
The Indictment 

The Liberian civil war had lasted three years, or thirteen, or twenty-three, depending on how 

you counted, yet as in most enduring conflicts, the violence was episodic. Disquiet was the 

persistent condition and your mind sought relief where it could. On the morning of the 

latest round of peace talks, the last chance to save what was left of the state, Senior Master 

Sergeant Robert Ferguson lingered on the balcony of his embassy-furnished flat, lit a hand-

rolled cigarette and allowed a moment of seduction. 

Dawn broke low and grey over the coast. The first rains of the season drifted from 

the sky in gossamer strands and settled lightly on the leaves of the mango and breadfruit 

trees across the way. The air bore a sweet, vaguely post-coital smell, of sea salt and fruit pulp 

and damp linens. In the alley below, red soil softened underfoot as the harlots and 

handmaids jogged to shelter in their calico skirts and flip-flops, laughing, holding scraps of 

cardboard to cover their beads and braids. The generators were off, spent after a long night 

of huff and shudder, and a cool veil of rain tamped down the din of the waking city on the 

narrow cape between the jungle, the river, and the sea. 

Fergy, as he called himself, took a pensive drag and exhaled slowly. The Operations 

Coordinator cut a rugged figure against the block and plaster high-rise as he leant on the rail 

in a bath towel, with his broad chest and softening waist exposed, his yeoman’s shoulders 

and muscular arms drawn in like an aging contender. Over the past few months, the rebels in 

the southeast had advanced to River Cess, while the rebels in the northwest had captured 

Bomi Hills, not fifty miles off, but from the remove of a few stories, in the half-light, you 

could fool yourself that this could be anywhere in the tropics with tolerated disparities, that 

the war and privation could be walled off by white-washed masonry and bougainvillea, and 

that the day ahead held promise of parasols and frosted drinks. Fergy had half a notion to 



grab his golf clubs and drive out to the old Firestone plantation for a quick round on the 

rambling fairways and oil sand greens, but he had just enough doubts about what could 

happen in the next several hours that he thought better of it. 

Charles Taylor, Liberia’s president and West Africa’s bogeyman, had flown last night 

to Ghana to attend the peace talks’ opening ceremonies, and in the city he left behind his 

anti-terrorist units and olio of pro-government militia were more restive than usual at the 

checkpoints. Taylor kept his irregulars off the streets until it was time to fight, but for most 

Liberians, they were at least as dangerous as the rebels, their threat distinguishable more by 

proximity than by affiliation. With their “papay” away and two rebel armies marching on the 

capital, there was no telling how they would react if negotiations foundered. 

Cadence calls burst from the alley, accompanied by the tramp of leather boots. 

Parallel columns of the embassy’s local guards appeared, skirted the high-rise, and crossed a 

narrow public road to the imposing slate and cinder walls that encircled the nineteen-acre 

U.S. diplomatic compound. A wiry commander slapped a black club against his palm as he 

barked out lefts and rights. The guards wore crisp khakis and black baseball caps and though 

they were only modestly paid contractors, they were the most disciplined security force of 

any kind in the country. Fergy watched the trim formation march in place until each guard 

shuffled through the galvanized steel tubes of the embassy’s roto-gate, then flicked away his 

smoke and quit the balcony. Horacio “Hersh” Hernandez, the local guard force supervisor, 

had been in Liberia for the worst of the nineties, when hopped-up gangs of child soldiers 

stalked the streets and corpses littered the curbs. Fergy asked him once if he thought the 

fighting would reach the capital again anytime soon. “This place,” Hersh shrugged, “can turn 

into a nightmare in the blink of an eye.”  

