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a u t h o r ’ s no t e

Beyond Duty is a work of nonﬁction. All events included in
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memory and with the help of several others involved in the
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prologue

The day that I served as Company Commander, I painted
my helmet gold. The sun blazed with a temperature of 124
degrees, and my men teased me, laughing at the gleaming
helmet. Even so, when I crawled into my tank with my fellow
soldiers, my friends, we all took a moment to recognize the
fact that today was different. Today, I was commanding
them in battle.
I was a platoon leader, but when my Company
Commander had returned to base to refuel his vehicle, he
appointed me to lead the company while he was gone. Our
orders were to shut down Baqubah, a shattered city now
more dead than alive, and clear insurgents and Improvised
Explosive Devices (IEDs) from a section west of Route
Highlands, a major north–south artery running through
the city. We arrived in tanks, Bradleys, and Strykers. The
tanks were both heavily armored and heavily armed, and
they were able to protect the men in ways that Bradleys and
Strykers could not. The last Bradley to see action before
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our mission was burned to a skeletal frame by a large IED,
and al-Qaida had given Strykers a particularly bloody reception to the city. Within hours of their ﬁrst patrol through
Baqubah, two Strykers were catastrophically destroyed.
One was cut in half, and the other was ﬂipped in an explosion. Our soldiers died in both. Tanks, then, were the best
option for battle, but we needed the Strykers and Bradleys
to transport the men.
As our company rumbled into position, I maneuvered my
tank southeast to the intersection of Route Highlands and
Route LeBarge, an east–west road. The company fanned
out northward, each platoon assigned to a different street.
I directed the company’s movements from my tank, and
my job was to support my men when they faced resistance.
Within minutes of our mission beginning, it was clear it was
going to be a difﬁcult day.
The men were encountering a new IED every few yards,
making their movement painstakingly slow. More distressingly, however, one of the platoons had, shortly after our
arrival, been engaged by an al-Qaida Rocket-Propelled
Grenade (RPG) team. The enemy had waited on a rooftop,
and they ﬁred on my soldiers. All I heard was an explosion
echoing through my earpiece and one soldier shouting,
“Contact RPG team! Southwest!” I heard Blue Platoon open
ﬁre from their Bradley armored vehicle with a 7.62 machinegun, streaming bullets through the air. Then I heard them
unleash their more powerful 25-mm cannon. The force of
their response demonstrated to me they were under heavy
threat. I could hear the enemy continue to ﬁre RPGs and
their AK-47 riﬂes, and I got the report that two of my men
had been slightly wounded in the initial attack, one with a
broken nose and one with a separated shoulder. When it was
clear that the cannon would not be enough to suppress the
RPG team, they called me for support.
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I asked them for as much information as they could provide.
I needed to know the exact makeup of the enemy, the exact
location of the building with clear and accurate coordinates
on our grid, and the full nature of the injuries of my soldiers.
The radio vibrated with updates, but gunﬁre drowned out
their reports. The platoon leader’s commands mingled with
the sound of the cannon, and, in pieces, details ﬁltered back.
Finally, above the confusion, I heard the information I most
needed. I heard the grid coordinates. I called for our best
option, our best weapon. I called in a missile strike.
The insurgents have no defense against our missiles, but
ordering them requires certainty. I had to be sure that the
enemy was substantive and contained enough to warrant the
strike, and I had to be absolutely certain that the coordinates
were accurate. I conﬁrmed the location with the platoon, and,
with gunﬁre still sounding in my earpiece, I called the battalion Tactical Operations Center for the strike. Then, I waited.
Two minutes later, the missiles came streaking from
the northeast. They arrived with virtually no warning, the
sounds of their rockets ﬁlling the air only moments before
a deafening impact. In the seconds after the strike, the radio
was silent, and less than a mile from my location a small
cloud of smoke and dust rose from the neighborhood of the
engagement. I called to the platoon asking for a report. For
a moment, the radio remained quiet, and I worried that the
worst had happened. I imagined that the coordinates were
wrong, and that my men had taken the hit. I worried that I
had failed my men and that I had violated the great trust a
commander establishes with his soldiers. I called again for a
report, and this time, the platoon called back. The target was
destroyed. The building was leveled, and the RPG team was
obliterated. My men were safe.
