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ike part of a macabre parade, Lance Corporal David Edge jogged behind a five-

ton truck as it moved down a nameless Fallujah street.  The truck spewed hot 

black smoke from its tailpipe and into EdgeÕs sweating face.  He coughed but 

kept his M-16 pointed outward; the shooting could start any second. 

 EdgeÕs unit had been on dozens of these missions before.  The program was simple:  

go down the road until insurgents shoot at you.  Then kill them. 

 The first time heÕd been in combat, heÕd shaken like a sick cat.  HeÕd hardly fired his 

weapon and had been relieved nobody in his platoon had noticed.  Since then, he just got 

pissed the Iraqis had the audacity to shoot at all.   

 Around him, 30 other Marines waved their guns and yelled at Iraqi men lining the 

sidewalks.  The Iraqis wore an odd assortment of clothing, as if they had rummaged through 

a thrift store together.  Some had on jeans and red or green polo shirts that wouldÕve looked 

natural on EdgeÕs civilian buddies who were in college.  Others, wearing immaculate white 

dress shirts and suit pants, resembled yuppies ready to put in 10 hours at the office on a 

Saturday.  Many were dressed in traditional white gowns that combined with their sun-

darkened skin to create the appearance of scorched angels.  

 No matter how they were dressed, the Iraqi men wore the same expression.  It was a 

look that combined exhaustion, fury, and reproach.   

 Edge hoped he and the other Marines appeared intimidating, like something out of 

the Matrix or Terminator movies.  He carried more than 70 pounds of equipment, including 

Kevlar body armor covering his chest and back.  This gnawed at his waist and armpits every 
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time he moved.  He also had a radio; grenades strapped to his fatigues like bandoliers across 

a pirateÕs chest; a serrated knife; a canteen; and extra magazines of ammo shoved into every 

available pouch.  His helmet sat awkwardly, like a newspaper hat perched on a six year oldÕs 

head. 

 The smells of gasoline, sweat, and garbage battled for dominance in his nose, which 

ran like a leaky spigot because of an as yet unidentified infection heÕd contracted three 

months ago.  The reek of the garbage was the worst.  Once, the Americans had offered to 

carry trash to an incinerator outside the city, but the Iraqis preferred to leave it in the streets.  

The message couldnÕt have been clearer:  weÕd rather live in our own filth than accept help 

from you.   

 Of course, the heat made the smell worse.  It made everything worse.  Having grown 

up on a Mississippi farm, Edge knew heat.  His oil drum-shaped chest, rippling arms, and 

high cheeks were dark as cherry varnish from spending summers working outside.  HeÕd 

thought nothing of laboring all day tossing watermelons into trucks, wrapping butterbean 

lines around string, and clearing dead corn stalks.  The heat in Iraq was different, though.  It 

got inside you.  It roasted not just your skin, but your guts. 

 And the sand.  Even in the city, sand got into your clothes, your eyes, the secret 

crevices of your body.  Edge coughed and spat something gritty and brown onto the street.   

 Beside him, Lance Corporal Pablo Rivera wiped his face with a handkerchief that 

heÕd somehow kept clean.  Rivera had a thin mustache resembling a grease smudge.  HeÕd 

been sworn in as a U.S. citizen before shipping to Iraq and was the fiercest Marine in the 

platoon.  He carried a squad automatic weapon (or ÒSAWÓ), a light machine gun that could 

slice through human flesh like a butcher knife carving soft tenderloin.  Rivera became savage 



 
 

when under fire, and Edge had nightmares in which Rivera aimed the SAW at him in the 

confusion of battle. 

 The sound of moaning filled the air.  It was a terrible, phantom sound.  As if the 

tired, bitter spirit of the city hovered over them. 

 ÒWhatÕs that?Ó asked Corporal Bruce Barrett, a gangly twenty-one year old, whoÕd 

recently transferred to EdgeÕs platoon.  HeÕd had an upbringing similar to EdgeÕs, and the 

two quickly became battle buddies.  They were responsible for keeping each other alive. 