 



Expatriates generally steer clear of war-torn countries, but those who take root, if they are 

not marginally criminal or outright mercenary, tend to be one of idealist, itinerant, or 

iconoclast, and Fergy was no exception. He dressed at the leisurely pace of a man who had 

been ordered to hurry up and wait too often in his career and now kept his own time. He 

was not an obvious fit for the military, but as a pimpled twenty-year-old he had, for kicks, 

siphoned fuel from a patrol car while the officers dozed up front. At the arraignment, the 

county judge told him he could either serve time or serve his country, so he enlisted in the 

Air Force. Eighteen years on he had become a senior non-commissioned officer and was 

drifting toward retirement until his squadron slated him for a dead-end job, which irked him 

enough to wade into the personnel system and secure the billet in Monrovia. No sooner had 

he landed in country then he shed his jumpsuit and dress blues for tropical shirts, cargo-

shorts, and open-toed sandals. If you asked him what he did, he said he was just a secretary, 

albeit a secretary who got shot frequently: once through the calf in Iraq, during the first Gulf 

War, and twice in the back with rubber bullets in Indonesia, amid street demonstrations, as 

he galloped through curtains of tear gas. 

On his bureau lay a black Beretta. He slapped in a clip and let the weight of the gun 

sink briefly in his palm. Guns can change men, unsettle them or pump them with bravado, 

but Fergy was in a line of work that trained you to kill and he knew well the limitations of a 

nine-millimeter. The men and children who fought Liberia’s war were practiced in the dark 

arts of the bush and, when they were lathered for blood, would neither fear nor respect a 

sleek bit of iron, plastic, and brass. They also had more firepower. He tucked the gun at his 

back so that the folds of his shirt concealed it, hitched a radio handset to his belt, locked up, 

and left. The echoes of his footsteps in the wide, empty stairwell sounded, almost, as if 

someone shadowed him as he made his way down to the street. 



Outside, the rain had stopped and the dark water stains on the clay started a slow 

retreat from the whitening sky. On the far curb, his driver waited for him behind the wheel 

of “Fifty-eight.” In every city there are men who are paid to watch things, and the men in 

Monrovia who loitered at the corners and copped a few Liberian dollars for their marks all 

knew Fergy’s snow white Land Rover by its diplomatic plate number. CD 58 could turn up 

at any time, in any neighborhood, and the appearance of a Defense Attaché car inevitably 

sparked a round of hurried, furtive calls on local mobiles.  

“The fuck you lookin’ at Jay?” Fergy said with a grin as he slid into his seat and shut 

the plated door. James Arthur Jimmy had worked for the Defense Attaché Office for almost 

the entirety of the war. Like most of the embassy’s locally employed staff, he encountered a 

wide variety of personalities and knew well that, for Americans, tone and inflection generally 

meant more than the words themselves. “Morning, Bob,” he replied as he eased away from 

the curb and slalomed past a series of serpentines painted with red and white candy cane 

stripes. The veteran driver was the only person who called Fergy “Bob,” and, not for the 

first time, Fergy pointed that out. “Okay Bob,” Jay Jay laughed. 

 

Along the road there was little indication that the events unfolding in a conference center 

several hundred miles down the coast would have any effect on the rhythms of the day. 

Half-naked men crouched by the gutters to perform their daily ablutions, while stooped 

grandmothers laid curdled clothes to dry on the basalt that poked through the vines and 

creepers. Smoked fish was in season and slender women shaped like papayas walked to 

market with bright plastic buckets of bony and napleh balanced on their heads. Attacks and 

counterattacks during the dry months had ruined the harvest, but a few withered farmers 



unrolled gunny cloth along the curbs and stacked for sale small clutches of okra, tomatoes, 

and red and yellow scotch bonnet peppers. 

 Most Westerners see Africa only through the windshield of sports utility vehicles, on 

safari or brief business trips or charity missions, but, more often than not, Fergy could be 

found on foot, sweating among the hawkers or day laborers unless, as now, he had reason to 

canvass the city more broadly. Jay Jay knew his preferences and did not bother to ask for a 

route. They swung onto Benson Street, past a neo-Greco Masonic temple whose white 

marble blocks and fluted ionic columns seemed almost a hallucination against the greenery 

and zinc-roofed shacks clustered on the slopes. 

