest morals of any group of animals I have ever seen. Thank God for the United States Marine Corps!"

         
         
         
         
         We had spent the preceding month in the southern Iraqi cities of Umm Qasr and Basra, and had a good idea of what to expect
            in Baghdad. Along with a certain amount of rubble and plumbing and electrical problems, every image of the former president
            of Iraq would have been pissed on. We were not disappointed. Accordingly, this Marine joined other middle-aged investigators
            in swabbing the decks.

         
         
         
         
         After we hauled in our gear, we pushed the display cases perpendicular to the wall to create living space for all fifteen
            men currently in the unit. Senior—known to the Air Force as Senior Master Sergeant Roberto Pineiro, my right-hand man—had
            a small rug to put his feet on beside his rack. Claude, our EMT and computer whiz, had all his electronic toys set up around
            his. Steve and Bud had an array of weapons within arm's reach that would have withstood Armageddon. Me—I had a good light
            for reading.

         
         
         
         
         We parked our electrical generator in front of our door as a barricade. One of our SUVs was always backed up in front of it
            as well, nose pointing out, ready to roll. But more to the point, the engine block provided an extra shield against suicide
            bombers who might drop by. On more routine days, it would also stop bullets.

         
         
         
         
         From the library, the back courtyard was accessible through a covered walkway that did not expose us to snipers or to the
            street. The library's location near the front gate was also favorable because I wanted us to be available when some informant
            at the gate said, "Psst! Psst! Over here." It was not as if we would be like professors holding office hours. I had other reasons for wanting to be closer
            to the gate than the staff was. I didn't really know them yet, and where this regime change would end up was, at this point,
            still anybody's guess.

         
         
         
         
         The library was also a good location for us because, to the best of our knowledge, it was free of bad juju. During violent
            regime change, moving into governmental buildings is usually the best choice in terms of force protection. Such buildings
            have thick walls, the best wiring, and good "standoff" distance—meaning that they are relatively safe from direct-fire, shoulder-launched weapons and improvised explosive devices. They also tend to be empty after invasions.
            But that safety often comes at a price in terms of public perception about the old regime and the new order, bad guys and
            good guys. ORHA (the Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance), soon to be rechristened CPA (the Coalition Provisional
            Authority), had taken up residence at Saddam Hussein's main palace—derisively called "Four-Head" Palace for the four mammoth
            heads of Hussein that sat atop its roof. It may have been a fine location, but it was not necessarily a great symbol in the
            battle for the hearts and minds of the people.

         
         
         
         
         Just inside the museum compound gate there was a garden hose where we took our showers. Of course, shower is a grand term for standing in your cammies (camouflage utility uniforms) and your boots with your shirt off, rinsing your
            head and splashing water under your arms for forty-five seconds. News photographers loved it, but we were concerned that we
            might in some way be offending local sensibilities. So, in time, we relocated our toilette to the rear courtyard where there was also a hose. Some of the guys later set up two water bladders to add a couple of gallons
            of sun-heated water to our list of amenities—but as the boss I always used the cooler water from the hose.

         
         
         
         
         Out of respect for the museum staff, I did not wear body armor inside the compound. I never went anywhere, however—not even
            just leaving the bunk area in the library—without my 9 mm Beretta, concealed if possible. It is "not always easy to put abstractions
            before necessities," as F. Scott Fitzgerald said.

         
         
         
         
         We began our assessment immediately, and there was plenty of damage to assess. Every one of the 120 administrative offices
            in the museum compound had been completely trashed. Files, photographic slides, books, and papers were used to make bonfires
            on the floors. Air conditioners, teapots, computers, telephones, desks, and chairs were either stolen or, more interestingly,
            wantonly destroyed. To the extent that the break-in could be seen as rage against the old regime, this is where it was most
            eloquent. Here, and at the dozens of ransacked presidential palaces we had seen throughout the country.

         
         
         
         
         But amid the raging masses there were also some professional crooks. As the insiders had done in the underground storage area,
            time and again the professionals in the galleries had gone straight for the more valuable items, leaving behind copies and
            the less rare originals. In the public galleries, where the premier items were on display, it was as if they were working
            from a shopping list, filling orders placed in advance from well-heeled dealers and collectors in New York or London or Tokyo.
            There were 451 display cases in the public galleries—of which 450 had been cleaned out. But only 28 had their glass smashed.
            In the only display case where something had been left behind, that something was a complete Neanderthal skeleton, dating
            back forty-five thousand years. Incongruously, even though the grave goods that had once surrounded the skeleton in the display
            were gone, the glass case was intact. If we were to believe what we were told by the staff, the looters had lifted the glass,
            slid it to the side, taken what they wanted, and then put the glass back in place. And yet, even more curiously, the glass
            had no fingerprints or even smudges where prints might have been rubbed clean. Who would have gone to such pains when one
            whack with a hammer would have done the trick?