 The heat, dirt, and sweat of Fallujah had decimated BarrettÕs already oily complexion 

so that shiny red bumps covered his face.  It was damn unfair a guy with skin like BarrettÕs 

had to fight in the desert. 

 Jabar, an Iraqi-American whoÕd grown up in California and had enlisted after 9/11, 

pointed to his right.  ÒThereÕs a mosque a few blocks over.  Imam Khalil is calling out the 

insurgents to attack us.Ó  Jabar was a human exploitation officer, a dubious term that, among 

other things, meant he tried to persuade the Iraqis to cooperate with the Marines.  

Everybody called him ÒSharkmanÓ because of his jagged front teeth.   

 ÒYeah, the men are leaving the street,Ó Rivera said.  All around them, Iraqis melted 

away like ghosts disappearing with the morning light.  They slipped into brown concrete 

homes and dilapidated shops that wouldÕve looked in place in a Baltimore or Detroit ghetto.  

The clicking of dozens of locks and the clanking of countless chains echoed across the 

street. 

 ÒDonÕt bunch up around the vehicles,Ó cautioned Lieutenant Pierce, a black man 

whose frigid gaze seemed to peer through everything it swept across.  A natural Marine, 

Pierce had played linebacker in college.  His lean body was made for inflicting pain.   

 ÒLieutenant, look at this,Ó Rivera said.   



 
 

 Edge turned in the direction in which Rivera nodded.  A group of Iraqi boys had 

come running around a corner.  They were between the ages of five and ten, and resembled 

a feral pack of cub scouts on patrol.  Some pretended to shoot the Marines.  Others held 

aloft tiny middle fingers.  Edge raised his M-16 and took aim.   

 Part of him knew this was the wrong response, but another part whispered that these 

werenÕt kids at all.  They were evil dwarves with leering yellow eyes and missing teeth, and 

would grow up to kill Marines. 

 When yelling and shooing had no effect, Rivera tossed a flashbang grenade in the 

kidsÕ direction.  The grenade was harmless, but made a thunderous boom and gave off a 

fierce white light.  The kids turned and ran as if a recess bell had rung.  The taste of burnt 

powder coated the inside of EdgeÕs dry mouth.   

 The last kid disappeared back around the corner, and he lowered his gun.  Barrett 

stared at him.  Only then did Edge realize how badly his gun shook--like a tree limb in a 

breeze.   

 ÒYou need to stand down,Ó Barrett whispered. 

 Edge remembered a presentation given by a civilian counter-insurgency expert whoÕd 

come to his base before he shipped out.  The woman, whose glasses had hung from cords 

around her neck, had spoken in a robotic voice as she read from PowerPoint slides.  

Occasionally, her gaze darted to the ceiling fans whirling above the MarinesÕ heads; she 

hadnÕt looked them in the eyes. 

 ÒDehumanizing the enemy is a common survival technique under duress,Ó sheÕd 

said.  ÒIt is also an early warning sign of psychosis.Ó 



 
 

 Edge didnÕt have long to contemplate his mental state.  The air suddenly crackled 

and hissed, as if fireworks were going off everywhere.  Tracers streaked by like lightning 

bugs flying at ridiculous speed.  The damn kids had been spotters.  The battle had started. 

 

 He ran to the side of the street and squatted next to Barrett, who crouched by a wall 

lining the sidewalk.  Edge didnÕt want to get too close to the wall.  The wall was dangerous.  

Bullets hitting it would make tiny clouds like eraser dust, allowing insurgents to walk their 

fire right into the Marines.  Besides, bullets tended to ride walls as if coming down cannon 

barrels. 

 The platoonÕs Humvees and trucks backed up to seek cover, swerving like remote 

control cars in the hands of a jittery kid on Christmas morning.  The smells of burning 

rubber and hot metal coated the air.  Flying dirt and mortar chips bit into EdgeÕs skin with a 

sharpness like wasp stings.  His knee ached from where it rested on rough concrete. 