Below, the city center was piled along the cape like an untended graveyard. A decade 

without a working electric grid or proper sewers left the capital defenseless against the 

equatorial heat and damp, so that it was now hard to tell if more of the damage had been 

caused by weather or by war. The low skyline consisted only of several bald towers of 

distressed concrete, plundered and stripped bare of fixtures in the nineties, or never finished, 

that overshadowed the city like an homage to Brutalism. A tall crane stood next to the frame 

of what was to have been the central bank, and from the main jib hung a sling of concrete 

slabs that had been frozen in place for more than a decade as the cables rusted high above 

the unwitting street. The rest of the buildings formed a haphazard, fourteen-square block 

collection of uninspired tin and cinder construction common to African cities, interspersed 

with churches, mosques, and sausage trees. 

Throngs of people drifted past, walking here and there with no evident purpose. 

Monrovia was a city after the deluge, a kind of hand-to-mouth scrum that modernity was 

supposed to have resolved. Unemployment was by most counts over eighty percent, but the 

statistic meant little against the sprawl of the informal sector, where nearly everyone scraped 



by with remittances from family abroad. Plywood stalls and hole-in-the-wall shops were 

stocked with the detritus of the global market: obsolete electronics, costume jewelry, plastic 

bouquets, and various other sundries made halfway around the world. You could find rough 

analogues for anything you might purchase at a stateside mall, but everything was sold off 

clotheslines or wooden racks or from piles on the ground. 

 

Fifty-eight stopped after a time on a rise that overlooked the vast Mesurado River. Powerful 

currents moved in variegated bands westward from an endless swath of mangroves to the 

sandy, frothing shoals at the mouth. A low, sleek cantilever bridge skimmed across the rough 

waters to link downtown with Providence Island, a spit of land where colonists first staked 

their claim to Liberia, and, further on, with Bushrod Island, five-miles of distended 

neighborhoods that encompassed the port and petroleum depots and the spidery remains of 

cannibalized industrial complexes. Pirogues sailed into view. In the bows, lithe fisherman 

swayed silently against the sparkling black waves. 

Acrid smoke filled the cab and Fergy cussed at his cigarette. The Lebanese grocers in 

town could no longer secure regular shipments and the tobacco was stale, wasted by long 

days on exposed pallets at some port. The many years of conflict and international sanction 

that isolated Liberia from its neighbors and the wider world had scattered the small business 

community that once serviced the country’s elites. Lebanese traders were now the fixers. 

Their informal networks crisscrossed the continent like scarab trails and in the usual course 

they could get their hands on the odd things that people with means sought in ruined 

countries: cement, chandeliers, and courtesans. When even their couriers could not find their 

way through customs unmolested, you knew that the war profiteers were circling and that 

bets had been placed against détente. 



In among the crowds that milled by the bridge Fergy spotted Kalashnikovs, slung 

across wiry backs in a casual manner. He drew a green field pad from his breast pocket and 

scribbled his notes in ballpoint. The Defense Attaché Office had lead responsibility for 

liaising with host country military and security forces, but it was not such a straightforward 

job in Liberia. Order of battle can be difficult to assess anywhere, but in a regime that long 

ago relegated its proper army to shanties on the outskirts of town, the strength and 

disposition of government forces was difficult to sort. Arms and munitions were stashed in 

battered aluminum footlockers in plywood kiosks or in private homes throughout the city, 

and fighters mustered on promises of cash, or loot, or virgins, but their numbers and 

enthusiasm seemed to vary with the incentives. 