         
         
         
         
         Here again, the most problematic and pervasive question bubbled up where the complexity of the crime and the complexity of
            the museum staff intersected: Were we getting the straight story? Who was lying to us? And who might be working against us
            from within?

         
         
         
         
         I quickly realized that my initial estimate—three to five days for an assessment of the looting—was ridiculous. Sorting this
            out was going to take more like three to five years.

         
         
         
         
         Shortly after our arrival, I called my boss, Air Force major general Victor E. "Gene" Renuart Jr., head of the Operations
            Directorate at U.S. Central Command. I went up to a protected place on the roofijust above the archway between the library
            and the rear courtyard, where my satellite phone got the best reception. The only catch was that, while speaking, I had to
            lie down flat on my back to avoid presenting a target for snipers.

         
         
         
         
         "Sir, I need more time," I explained. "I propose using the museum as a staging area while we continue to carry out our other
            counterterror­ism missions."

         
         
         
         
         I went on to spell out the advantages. Controlling the traffic in illicit weapons was one of our primary objectives, and we
            had quickly picked up that the people smuggling weapons were the same people smuggling antiquities. Thus, I could make the
            case that by staying on to track down the antiquities, we would be killing two birds with one stone.

         
         
         
         
         He said, "Fine. Do your thing. But keep producing. Don't forget that you're in country to pursue weapons and terrorist financing.
            It's called the global war on terrorism, Matthew."

         
         
         
         
         "Roger that, sir. I won't let you down." Once again, my boss had put his ass on the line for me and this mission. I hung up
            and lay there for a moment. Herodotus had said, "Great things are won by great risks." Well, we were sure as hell taking the
            risks.

         
         
         
         
         With that informal authorization to conduct a real investigation, I then faced my next most pressing issue, the news media.
            Reporters were lined up ten deep, and I was being asked for a dozen interviews every day. It seemed to me that one standard
            for journalism had already been set by Baghdad Bob, aka Comical Ali, the crazed Iraqi minister of information who broadcast
            daily assurances that no U.S. forces had entered Baghdad, even as tanks could be heard rumbling in the background. When we
            walked into the museum, we had walked into a storm of hyperbole and competitive misinformation.

         
         
         
         
         The Independent ran a story about how "not a single pot or display case remained intact," and along with it they ran a photograph showing
            a forlorn-looking museum guard staring at an empty display case. The caption read, "An armed guard surveys the museum's empty
            shelves." Thereafter, virtually every major newspaper in the world ran the same photograph. We later learned that every one
            of the shelves in the photograph had, in fact, been emptied by museum staff, and the artifacts moved before the invasion.

         
         
         
         
         In the Guardian, Eleanor Robson, an Oxford don and a council member of the British School of Archaeology in Iraq, said, "This is a tragedy
            with echoes of past catastrophes: the Mongol sack of Baghdad, and the fifth-century destruction of the library of Alexandria."
            Elsewhere, she brought it closer to home, saying, "The looting of the Iraq Museum is on a par with blowing up Stonehenge or
            ransacking the Bodleian Library."

         
         
         
         
         But she was subdued compared to University of Michigan professor Piotr Michalowski. He told the History News Network, "The
            pillaging of the Baghdad Museum is a tragedy that has no parallel in world history. It is as if the Uffizi, the Louvre, or
            all the museums of Washington, D.C., had been wiped out in one fell swoop."

         
         
         
         
         "Ten thousand years of human history has been erased at a moment" was how Professor John Russell, of the Massachusetts College
            of Art, summed it up on the NewsHour.

         
         
         
         
         But the story became more pointed, and more of a specific black eye for U.S. forces, when the Guardian ran the headline MUSEUM'S TREA­SURES LEFT TO THE MERCY OF LOOTERS, with the subheading "U.S. generals reject plea to protect
            priceless artifacts from vandals."

         
         
         
         
         When we arrived in Baghdad, I could tell an Akkadian from a Babylonian from a Sumerian piece—but probably not much more than
            that. As an undergraduate, I had focused on classical literature and philosophy—Greek as well as Latin. Later, my interests
            expanded to include archaeology, especially Roman, Greek, and Mesopotamian. I also studied the transmission of texts from
            brick, papyri, and parchment, whether written in hieroglyphics, cuneiform, or Greek. This was all a big deal at Columbia,
            where I did my graduate work while pursuing my law degree.