 He looked around.  Where was Rivera and that goddamn SAW?  There he was:  

across the street with Phils, a Delta medic whose porn star mustache and floppy hair 

guaranteed nobody would mistake him for a Marine.  Delta operators went wherever the 

fighting was fiercest in Iraq, and Edge and Barrett had agreed that they could expect heavy 

action once Phils had attached himself to their platoon.  Phils winked at Edge before firing a 

burst from his M-4 carbine at an apartment building two blocks up.   

 Soon Barrett and Edge were in a steady rhythm, taking turns emptying magazines at 

the apartment balcony from which tracers were coming, and covering for one another while 

reloading.  They would have made a good team in a bottling plant, Edge thought.  Working 

in perfect tandem to catch the bottles and stack them in crates as soon as they came off the 

assembly line. 



 
 

 ÒSame old shit,Ó Rivera shouted from across the street.   

 Edge nodded.   This engagement was following the usual pattern.  A few hardened 

insurgents had taken up a position in a civilian area to guarantee that, no matter how the 

battle concluded, the day would end with an Al Arabiya or Al Jazeera news feature 

condemning American brutality.  Meanwhile, every teenage boy within sniper-range was 

grabbing the AK-47 kept in his familyÕs home and rushing to take a few long-distance shots 

at the Americans.  Later, the little punks would meet at cafŽs and brag about their courage. 

 As if summoned from EdgeÕs thoughts, a slender Iraqi youth popped out from 

behind a white Ford Escort parked in front of the apartment complex.  Without aiming, the 

boy fired an AK-47 from his hip.  He turned to dive behind the car, but Barrett put three 

rounds into his back before he took a step.  The youth stumbled past the car and 

disappeared into an alley. 

 Edge never could get used to how men didnÕt go down when shot.  It wasnÕt like the 

movies, where a villain dropped like a marionette with severed strings.  Hell, you could put 

four or five rounds in somebodyÕs gut, and theyÕd crawl off to some lonely corner to bleed 

to death like a dog dragging itself under a house to die. 

 The fire was more intense now.  Bullets hissed from all directions.  A rocket 

propelled grenade zipped past.  It reminded Edge of the bottle rockets Dad used to shoot on 

muggy Fourth of July evenings while a white moon climbed over the dark, skeletal pine trees 

surrounding their fields.  What were Mom and Dad doing now?   

 He shook his head.  He had to focus, which would be easier without all the noise.  

No matter how many gunfights he was in, he still hated the noise.  It was as if powerful 

hands squeezed his ears.  The SAW, which Rivera held directly in line with EdgeÕs left ear, 



 
 

was the worst.  Whenever Rivera pulled the trigger, a rattle erupted that blanketed the 

sounds of BarrettÕs and EdgeÕs M-16s. 

 Muzzle flashes winked from a darkened house 10 feet to EdgeÕs right.  It looked like 

a strobe light going off in one of the clubs heÕd frequented outside Camp Pendleton before 

his deployment.  Dust clouds rose from the asphalt as the shooter in the house found his 

range.  The clouds reached Rivera's leg, and he fell backwards onto the ground.  It looked as 

if a ghost had crept up on Rivera and kicked his leg out from under him. 

 ÒGoddammit, IÕm hit!Ó  Rivera grabbed his thigh.  Blood spurted from it like water 

from a yard sprinkler.   

 In unison, Barrett and Edge turned their M-16s on the house.  They each emptied a 

magazine through the barred front window. 

 Phils and Pierce squatted over Rivera.  ÒGet up and fight,Ó Pierce said.  ÒYou ainÕt 

hurt.Ó 

 ÒFuck you!  IÕm bleeding out!Ó Rivera screamed.  It was a terrible sound.  It was like 

the noises Edge had heard as a boy, when heÕd ridden his bicycle past the meat packing plant 

near his familyÕs farm.  The sounds had come from hogs waiting to be electrocuted and to 

have their throats slit. 

 Phils slipped an inflatable pressure bandage resembling a sports brace over RiveraÕs 

leg.  ÒThe woundÕs too close to his femoral artery,Ó Phils said.  His voice was as flat as a 

desert highway.  ÒHe needs a medivac.Ó 

 ÒI copy,Ó Pierce said.  ÒIn the meantime, weÕre outgunned, and this cocksucker is 

going to fight like a goddamn Marine.  Get your weapon up, Rivera.Ó 



 
 

 Barrett and Edge fired at the apartment building to cover Rivera while he rolled over.  