Fergy counted men and counted weapons. It was not something he had been asked 

to do, not part of his job, but Fergy, who was mechanically inclined, had a restless, relentless 

curiosity, a desire to know how things fit together, whether parts in an aircraft or men in a 

military formation. The rifles looked timeworn, like toys left too long in the sandbox, with 

splintered butts and banana clips held in with blackened and frayed duct tape. A United 

Nations arms embargo imposed prohibitive costs for refit. Rumor had it that the presidency 

was short on cash and stopped paying the men and it did not pass unnoticed that a number 

of alleged “rebel” attacks happened in villages far removed from the front lines, deep in 

government-held territory. As the countryside smoldered, militia who fought for Charles 

Taylor turned up at the markets at Waterside or Red Light with enough coin to buy beer, 

stonewashed denim jackets, and gold pendants for newfound girlfriends, with their names 

embroidered in glitter and varsity script. Somewhere in their long, benighted history 

Liberians embraced gallows humor, and, with each new indignity, clever catchphrases 

popped up and spread like wildfire. 



They called the obviously staged attacks “Operation Pay Yourself.” 

Jay Jay switched on the radio and spun the dial to Veritas, the Catholic station. A 

sonorous, slightly graveled voice rustled in the speakers and swirled around the cab like wind 

in the eaves of a country church. In Accra, Charles Taylor was at the rostrum. “Some 

people,” the Liberian president told a packed auditorium of African dignitaries, “believe I am 

the problem.” Fergy nodded as if to mean “more than some.” 

“They say,” Taylor said, “that Liberians are ready to put down their weapons and live 

together in peace so long as I am gone. I remind you that I didn’t start this war and my 

government is under attack by Islamic fundamentalists. But I say to my fellow Liberians: if I 

remove myself from Liberia – will that bring peace? If so, I will remove myself.”  

Applause from the audience in Ghana rained through the speakers, but Taylor’s use 

of the conditional was not lost on his constituents back home. He had said “if” he were to 

remove himself – and for Liberians that clearly meant he had no intention of quitting office. 

Fergy had a standing bet with Jay Jay that Taylor would not finish his term, which in theory 

expired in a few months if he were not reelected in a national vote that he had not yet 

scheduled and which the state was entirely unprepared to conduct. Jay Jay took the over and 

fully expected to collect. Charles Taylor had taken the presidency with the campaign slogan, 

“You killed my ma, you killed my pa, I’ll vote for you.” The idea that such a man would ever 

prematurely cede power was laughable to most Liberians, and few believed the rebels had 

the tactical acumen or logistical support to oust him. 

The Operations Coordinator gazed out the window. Militia wandered about like 

dazed tourists and three or four squatted by a hulking, long dead ironwood tree and smoked 

spliffs of cartoonish proportions. When the war was last in the city, snipers had favored the 

tree for its clear sight lines into the neighborhoods of lower Bushrod Island, but now it was 



better known for a colony of bats that took wing from its hollows at dusk and circled the 

skies like a dark, whispering cloud. Closer to water’s edge, near the footings of the bridge, 

policemen in threadbare brown uniforms flagged down cars with their truncheons. They 

pretended to write tickets for this or that until someone passed them a few crumpled bills 

and then, with a careless motion, they waved the cars on. It looked like any other day, Fergy 

thought. It was business as usual. 

  

Jenkins Vangehn, U.S. Embassy Monrovia Political Specialist, a local, stopped for lunch at 

one of the “attae” teashops on Broad Street. An oft-overlooked aspect of embassy work was 

that, in most cases, much of a mission’s routine work was performed by locals from the host 

country. They expedited immigration and customs processes, drove and serviced the 

motorpool fleet, maintained the embassy facilities, managed the warehouse and housing 

inventories, and generally provided all manner of “back office” support, from payroll to 

human resources to consular services. In short, they did the unheralded things that allowed 

the diplomats to focus on diplomacy. 

Jenkins more directly supported bilateral relations. His job entailed, in the main, 

helping the political section gauge local socio-political dynamics, tracking breaking news, and 

arranging meetings between embassy officials and a wide range of contacts in government 

and civil society. It was not an easy role in a place like Liberia, where the authorities were 

perpetually aggrieved with the embassy’s political censure, as reflected in the annual human 

rights report, and often fingered him for “allowing” the Americans to criticize the country 

for its failings. He was still new enough in the role, having been hired a couple of years 

before, that not every official or policeman recognized him and he could still walk out of the 

office, stroll the few blocks into town, and disappear into the crowds.  