         
         
         
         
         But my first opportunity to go on a real archaeological dig did not come, in fact, until after I had been involved with the
            museum investigation for more than a year. In the summer of 2004,1 was invited to a dig on Yeronisos, a small island off the
            coast of Cyprus. I felt completely at home in that Mediterranean landscape, and in that specific setting, virtually unchanged
            since the time of Christ.

         
         
         
         
         That's also how I felt during the many months I lived at the Iraq Museum. I loved every minute of it there. It did, however,
            take a few days to appreciate fully where I was, and to grasp that the objects I was seeing were not images in an oversized
            art book, but the real thing. One of the first eureka moments was when I came across a black basalt stela from Uruk depicting
            the king as lion hunter—I vaguely remembered that it was the oldest stone carving of its size ever recovered in Iraq and the
            first known attempt at indicating perspective in bas-relief. Another such moment was my first time in the Assyrian galleries—walking
            past intricate, sometimes narrative friezes that were a literal monument to two of ancient Mesopotamia's greatest pastimes:
            massacring their enemies and glorifying the massacres in larger-than-life-size relief.

         
         
         
         
         Maybe fifty meters beyond the wall of the compound was a minaret, and the muezzin up there had a great voice. He would lull us to sleep every night, calling the faithful to prayers. This was, of course, after
            we'd had our MRJis (meals ready to eat) for dinner, then burned the day's excrement in a steel drum out in the courtyard.

         
         
         
         
         The director of research at the Iraq Museum, Dr. Adonia George Youkhanna (known to the world as Donny George, but to me as
            Brother Donny), once told an Australian film crew how he loved to come to the galleries and absorb the antiquities. I know
            precisely what he means. Even when the politics seem brutal or the underlying theology xenophobic and misogynistic, these
            ancient peoples got it right with their artifacts.

         
         
         
         
         In this collection of their handiwork, as perhaps nowhere else, you can trace early human civilization in one unbroken stream.
            It runs from Ur of the Chaldees (the Mesopotamian city where Abraham—patriarch of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—was called away "to a land I will show you") through the Sumerians, to the Akkadians, the Assyrians, the Persians, the
            Greeks, and on into modern times. The timelessness and perfection of this human expression, written in clay and in gold and
            on carnelian and lapis lazuli, was surely what Keats had on his mind when he appealed to that "still unravish'd bride of quiet­ness"
            on his famous Grecian urn.

         
         
         
         
         I have to confess that being surrounded by such magnificence made me feel about the size of a medium shrimp. Even if I manage
            to live a good four score, I know that shrimp-sized is how big my life will be compared to this ocean of history. But it was
            my identification with that history, and with the expansive sensation it affords, that accounts, in part, for why I came to
            the museum in the first place.
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         HECTOR'S GHOST

         
         
         
         
         Never give a sword to a man 
               who can't dance.—Celtic proverb

         
         
         
         
         WHEN I WA S twelve years old, my mother—a waitress—gave me a copy of the Iliad.

         
         
         
         
         My parents had a stormy relationship, loud and sometimes publicly so. Having four boys within three years—all of whom shared
            a single bedroom until I was thirteen—probably didn't help. I'd sometimes go into the closet and read to tune out the shouting,
            leaving the door slightly ajar for light. (I always wanted a flashlight, which is why to this day I give each of my kids a
            flashlight at bedtime.) For me, reading the Iliad and inhabiting Homer's world of heroes, duty, honor, and glorious deaths was the only thing that could turn down the volume
            on domestic discord.

         
         
         
         
         Reading about that world, but most especially about Hector and Achilles challenging each other so valiantly before the walls
            of Troy, pretty much set the course for, and in many cases validated, everything else I've done since. (At fifteen, for instance,
            I was overjoyed to read that Alexander The Great had also slept with the Iliad under his pillow.) In many respects, getting a master's degree in classical studies was just another excuse to read more.
            It was identification with the Bronze Age Greeks and their values that led me to take up boxing, to join the Marines, to become
            a prosecutor. And it was my fascination with history and my appreciation of the Greek concepts of themis (what's right) and arête (excellence for its own sake) that made me want to track down, reclaim, and protect some of the world's oldest and most precious
            antiquities.