He leaned against Phils and raised the SAW.  His expression contained all the hurt and fury a 

face could show.  ÒFuck! Fuck! Fuck!Ó 

 Muzzle flashes again came from the house to EdgeÕs right.  Phils dropped his  

M-4, cursed, and tucked his wounded right hand under his left arm.   

 ÒGive me fire on that house!Ó Edge yelled to Barrett.  Without waiting for a 

response, he got to his feet, charged through an opening in the cement wall, and threw 

himself against the house.  He pulled a grenade from his chest and lobbed it through the 

barred window.  Seconds later, a concussive blast caused the house to shiver like a living 

thing prodded with a stick.  Edge rose and kicked in the front door. 

 In front of him was a typical Fallujah floor plan.  He was in a perfectly square foyer.  

To his left, cement steps led upstairs.  To his right, a den contained a smoking brown couch 

turned over on its front and pressed to the window.  Its fabric contained countless rips from 

where the grenade had exploded, as if a wild beast had shredded it.  Two mattresses 

contained dark stains that Edge didnÕt want to identify.   

 Behind this room would be a filthy kitchen and a shithole used as a bathroom.  But 

where was the insurgent whoÕd shot Rivera? 

 Outside, gunshots sounded like a Chinese New YearÕs parade going down the street.  

A heavy machine gun fired.  That meant theyÕd finally gotten the Humvees in position to 

aim their turret guns at the apartment building.  About time. 

 Barrett stepped into the house.  ÒReady to clear?Ó 

 Edge nodded.  He swiveled his gun in front of him and moved forward.  

 As soon as he entered the den, a clap from the kitchen told him the insurgent had 

gone out the back door.  Edge ran past a rusted metal sink and a plastic yellow card table 



 
 

missing a leg, and raced out of the house.  A young Arab man in black ninja pajamas and a 

red and white checkered headdress darted into an alley.  An AK-47 dangled from his arm.   

 Edge made it halfway across the street before someone opened fire.  He turned and 

glimpsed Barrett diving back into the house.  Bullets ricocheted off the back steps and cast 

sparks like a welding torch.  If Edge tried to reach the house, the shooter would pick his 

body to pieces like a kid ripping apart a paper doll.  He turned towards the alley the 

insurgent had taken, and moved with a speed his high school track coach wouldÕve believed 

impossible. 

 He rounded a corner and dropped to a knee.  The smell of garbage was worse on 

this street.  There was something else too.  Something like the inside of the chicken coop 

theyÕd had on the farm.   

 The alley was narrow, with massive concrete blockhouses on each side.  Stone walls, 

higher than the ones on the road where his platoon was fighting, indicated that BaÕath Party 

officials had lived on this street during SaddamÕs regime.  Hell had its gated communities 

too. 

 Then he noticed the blood trail. 

 

 Like something dark and terrible left to mark the way in a fairy tale forest, glistening 

red spots wound down the alley and around a left turn.  A hot breeze blew in EdgeÕs face as 

he followed the trail through seemingly endless turns and cutbacks.  He moved quickly, 

scanning the windows around him for rifle barrels or dirty goose-necking arms tossing 

grenades.  Finally, he found his quarry. 

 The insurgent was trying to climb a high white gate.  He hung from his arms and 

repeatedly attempted to swing his left leg over the side, but his wound must have weakened 



 
 

him.  He lost his grip and landed on his stomach.  A long dark smear marred the gate as if a 

paint roller had gone over it. 

 It wasnÕt until he rolled onto his back and attempted to rise that the insurgent 

noticed Edge standing with a M-16 pointed at his head.  Their eyes met for a long moment 

in which comprehension and dread darkened the IraqiÕs eyes like a thundercloud moving 

over a field.  He held his gun out to Edge as if presenting an offering.  His trembling lips and 

black teeth made his feeble attempt at a smile grotesque.   

 Edge put a fully automatic burst into his head.  White and pink clumps of 

membrane, bone, and blood splattered onto the white gate.   