Steam and smoke from the kettles and grills softened the features of the young men 

who hunched over thermoses and cheap transistors to sip spiced Arabian tea and listen for 

news from Ghana as they sat beneath faded four-color prints of past World Cups that 

buckled with condensation. Taylor’s latest gambit, his conditional offer to resign, sparked a 

raucous debate and the rafters echoed with the staccato rap of Liberian English, the local 

patois. Jenkins found a seat by the door. 

The radio at his table buzzed with static. He toyed with the wire antennae without 

success, then lifted the little black box, peeled the masking tape from the back, and pressed 

the Double A’s hard into the plastic tray with his thumb. BBC came through again just as a 

correspondent delivered, in the neutral cadence of a weather forecast or a market update, the 

kind of news that jolts a nation. “Liberian President Charles Taylor,” he said, “has just been 

indicted for war crimes by a United Nations-backed court in Sierra Leone.” 

The collective gasp in the teashop was audible. 

“Mister Taylor is currently in neighboring Ghana,” the BBC continued, “where he 

opened peace talks with rebels by offering to stand down. A warrant for his arrest has been 

served on the Ghanaian authorities and sent to Interpol.” Jenkins, like everyone else in the 

place, was caught by surprise. The Sierra Leone tribunal had issued sealed indictments 

several months ago, and Charles Taylor was presumed to have been named, but this was the 

first public confirmation. That the announcement had been made while the Liberian 

president was on foreign soil raised the possibility that Taylor would be rendered on the spot 

and not return. The ship of state was for the moment rudderless. In an instant chairs and 

tables were shoved aside, thermoses overturned, and gruff voices raised in exuberance or 

outrage. Someone shouted: “The Papay finished!” 



Outside, the news that an international criminal court made a grab for Liberia’s 

sitting president exploded across the city with the violence of an unexpected thunderclap 

that sent cracks along the rim of the sky. Everyone started to run. The street filled with a 

dizzying spectrum of headscarves, blouses, tee shirts, sateen gowns, and tie-dyed lappas that 

blurred together in continuous motion like streams of color in time-lapse film. No place was 

safe, so there was no reason to run, but if President Taylor was in trouble the militia would 

surely be let loose and it was hard not to want to run somewhere. 

The air filled with the torrential sound of rubber soles and calloused feet against the 

hard earth. Men and women ran down sun-splashed avenues and through narrow alleys piled 

with garbage. They ran across fields and causeways and vacant lots edged with poo poo grass. 

They ran with wailing children cupped against their backs and ran behind medieval wooden 

carts listing with storm lanterns. They ran and stumbled and plowed into one another as they 

ran in opposite directions. When Jenkins tried to stop anyone, to ask where they were 

headed, or why, urgent voices shot back “I beg you leave us! You can’t hear the news? The 

Papay arrested!” 

CD 58 drove past him, headed uphill. 

He called his boss then left the street. 

 

Gunfire overhead scattered the crowds and the street emptied. Within minutes only the 

militia boys were left. Fergy and Jay Jay were on foot when the wayward kids Fergy had seen 

by the bridge morphed into menacing, spectral figures that grouped in far greater numbers in 

the arcades and on the roofs. As they reached Fifty-eight, a Toyota flatbed bulled around the 

corner, backend fishtailing as it cut the turn. Juju dolls swung from the grill, misshapen 

plastic heads and appendages of different playthings spliced together with twine and barbed 



wire. Halos of dust across the cracked windshield obscured the driver, but crouched in the 

back were a band of feral young men who wore wrap-around shades and Liberian flag 

bandanas and brandished automatic weapons. 

The moment guns are drawn danger spikes like upbeats on an electrocardiogram. 