         
         
         
         
         There is also the obvious influence of my heritage: Bogdanos is a Greek name. At the age of six, my father's father had left
            his home on the Greek island of Lemnos, in the northeastern Aegean, to become an indentured apprentice in Egypt. He worked
            as a baker in Alexandria, completed his required service, then returned to Lemnos to get my grandmother. Earlier, during one
            of the many Turkish pogroms against the Greeks, her family had been hidden by a neighboring Turkish family. Together, these
            two came to the States. A world-class wresder, my grandfather put aside his athletic dreams to raise four children, and he
            took the only job he could get: short-order cook at the YMCA. We lived with my father's parents for many years in their two-bedroom
            apartment on Seventieth Street in Manhattan, while each of my parents held down two jobs.

         
         
         
         
         When my parents met, my father was a salesman in a music store. He was a huge fan of jazz and blues and loved Miles Davis,
            Louis Armstrong, and the big bands. He had also done a stint in the Marines during the Korean War, but never told his mother
            and father until he had returned to the States. He had a seventh-grade education, but he read two books a week. And like his
            father before him, he could cook Greek and Italian food that made you think you were in the elysian fields. After a string
            of jobs, including disc jockey, dishwasher, bartender, and chef, he eventually opened up his own restaurant, and then two
            more.

         
         
         
         
         The driving force in the family, though, was my mother. An American of French descent, she was a high school graduate, an
            Anglophile, and also a bookaholic. When she wasn't working—which wasn't often—she was always taking classes in French, drafting,
            dance, and art history. Ultimately, my parents divorced when I was nineteen, but before that they had separated half a dozen
            times—often for six months at a clip. They should probably have split up when I was two, but like many of their generation,
            they stayed together for the kids.

         
         
         
         
         "The kids" included my twin brother, Mark, and my younger brothers, Konstantine (Deno) and David. None of them went to college,
            but they can quote Shakespeare at length, make a three-course dinner for six on two hours' notice, and bluff you out of the
            game with nothing more than a pair of deuces. I also strongly recommend not getting into a fight with any one of them.

         
         
         
         
         "Home" was a fifty-seat place on Twenty-sixth Street and Third Avenue in Manhattan called Deno's. My father's name is Konstantine,
            pronounced kostandenos in Greek; hence Deno. Dad cooked, Mom waited tables, and from the time we were seven, each of us worked in a succession of jobs from drying silverware
            and busing tables to washing dishes and peeling shrimp—I still remember with pride the day my dad told me that, at eleven,
            I was now big enough to peel shrimp. (If you peeled it wrong, you ruined the shrimp and we couldn't afford that.) All of our
            meals were eaten in the restaurant. Dinner was usually the mistakes: if a customer changed his mind and didn't want the moussaka,
            no problem: one of us would eat it. But no more than two of us could ever eat at the same time. Even so, no matter how busy
            we were or how packed the restaurant, table #1 was for homework. Anyone willing to help us with our spelling or arithmetic
            could get a free glass of wine or a piece of baklava. More than twenty years later, during a trial, Shirley Levitan, the four-foot-something
            former French Resistance partisan and legendary New York judge, took obvious pleasure in saying to me—in front of the jury,
            of course—"I taught you math when you were eight. You were a precocious brat then, and you're a precocious brat now. Objection
            overruled!"

         
         
         
         
         Whatever lessons I didn't learn from the Iliad, I learned from my mom and dad in the restaurant. All were the kind that would serve me well in Afghanistan and Iraq. Keep
            your eyes open: Who's ready to order, who needs deciding? Pay attention to body language: Who is ready for dessert, who is
            in a hurry and needs the check? Anticipate future actions based on past experience: Who had the souvlaki last time and wanted
            extra peppers, who likes the feta on the side? Particularly applicable to my handling of the museum investigation, they insisted
            that each of the four boys know how to do every job in the restaurant—from dishwasher to chef—not only to be able to fill
            in when someone called in sick, but to show everyone that the boss's kids, and by extension the boss, got his hands dirty
            right alongside the guy who mops the floor.