That moment built my conﬁdence. I had been successful
as a platoon leader. It was known that I would shortly be
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awarded the Army Commendation Medal with Valor, and I
had developed a reputation as an ofﬁcer capable of executing demanding missions. My soldiers had begun to call me
Capone because of the maﬁa-like control I had over the area
of my command. So, when the Company Commander was
called to return to our Forward Operating Base to refuel,
re-supply, and debrief battalion, I was put in charge.
For the ﬁrst time, I now had responsibility over eighty
men, four tanks, three Bradleys, and four Strykers. My
soldiers were divided into several platoons, and each platoon was supported by different vehicles. Red Platoon had
Strykers. Blue Platoon had Bradleys. My platoon, White
Platoon, was a tank platoon. One of my tanks led the way for
each group, and a single soldier served as point man, moving
a few paces in front of and to the left of the tank. His job
was to identify potential IEDs. He scanned the ground for
copper wires, a sure sign of an explosive device buried in
the ground, and when he found them, he would call in to
me to request Explosive Ordinance Disposal. After the IED
was destroyed, the soldiers behind the tank would enter each
building along the street and clear it of any threats. I was
directing a large-scale, coordinated mission in a notoriously
dangerous area of Iraq, and my command was an integral
part of a broader attack involving our entire brigade. I knew
it was an opportunity to demonstrate to all the men my ability to lead, and it was my best opportunity to show them that
I could be trusted to do what was best for them.
The ﬁrst moments of my command were overwhelming.
My company, Delta Company, dubbed the Death Dealers,
was working in conjunction with other companies to clear this
section of Baqubah. To my north was Bravo Company, and
to the south was Charlie Company. As Delta commander, I
choreographed an elaborate dance, ensuring that each of my
platoons moved at roughly the same pace in order to prevent
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one from accidentally moving ahead and coming into the
line of ﬁre of another. At ﬁrst, I had to rein them in. The
natural instinct is for each platoon to move at its own pace
down the street, but that endangers the mission and other
men. From my tank, I directed each group to ensure that
they worked together. I had to fashion a team from platoons
of men who wanted nothing more than to ﬁnish the mission
as quickly as possible without regard for the other platoons.
Each group moved down a street, calling their coordinates
back to me, requesting the destruction of the numerous IEDs
and demanding support when the enemy engaged them. My
headphones buzzed with their voices, and I tried to negotiate
the new terrain as acting Company Commander. I tried to
make sense of their voices, and I tried to execute a mission
that was already encountering signiﬁcant resistance.
If all my teams moved together, we could ensure that an
area remained clear and that platoons could quickly support
each other in the event of a particularly difﬁcult engagement
with the enemy. So, I coordinated my platoons and reported
the progress of my company as a whole to the companies to
the north and south and to my battalion leadership. The plan
was for a systematic clearing of Baqubah, and after about an
hour of my command, as I began to understand and resign
myself to the rhythms of a mission, our company gained conﬁdence in the process. More importantly, my soldiers gained
conﬁdence in my ability to lead.
The success of the missile strike on the RPG team offered
a clear sign to the men on the ground that I could be trusted
to protect them. My men believed that I would provide the
support they needed, and they now moved as a disciplined
team down the streets. They began to trust my guidance,
and they responded by tracking in textbook fashion westward across the city. Our company was working well, and I
knew I had a type of control and conﬁdence that comes only
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from succeeding in a difﬁcult mission. I had a sense that I
was living a vocation that was meant for me. I felt like I was
embodying the ideal of the American Soldier. I believed that
I was doing the right thing.
Three and a half hours into my command, a new IED call
came over the radio. My White Platoon sergeant had found
another wire. This one, though, was different. I had to ask
him several times to describe what he saw. A mound of newly
disturbed earth was in the middle of the road. A copper wire,
not even vaguely hidden, ran from the mound to a building
to the northeast, and then up the side of the building to the
second story and into a window. That window had a clear
view of the area of disturbed earth.