Fergy felt the blood surge in his veins as the flatbed slowed and the crooked shadows of the 

rifles passed over him. Never one for prudence, he stared down the kids like he was fixing 

for a schoolyard brawl, but Jay Jay, whose eldest son had been killed by Taylor’s men, hog-

tied naked and dragged through the streets, ducked into the Land Rover, reached across and 

tugged at Fergy’s shirt. Fergy relented and slipped into the car. Bullet resistant glass provided 

illusory distance, as if an electrical current were snapped, but as soon as they pulled away, a 

chant from the battlewagon lapped against the windows: “No Papay, no Monrovia! No 

Papay, no Monrovia. If Papay ain’t come, blood will waste!” 

Jay Jay tapped the gas and drove off at a pace calibrated not to spark a chase. In 

silence they passed a flotsam of cars and lorries that pulled off the road, their drivers fled on 

foot. The end game had begun. The tribunal’s stunt dimmed chances that the palaver in 

Ghana could stop the war. If he were not already arrested, Charles Taylor now had every 

incentive to stay in office, while the rebel cause seemed to have gained color of law. At the 

embassy, the Marines would be opening the armory and the guards unspooling concertina 

wire by the gates. As the city receded in the rear-view mirror, more shots rang out, and Fergy 

knew that the militia had already started to kick down doors. 

Operation Pay Yourself was in full effect. 

 

Hands pressed against blistered black paint, the guards grimaced and bent against the rising 

grade like old-time porters until wheels churned in rusted tracks and, little by little, the sheet 



metal gate slid open to reveal a white sports utility vehicle. Fifty-eight rolled several yards 

into the embassy compound and stopped, idling heavily, while a hydraulic ramp barrier sank 

into its concrete bed. A wizened gardener with a hose coiled over his shoulder and green 

plastic watering jug in hand saluted as the Land Rover lurched forward and made a sharp 

right turn onto a short, steep access road that plateaued at a concrete plaza with a circular 

panterre at the center, in which stood a thirty-foot flagpole of brushed steel. The Land 

Rover passed in a broad arc around the lavender irises and low hedges and stopped again in 

the shadow of the chancery, where the passenger side door swung wide and a pair of 

sandaled feet stepped out. 

Fergy did not enter the chancery immediately. After Fifty-eight left, he stayed for a 

few moments on the front steps, his head tilted ever so slightly as he listened to the ringing 

silence. The consular outbuilding was closed and Gate One sealed and he heard no sounds 

from the street or the city beyond. No running, no gunshots, only the trills of weaverbirds 

high up in the coconut palms as they darted in and out of their round nests of twigs and 

grass. He felt brief disorientation, akin to the first lightheaded steps outside after an illness, 

where there is often some elusive divide between your senses and the things that happen 

around you. Six months into his tour, Fergy had seen more than once the febrile tendencies 

of the Liberian crowds, in fisticuffs outside the clubs or in the pitched anger and theatrics of 

labor strikes that always ended abruptly after a few tires were set afire and kiosks sacked. 

Outrage, or nearly any other impulse to act, took effort to sustain in the thick and watery air 

along the coast, yet he was still stunned at how quickly Liberians had gone to ground. 

It was a “what the fuck” moment. 

He turned and headed in. It was said that the condition of an embassy told the state 

of relations between two countries. Even in naked sun, the chancery had the forlorn mien of 



a shopping mall that had lost its anchor tenant. It was a non-descript rectangular structure 

fronted by a series of grim concrete sun louvers that stood just far enough from the exterior 

walls to form a covered arcade. The louvers blocked the view and created the inescapable 

impression of a poorly conceived military pillbox. Inside, the lobby whispered of deferred 

maintenance in its stained acoustic tile and chipped linoleum. Leaves pooled around the 

bases of several potted figs. Guests who waited for official escort could stare at an elaborate 

teak carving of the embassy seal and jungle motifs, gifted long ago by a forgotten community 

group in the days when ambassadors still traveled upcountry, or they could recline on a vinyl 

divan near Post One, where a Marine stood guard behind dark glass and a bank of electronic 

switches and blinking video screens. 