         
         
         
         
         I learned other lessons in between rush hours. Once when I was interviewing a police officer who looked familiar, he started
            to laugh. He had just remembered that I was the kid whose dad—in kitchen whites—used to teach him how to play stickball in
            front of the restaurant between the lunch and dinner shifts. No matter how busy we were or how tired he was, my father always
            found the hours in the day to spend time with us. The restaurant is also where I learned that mission comes first: one busy
            Friday night I had just finished checking the order against the dupe (the duplicate, white part of the check the kitchen uses
            to make the order). Hurrying to place the dupe on the spindle, I slammed down my palm and saw the steel spike protruding from
            the back of my hand. From the kitchen, my dad reached over the counter, pulled out the spindle, and, moving my wrist away
            from the food, poured Clorox into the hole. Before the pain could even register, he kissed my hand and said, "Table thirteen
            is waiting for their dinner." Picking up the plates with my other hand, I turned to my mother for sympathy. She kissed me
            on the forehead, then said, "Table thirteen also needs water."

         
         
         
         
         The music in the restaurant was loo percent Greek, but the music in our apartment was ioo percent Broadway show tunes. As
            kids, we could recite the lyrics to every song from My Fair Lady, Guys and Dolls, and The Music Man. And once the customers left, we would waltz with my mother to "Shall We Dance" from The King and I. I've continued the tradition. A Chorus Line, Camelot, 1776, Pippin, and City of Angels are playing in my apartment all the time. My oldest daughter (aged five) can sing "I Could Have Danced All Night"; my oldest
            son (aged six) loves "Hi-Lili Hi-Lo" and "They're Playing My Song."

         
         
         
         
         Exasperated with four boys who were fighting all the time—and not just among ourselves, but down the street and at school—my
            parents sent us to Don Bosco, a parochial high school over the George Washington Bridge in New Jersey. They sent us there
            for the structure and the discipline. They also sent Us there to learn, but only for the sake of learning itself, never as
            a means to an end. Books were precious and beautiful, but it never occurred to us that they were a way to get into a good
            college and become a big deal in life.

         
         
         
         
         When my twin brother and I graduated from Don Bosco—as usual, Mark beat me out, I think he was fourth in the class and I was
            fifth or sixth—we were the only kids who didn't go to college. When the college recruiters had come to the campus, we didn't
            even meet with them. What for? To us, education was reading, and reading was personal, something you did every spare moment
            of every day, all your life, and not just for four years in some youth ghetto cordoned off by pizza joints.

         
         
         
         
         For my first two years out of high school, I continued to work in the restaurant—but now, like my mom and dad, pulling double
            shifts. I had a fifth-floor walk-up on Thirtieth and Third, and my father set out to show me that I didn't really want to
            be in the business. He didn't want me to be his age and working over a grill eighteen hours a day just to stay afloat. At
            that time, he had three restaurants side by side. He gave the Greek place to me to run, and he gave Mark the Italian one.
            Sure enough, I was sleeping on the tables after closing because there was no point walking the four blocks to my apartment
            only to turn around and come back. My father wanted something "better" for me. He didn't have a concrete plan—to him, anything
            was better than this.

         
         
         
         
         I wanted better things too. I wanted to tend bar, meet more girls, and become a boxer—the best.

         
         
         
         
         The first time I walked into Gleason's Gym at Thirtieth Street and Eighth Avenue, I was seventeen. Inside the doorway was
            a sign that read:
         


         

         
         
         
         Let him who has courage and a strong and collected spirit in his breast, step forward, lace on the gloves, and put up his hands.         


         
         
         
         
         Virgil in a boxing gym? I knew I was in the right place. But five seconds later, I began to have my doubts.

         
         
         
         
         Sammy Morgan had to have been in his seventies by this time. His nose moved as he walked, and he couldn't bend any of his
            fingers because of boxing arthritis. The first thing he said to me was, "Ah, you're no good, kid, you're a friggin' white
            kid, look at your nose, it ain't never been broke, you never done any boxin'." But then he relented and said, "Okay, okay
            . . . be here tomorrow at five o'clock."

         
         
         
         
         Sammy was the cliche old broken-down fighter out of Damon Runyon—newsboy cap and everything. He lived alone in the Bronx with
            his ten dogs, and he closed up the gym every night. Whatever he once was, when I met him, he was the janitor. He cleaned up
            in the late afternoon, when I would go in between the lunch and dinner shifts.

         
         
         
         
         When he started training me, he put me in the far corner of the gym away from the other fighters and made me shadowbox from
            one end of that gym to the other, throwing nothing but left jabs. Thousands of them. I was working days and nights, but from
            five o'clock to seven o'clock, six days a week, I was at Gleason's, going up and down the gym floor with the left. After a
            few weeks, Sammy let me use the right hand. Some serious fighters, even world champions, worked out at Gleason's— Roberto
            Duran and Wilfredo Benitez, among others. One time I saw Benitez do this little bob of the head. So I tried it and Sammy came
            running over out of nowhere. "You no good son of a bitch, what did you just do? I told you to stick with the jab, the jab.
            Don't ever do that again. I'll tell you when to do that!"