What my sergeant described was not at all normal, and,
given the number of more cleverly disguised IEDs along the
route, I was having difﬁculty making sense of what he was
describing to me. The mound and the wire running from
it were both in some ways typical. That the wire led up to
a window was not entirely typical, but it made some sense
given the view it had of the mound. I asked again for him to
explain it to me, and I tried to picture what he was describing. It just seemed so obvious. It was as though whoever had
devised the IED had made no attempt to hide it. The mound
of dirt was obvious, the wire was not hidden from view, and
the whole contraption seemed too easy to identify.
I called the situation to the battalion Tactical Operations
Center (TOC). The entire mission came to a halt as I discussed the situation with my battalion leadership. It only
took a few minutes before another report came back. Locals
indicated that the house was an IED factory. The battalion
command reported that they believed it to be a terrorist cell.
The adjacent companies were pulling ahead. Any more delay
and we would corrupt the mission for the entire battalion.
The time to decide was running out.
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I knew now what I had to do. I had to destroy the house. I
could not risk sending men into a house that was an IED factory. I simply had to eliminate the threat altogether. Still, that
wire running into the house bothered me. It was all so obvious. Why was it not hidden any better? What was the catch?
I began to sweat. This decision seemed heavier. The earlier missile strike was a no-brainer. My men were under
direct ﬁre, and the location of the enemy was clear and the
danger was certain. This house, though, was a mystery. I was
having a hard time picturing exactly what my sergeant was
describing to me, but I knew one thing. I wasn’t going to let
fear of making a bad decision control me. I had to protect
my men. I couldn’t understand why the IED would be so
obvious, but I knew I wouldn’t risk a life trying to ﬁnd out.
I worked through it all in my head one last time. The
house had a wire running from it to a mound in the road.
The area was saturated with IEDs, and my men had already
been attacked by an RPG team. Locals and my battalion command suspected the house was either an al-Qaida stronghold
or an IED factory. My men were concerned about it, and,
thus far, they had conducted the mission with a systematic
certainty and professionalism. Perhaps most importantly, I
felt my men’s lives were at risk. I couldn’t send them into
that house. I couldn’t risk that.
I made a ﬁnal call into the battalion TOC. The response
was simple and clear: “We support your decision.” I called
for the missiles, and we all waited.
Somewhere to the north, about twenty miles from our
location, two GPS-guided rounds turned toward our location and ﬁred from a 155-mm cannon on an artillery vehicle.
They lifted from the vehicle and rushed over the city. Behind
them, small contrails etched their paths in the sky.
For two minutes, I waited in silence with the men in
my tank. The platoon had pulled back and cleared the area
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around the target. My men had gathered inside their armored
vehicles and locked all hatches to protect themselves from
the blast. One of my tanks positioned itself on a rise so it
could watch the strike. They waited and watched, and my
radio was silent as the entire company anticipated the strike.
No chatter. No sound. Just the certainty of imminent impact
and utter destruction. I looked at my friend Garnica, the
gunner in my tank, and I wiped my brow. The heat in the
tank was oppressive. I dropped my head, and I wondered if
I had made the right decision. I wondered if I had, in fact,
done the right thing.
The ferocity of missile impacts turned my attention back
to the radio. The explosions rattled our vehicles, and I
waited to hear conﬁrmation that the correct target had been
hit. Dust and debris rose above the city and mingled with the
haze of the afternoon sky, and my radio fell silent.
The silence lingered for a few seconds before my platoon
sergeant radioed in. A successful strike. Target destroyed.
For a moment, I felt relieved that the missiles ﬂew true. All
the doubts I had vanished, and I felt renewed conﬁdence in
my decision. Then, within a minute, another voice, broken,
sounded over the radio.
“Did – you see – that?”
I leaned in, trying to hear the broadcast more clearly.
It wasn’t coming from my company. It was coming from a
tank in Bravo Company, just to the north of my men. Even
though they had nothing to do with the event, they had a
clear view down the street, and they saw the missiles strike.
“Did you see that kid?”
I grabbed my headset, pressing it hard against my ears,
trying to hear what they were saying.
I heard them say it again, “Did you see that kid?” and this
time, with awful certainty, came a response.
“There were a lot more in there.”