Crisis imposes a certain discipline for those who can handle it: the nonsense falls 

away and you are left with the clarity of the tasks at hand. As Fergy crossed behind the hard 

line and mounted the narrow, dog-legged staircase to the executive suites, he rifled through a 

mental checklist: account for personnel, secure classified materials, check message traffic, 

report to higher headquarters, stand by for orders. He had been through the drill dozens of 

times before, only it was always different at embassies, as opposed to military bases, because 

he had to deal with the State Department. Other than the Ambassador, he still did not know 

what Foreign Service officers did, other than volley emails back and forth, or hold talk shops 

that never ended with decisions. Now they called another meeting. 

 

Fergy entered a barren, windowless room scented with camphor and settled dust and shut 

the door as carefully as he could. Swag valances, faded yellow and draped from an iron rod, 

concealed the far wall for no reason and lent the solemnity of a funeral parlor to the briefing. 

Chargé d’Affaires Christopher Datta sat alone at the head of a boardroom table, while the 



rest of the winnowed country team filled out the sides. Fergy slid roughly into a mesh seat 

beside the Defense Attaché, his boss, a reservist on temporary assignment who had papers 

in hand for departure in the next seventy-two hours and wore the harried expression of a 

man in a cab stuck in traffic. Bowed heads and frowns suggested that a fair number of the 

others at the table were irritated to be there and would rather have been back in their offices, 

waiting for close of business so they could drive off to the Anchor Club and down a few 

beers on the pier as the tides crept against the pilings. 

Datta stared intently at a black console in the middle of the table. A dry, tinny voice 

could be heard on the speakers, patched in via a feeble satellite uplink from Accra, where the 

United States’ ambassador to Liberia talked to a blinking red light on a similar console in a 

hotel room several hundred miles away. John Blaney had been on hand for the debut of the 

Liberian peace talks and had been in the street waiting for an embassy car when the BBC 

broke the news that the Special Court for Sierra Leone indicted Charles Taylor. The usually 

deliberative ambassador did not bother to hide his disgust with the timing of the 

announcement. Static peaked at his harsher inflections, as though synchronized. 

“For the court to pull a stunt like that without warning us was irresponsible,” he said. 

“Everybody knows we fund the court, so they put your lives at risk in Monrovia. You could 

have been grabbed at any checkpoint. And they jeopardized the peace talks and didn’t even 

get their man. There’s no way the Ghanaians, as hosts, were going to arrest the head of state 

of a country in the region. You can’t simply shame them into action. They invited him to 

Accra to try to end the war. The court had no plan!” 

Fingers pressed to brow, Datta frowned in agreement. Fergy had so far had little 

contact with the Chargé, but he was not unsympathetic. The guy was not permanently 

assigned to Monrovia. Washington sent him to post as the number two for several weeks to 



fill a gap in staffing and cover the embassy while the Chief of Mission was on travel, but 

command responsibility had fallen to him at a bad time. At least he knew the stakes: Datta 

had recent experience as Chargé in Sierra Leone, where the very groups that the Special 

Court accused Taylor of directing had moved from village to village hacking off children’s 

arms and tossing them in piles. They even named the cuts: “short sleeve,” if they hewed at 

the shoulder, and “long sleeve” if they severed only the wrists. 

“How many Americans are still in country?” Blaney asked. 

Papers rustled in the soft hands of the Consular Officer, a mild, retiring sort averse 

to direct questions. Months ago the Ambassador directed him to scrub the F-77, the list of 

U.S. citizens who registered with the embassy at one point or another and the only way to 

estimate how many Americans might need assistance if things got out of hand. Verifications 

and updates were admittedly difficult in a country with no postal system, no landlines, and 

spotty cellular coverage. Ghost names were still on the list and unregistered Americans were 

surely still in country. If the embassy had no clear headcount, Fergy knew, some Major in a 

J-5 plans cell up at European Command would be hard pressed to find a number to fill in a 

briefing slide when the general staff inevitably asked the same question. 