         
         
         
         
         He stood back, shaking his head in disgust.

         
         
         
         
         "You got a halfway decent jab, kid, but how the hell'm I gonna do anything with you if you don't listen. Don't do nothin'
            fancy. You're killin' me with that fancy garbage."

         
         
         
         
         Then he started in on my footwork.

         
         
         
         
         "Go dance with them fairies, kid. They got good footwork."

         
         
         
         
         So I did—to become a better boxer, I started taking ballet. Truth be told, I loved it.

         
         
         
         
         In all the years we were together, spanning about a decade, I don't think I ever heard Sammy say a kind word to me. This includes
            the times I came back to train with him while in law school in New York and again later when home on leave from the Marines.
            It just wasn't his style. But the first time I ever knocked anyone down in the ring with a left hook, I was so excited I didn't
            know what to do. Jumping up and down, I looked over to my corner and there was Sammy, smiling so hard that you could see every
            cracked tooth. Later that week, I heard Sammy tell another trainer how "my kid done all right in his fight."

         
         
         
         
         I wasn't there the day Sammy died. I don't think anyone was. And it's been more than two decades since he last chewed me out.
            But to this day, I can still hear his voice whenever I try to be too fancy.

         
         
         
         
         I've had twenty-six fights in my career—and I still fight once a year for the New York City Police Department Widows and Orphans
            Fund. I have zero talent for boxing, but thanks to Sammy I've got the fundamentals down cold, and somehow I've managed a 23-3
            record as a 160pound middleweight—including 4-1 since my fortieth birthday. The three losses? They weren't even close. In
            one of them, I was knocked down five times in three rounds, but got up every time and finished the fight, albeit with a broken
            nose, swollen-shut eye, and a concussion. I finished the fight on my feet. I've finished every fight I've ever had on my feet.
            Things like that matter to a pug like me.

         
         
         
         
         But boxing has always been more than a way to let off steam, or to channel youthful, somewhat chaotic ambitions. After years
            of boxing, the strategic and instinctive aspects of warfare come naturally to me. Once I got into a combat zone, I did not
            have to relearn innate skills.

         
         
         
         
         During my late teens, I still had no intention of going to college, but I did take an accounting course at a community college
            as a way of saving money at the restaurant. After all, why pay an accountant if you can do the books yourself?

         
         
         
         
         Then one Friday night in January 1976, after I'd been out of high school for about two years, I was out drinking in an Irish
            pub on Third Avenue with some old football buddies from high school.

         
         
         
         
         After a while, one of the guys—he had been a pretty good lineman, but clearly he wasn't going anywhere based on brains—stroked
            the side of his beer and said, "You know, I'm thinking of joining the Marines."

         
         
         
         
         This from a guy who could barely remember his jockstrap, but suddenly, everyone was looking at him with respect. From all
            around the table, I heard a slightly drunken "Wow."

         
         
         
         
         I looked at my buddies, appalled. All he said was that he was thinking about it. So I said, "I could do the Marines." Everybody instantly looked over at me, but just with their eyes. Nobody moved
            his head. I added, "My dad was a Marine." Then they all gave me the eye roll that said, "Yeah, sure." I was a boxer and a
            defensive back, but I was five foot seven, not likely to be up for the John Wayne part in Sands of Iwojima.

         
         
         
         
         "Please, we're talking the Marines here," somebody said. So the next morning, for reasons I don't entirely remember, I showed up at the recruiter's office. I've
            seen those forms. I was still so hammered that my signature missed the line. I took all the standardized tests. Then I came
            back a week later to talk about my results.

         
         
         
         
         "I'm not taking you," the recruiter said. I was devastated. "I'm not signing you up because you're going to college." I stared
            at him, not really understanding what he was saying. "You should be an officer. Officers have to go to college. So, go get
            accepted to college and I'll take you in the officer program."

         
         
         
         
         I had never thought about going to college. It wasn't that we did or didn't have enough money, the question was simply never
            asked in my family; it simply wasn't in our frame of reference. We didn't know anything about doctors or lawyers or judges.
            To us, a lawyer was a guy who came in wearing a suit and ordered the most expensive thing on the menu (at the Greek restaurant,
            that would've been the shish kebab and the lamb chops; at the Italian restaurant, setting aside the question of why anyone
            would order steak at an Italian restaurant, it was the sliced steak). These kinds of careers didn't mean anything to me. I
            had no idea what these people did.