 The bitter smoke from EdgeÕs rifle floated away, and the ruined mess of the 

insurgentÕs face stared back at him.  It looked like a half-finished sculpture that suggested, 

without actually portraying, the human form.  The corpseÕs right eye was gone, as was half its 

jaw.  Dark hair stuck to the gate like graffiti scribbled in black ink.   

 Edge had acted within the rules of engagement, of course.  The insurgent still had 

held a gun.  He couldÕve been pretending to surrender, couldÕve had another gun hidden in 

his waistband, couldÕve been sitting on a grenade.   

 Then Edge realized that it didnÕt matter whether heÕd acted within the rules or not.  

It didnÕt matter whether heÕd shot the insurgent in self-defense or calmly executed him.  

There were no idealistic journalists around to shove a camera in his face and broadcast his 

actions back home.  No flat-footed MP sweating in ill-fitting cammies was going to take him 

into custody.  A vengeful God was not going to rise from His throne to thrust a neon blue 

thunderbolt into EdgeÕs heart. 

 That was the point of war:  you could do whatever you wanted, and you did.   



 
 

 This realization hit him like the wind from a passing subway.  With an icy clarity, he 

understood that heÕd been initiated into a sinister order no civilian could understand.   

 He felt light-headed.  His body hummed the way his tobacco-finished acoustic guitar 

had when heÕd practiced in the hayloft of his parentsÕ barn.  He dropped to his knees before 

vomiting a foul black liquid onto the pavement. 

 Breathing hard, he sat up and slid away from the dark, oily pool heÕd left on the 

ground.  Under his gear, his body shed water like an ice sculpture at an outdoor wedding in 

August.  He took a long swig from his canteen.  The water had a bitter taste because of the 

iodine tablets used to purify it.   

 Then his mind returned to what it was trained to focus on above all else:  his unit.  

He turned on his radio and noticed that he heard only a ringing in his ears.  The shooting 

had stopped.   

 ÒLieutenant, this is Edge.  I nailed the insurgent that got Rivera.  IÕm on my way 

back.Ó 

 ÒI copy, Edge.  WhatÕs your ETA?  WeÕve got to get Rivera out of here.Ó 

 Edge looked around.  The blood trail heÕd followed had disappeared as if the Iraqi 

dust had lapped it up.  How was he supposed to find his way back now?  If he called out for 

help or popped a smoke grenade, heÕd only draw fire.  His platoon might have cowed the 

insurgents temporarily, but theyÕd love to get a Marine alone. 

 ÒActually, Lieutenant, IÕm lost.Ó 

 There was a pause during which Edge imagined Pierce staring at the sky and shaking 

his head.  But when Pierce came back on the radio, he didnÕt scream like Edge had expected.  

He just sounded tired. 



 
 

 ÒGet your ass back here now.Ó  Like any good Marine officer, Pierce didnÕt care 

whether obedience to his orders was feasible.  Edge put away his radio and started walking.   

 Ahead of him, a soccer ball rolled through a break in a wall.  He shouldered his 

weapon and waited until a small Iraqi boy appeared.  The boy was about six or seven, and 

wore a blue t-shirt with a silver graphic of a shopping cart on it.  His feet were bare.  His hair 

was as tangled as a thicket of black vines.   

 The boy stopped and slowly lifted his gaze from the soccer ball to the M-16 Edge 

pointed at his chest.  The boyÕs expression was the strangest Edge had ever seen.  It was a 

calm, knowing look.  As if heÕd waited all day for Edge to keep this appointment. 

 Edge lowered his weapon and pushed past the boy.  He didnÕt have time to throw 

the little bastard any chocolate.  He made it four steps before the kid tugged at his elbow. 

 Edge spun on the boy, who jabbed his finger in the other direction.  Edge pulled his 

arm away.   

 ÒForget it,Ó he said.  ÒIÕm not coming with you so you can hand me over to a bunch 

of kidnappers.Ó  He started walking again. 