         
         
         
         
         Smart kids in hard-luck places often view college as a way out, but I didn't want out. My life was the restaurant, boxing,
            reading, and girls, and that was just fine with me. But I did want to join the Marines, and this was the only way the recruiter
            would take me. I went to the bookstore and I picked up the Barron's Profiles of American Colleges. When we were kids, my mother would get us the Sears catalogue each year so that we could go through it and then write Santa
            Claus about what we wanted for Christmas. That's the way I felt looking at Barron's. I stayed up all night and made a list of the things I wanted in a school.

         
         
         
         
         I did not know about majors, certainly nothing about the concept of a Classics Department. But I knew I wanted to study Alexander
            and Aristotle. I also wanted to be close to my family, three hours' drive at the most. I once knew a girl who lived 180 miles
            away, and the three-hour drive wasn't so bad. So I took out a map and a compass and I drew a circle with a 180-mile radius
            around the New York metro area. And it had to have an enrollment between three thousand and five thousand. I have no idea
            why, it just felt right—one thousand a class, plus or minus. And I wanted them to have a football team. It should not be in
            a city, and it had to have average SAT scores above 1200. The only school that met all those criteria was Bucknell.

         
         
         
         
         The reason I wanted a smaller town was not so much an attempt to escape New York but an attempt to replicate Don Bosco. I
            wanted to read and play sports the way I'd done there. Don Bosco had been a fantasy world for me, and I often learned more
            after school than I did in the classroom. The brothers would give me books to read outside class. For detention, which I suffered
            often, and always for fighting, one of the Salesians, Brother Paul, used memorization as punishment. Before you could leave,
            you had to memorize and declaim a poem or literary passage. I started challenging him to find longer and longer pieces, and
            soon I was stopping by his classroom after school even when I wasn't on detention. He favored Kipling, Browning, Whitman,
            and Shakespeare, and I can still recite most of those. The Salesians also taught me how to study and made me realize that
            I did well in a highly structured environment.

         
         
         
         
         I spent the rest of that weekend completing my college application. The only problem was that this was six weeks after the
            deadline. Ultimately, I got in because I wrote a letter to the president of the college. I don't really remember much about
            it, except pontificating about the artificiality of deadlines and quoting Homer and Alexander. I got a letter back a week
            later saying, "You win."

         
         
         
         
         I entered Bucknell in September of 1976. As promised, I was allowed to enter the officer program a few months later, on January
            15, 1977.

         
         
         
         
         Bucknell, of course, is a private school, expensive, and my family ran a couple of mom-and-pop restaurants. Fortunately, my
            father had for years hosted a Friday-night poker game, frequented primarily by members of the city's finest, some of whom
            love to gamble.

         
         
         
         
         We were in the Thirteenth Precinct, and the place was cop-friendly. (Once when I was a kid, a certain now-well-known police
            official was a rookie cop and broke the sink in our restroom with a female officer.) No one in uniform ever got a check, but
            no cop ever hurt us by ordering shrimp, steak, or lamb. A rookie might have, but then his partner would have explained. And,
            unlike lawyers, cops were great tippers, even when they came in off-duty and got a full check.

         
         
         
         
         My dad would close up around midnight, and the game would start as soon as the last customer left. This was a friendly, but
            serious, card game. No one ever got skinned, but you could win $500. Everyone was good. No turkeys, no chickens for plucking.

         
         
         
         
         I used to serve them coffee, sandwiches, and baklava throughout the night. I got a cut out of every pot—a dollar for the house.
            In the course of a night, three hundred hands, that's $300—say $150 goes for food and coffee (nobody ever drank at that table)
            and the rest was a tip for me. By the time I was in my early teens, they were dealing me in. More important still, I learned
            to count cards. And at eighteen, my brother Mark and I started going to Atlantic City every couple of weeks. Going to the
            casinos was a cold-blooded business proposition. We would pool our money, taking $500 to $1,000 apiece. We would always sit
            at the $25 table, and we would play for a specified number of hours. Sometimes we lost, but more often we won, and Mark and
            I split everything, fifty-fifty.

         
         
         
         
         We played blackjack. We had a simple plus/minus system of card counting, and I would memorize all the probabilities. One night,
            we won $16,000.

         
         
         
         
         At that time, tuition was $5,000 a semester, which meant I didn't have to work while I was at Bucknell. Still, holidays and
            every summer I waited tables in the restaurant.

         
         
         
         
         I boxed, I played football (I was a walk-on defensive back), and I studied classics and philosophy. I also joined Sigma Chi
            with the rest of the football team and learned that the thick-necked jocks were also among the smartest, hardest working,
            and most compassionate members of the student body. But not all of them. Freshman year, some guys with too much testosterone
            and not enough maturity started pushing me around on the basketball court. One of the bigger guys shoved me pretty hard, and
            I used the clean left hook that Sammy had taught me, leaving my feet to reach his jaw. I broke it just below his ear, and
            after that, I never had a problem. This was fortunate, because not long afterwards, a lady came into the weight room and said,
            "How many of you muscle-bound young men would like to spend an hour a day lifting up beautiful young women?" I looked around
            sheepishly, then said, "Sure, I'll do it."

         
         
         
         
         "It" was ballet class and she needed male dancers for her pas de deux. After the first class, she pulled me aside and said,
            "You've done this before, haven't you?" I said, "Yes, ma'am." Thanks to Sammy Morgan, I had taken ballet classes to improve
            my footwork.

         
         
         
         
         She said, "Don't worry, I won't tell anybody."

         
         
         
         
         Only Nixon could go to China, and I guess only a boxer could do ballet.

         
         
         
         
         But, in fact, I enjoyed dancing so much that I gave up playing football. I mean, there really are only so many hours in the
            day, and "play­ing" in my case should be understood as being the tackling dummy in practice and sitting on the bench during
            games. While I got a kick out of football, boxing was my passion. So my last two years of college were all about boxing and
            classics and dance.

         
         
         
         
         After graduation, I was commissioned an officer in the Marines and, at the insistence of my commanding officer, went to law
            school and graduate school (both at Columbia University) while on active duty. Then I did a three-year tour as a judge advocate,
            popularly known as a JAG, before being appointed a Special Assistant United States Attorney for my last year.

         
         
         
         
         Growing up as I did, where I did, just about all you were allowed to talk about among the guys were sports and girls. So I
            always felt a little out of it that I was also interested in things like dance and theater and good books. The split or contrast
            perplexed me, until I read The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche's exploration of the interplay between the Dionysian and the Apollonian. He showed me that two seemingly irreconcilable
            forces can actually form a more coherent whole. It was confirmation that I wasn't crazy. You can actually do all these different
            things and they merge and form a synthesis. They might even leverage one another. As Nietzsche sees it, balance is not striving
            to achieve the Aristotelian Golden Mean. In fact, like Alexander before him, he despised the middle road as mediocrity, and
            in many ways I share his dislike of moderation. For me, anything worth doing is worth overdoing, and balance means overdoing
            everything equally. "A man's reach," I can still hear Brother Paul quoting Browning, "should exceed his grasp, or what's a
            heaven for?"

         
         
         
         
         The place where all these influences came together was at the restaurant. Every Friday night from the time I was fourteen,
            my father and my brothers and I did a whole set of Greek dances for each sitting—roughly at eight, at ten, and at twelve.
            I was the waiter, and Mark and my father were in two different kitchens. So they would have to coordinate to make sure that
            all the orders got out.

         
         
         
         
         We would start out together, the three of us, dancing a slow, arm-in­arm sailors' dance, a Syrtaki or a Hasapiko. Then we
            would each do a Zeimbekiko, a solo dance with echoes in Greek warrior culture. Always my father, Mark, and then I—in order
            of age. Then we would do the fast Zorba's dance, which I would finish off up on the table. I did this until the time that
            I was in the DA's office, often going to the restaurant after a particularly tough case and teaching my fellow prosecutors
            how to dance.

         
         
         
         
         In Zorba the Greek, Kazantzakis wrote, "Every minute death was dying and being reborn, just like life. For thousands of years young girls and
            boys have danced beneath the tender foliage of the trees in spring—beneath the poplars, firs, oaks, planes, and slender palms—and
            they will go on dancing for thousands more years, their faces consumed with desire. Faces change, crumble, return to earth;
            but others rise to take their place. There is only one dancer, but he has a thousand masks. He is always twenty. He is immortal."

         
         
         
         
         So dancing is kind of a Greek way of saying what Keats was saying in his "Ode on a Grecian Urn." It's that same appreciation
            for timelessness that you get walking through the Iraq Museum or the British Museum or the Oriental Institute at the University
            of Chicago. That life is short, but art is long. Understanding that begins to explain why I went to Baghdad to recover the
            lost antiquities. But there are other, far more immediate reasons why I was in a war zone in the first place.
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