 The boy grabbed his pack and pulled hard enough to send Edge stumbling back a 

few steps.  Having the kid go for his gear spooked him.  He lifted the butt of his rifle and 

took a step forward.  Then he heard what the boy must have:  voices coming from the 

direction heÕd wanted to take.   

 He crouched against the wall.  The boy stayed in the middle of the street.  The voices 

grew louder until two Iraqi youths holding AK-47s darted across the road about 20 yards 

ahead.  The insurgents knew Edge was cut off from his platoon.  They were looking for him. 

 The boyÕs face contained a triumphant expression:  See.  I told you so.   

 Edge shook his head.  There still was no fucking way he should trust the little brat.  



 
 

 But what else could he do?  If he stayed out here much longer, heÕd die for sure. 

 Out of ideas, he exhaled.  ÒOkay.  I surrender.Ó   

 The boy watched him as if gazing at a big bronze god.  Edge rolled his eyes.  ÒCan 

you get me back to my platoon?Ó  He gestured outward.  ÒWhere are the GIs, little man?  

Where are the Marines?Ó 

 The boy gave him a smile as big and beautiful as a sunrise over the ocean, and took 

his hand.  Edge stumbled along, following him past high concrete walls, crumbling stone 

houses, and burnt out vehicles.  Edge was convinced they passed the same alleys multiple 

times, but didnÕt protest.  In a way heÕd never be able to explain, he belonged to the boy. 

 On two occasions, the boy halted and held up a hand.  When insurgents ran by and 

failed to look in their direction, Edge accepted it unquestioningly.  The boy turned to look at 

him with a wide grin:  IsnÕt this fun?  WeÕre winning. 

 After two more turns, Edge emerged blinking onto an open street.  Phils, Sharkman, 

and Barrett were loading Rivera into the back of a truck.  Phils used only his left hand.   

 An old Iraqi man carried the body of the youth Barrett had shot.  The man walked 

past Edge without looking at him.  Like a script in foreign runes, the manÕs expression was 

impossible to read.   

 Pierce approached, not stopping until his face was two inches from EdgeÕs.  ÒGood 

to have you back, dumb ass.  IÕm glad I donÕt have to write your momma to explain that you 

died as the stupidest Marine in the history of the Corps.  Now mount up.Ó  A sour odor 

came from PierceÕs mouth.  His was the breath of someone whoÕd swallowed fear and death, 

and breathed them out again.  Edge had the same taste in his own mouth. 



 
 

 Further down the road, the apartment complex smoldered.  Smoke poured from 

several windows, including the one the insurgents had used.  The building looked like a 

factory in hell working overtime to churn out filth and pestilence. 

 Edge turned back before climbing into the truck containing his brothers.  The boy 

was kicking his soccer ball down the street as if heÕd forgotten Edge already, and it was time 

to find another game.   

 Edge lowered himself onto a sandbag and took the IV line that Phils had been 

holding above Rivera, who dreamt with a contented smile on his face.  His expression 

resembled that of a first-grader sleeping off a trip to the circus in the back of a station 

wagon.  

 ÒItÕs the morphine,Ó Phils said.  ÒHeÕll make it if we get him on a medivac chopper, 

but heÕs gonna lose that leg.Ó  Phils shrugged.  ÒI guess IÕll go with him.Ó 

 Only then did Edge notice that PhilsÕs thumb sat at an odd angle.  The truck moved 

forward, and sunlight shone off something wrapped around the thumb.  Something shiny 

and silver--like the scales of a fish.  Phils had reattached his thumb with duct tape.   

 As the truck rolled down the road, Edge pushed thoughts of the boy from his mind.  

When his deployment ended, thereÕd be time to ponder what had happened today.  Time to 

wonder whether the boy had been courageous, rebellious, or simply too young to hate.  And 

whether the boy had saved him from something more than death.   

 The Iraqi men were reappearing from their shops and cement homes.  Edge raised a 

hand to wave at them.  The Iraqis stared back with expressions as hard as the concrete wall 

they leaned against. 

 Phils and Barrett exchanged a glance.  ÒEdge, you okay?Ó Barrett asked. 

 He nodded.  ÒYeah.  IÕm back.Ó 