“You know how it is here, sir,” the Consular Officer said. 

“I need a number.” 

“Maybe, uh, five hundred.” 

Fergy was taken aback that an official would toss a number on the wall like wet pasta 

to see if it stuck, but he could not argue with the guess. A couple weeks back, when rebels 

reached the Bong Mines, close enough to strike the capitol, the Chargé convened a town hall 

to urge Americans to leave the country before it was too late. About fifty turned up, mostly 

dual nationals, missionaries, and relief workers. If you added families and other staff you 



could justify a ten multiple on the crowd, but it was a hell of a way to try to match needs to 

resources. At least it was not Fergy’s fight. 

“Tell them again to leave,” the Ambassador said. 

Datta nodded. 

“And tell the government we expect them to protect our people.” 

Still nodding, Datta leaned toward the microphone, his thin, angular frame bent low 

across the edge of the table so that his clasped hands nearly touched his chest. He asked if 

the peace talks were dead on arrival, which, as Fergy saw it, was another way of asking when 

the Ambassador would return. Blaney demurred. “We met with Taylor’s team in Brussels 

just before I came down here to Accra,” the Ambassador said. “Taylor’s people asked for 

the meeting. They insisted that Taylor told them that everything is on the table, all of what 

they called the ‘superfluous’ issues”—he laughed—“you know, like working with the rebels, 

elections, freedom of the press, and human rights. Everything. But they wanted a transition 

period before elections. And Taylor gets to stay in office for the transition.” 

“How long?” Datta said. 

“Two to three years. They call it a ‘soft landing.’” 

Even in the best of times, Liberia was a country of constant irritants, sand and sweat 

and bugs and musky smells. Close-cropped hair and airy cottons did not help enough, and if 

Fergy found himself seated for any length of time, he reflexively scratched his wrists or the 

back of his neck. The tiny prickles started as he listened to the call. Diplomacy was not his 

trade, but he knew that if Charles Taylor wanted three more years, the rebels had little reason 

to stay at the table. Of course, that did not mean that the negotiations would end. African 

peace talks generally lasted at least as long as someone was willing to foot the bill for rooms 

and per diem at comfortable resorts. It was how things fell apart. Gin and tonics in hand at 



poolside bars, discredited ministers and their shadow counterparts berated the wait staff and 

made preposterous demands through the press, while, back home, their boozy henchmen 

raped women and trashed the countryside.  

 “I told them the rebels would never go for it,” the Ambassador said, “and then for 

the first time I told Taylor’s people what I really thought. First, I told them we can’t help 

them out of this mess as long as Charles Taylor stays in power. Second, I had always said I 

didn’t think they could win this war. This time I told them I thought they were going to 

lose.” Datta rocked far back, hands locked behind his head, until the leather chair engulfed 

him. An audible puff pushed through his lips. 

“Liberia stands at the edge of a precipice,” the Ambassador said. “It’s clear to me 

that Charles Taylor has to step down and leave altogether. Not in two years or three years, 

not even later this year—but now.” The connection cut in and out. Datta looked at his 

technician, who shrugged and smiled apologetically. The Ambassador’s voice returned mid-

sentence after another brief static wrinkle. 

“—to prevent chaos and wider bloodshed.” 

 

As the meeting broke, the Defense Attaché tugged Fergy’s elbow and asked him to join a 

follow-on huddle with the Chargé. The light fixtures in the hall that led to the front office 

flickered and buzzed as if flies were trapped in the tubes. Rosewood plaques and certificates 

in dollar store frames lined the walls. The United States had never completely shut its oldest 

diplomatic mission on the continent, but over the past two decades, U.S. Embassy Monrovia 

had conducted more drawdowns than any other post in the world. In the wake of each, the 

troops that had dropped in to secure the compound and evacuate civilians left behind 

mementos with their operation code names and unit insignias, all variations of knives and 



snakes and scorpions, carved by local artisans or, in one case, self-made with aid of a felt 

tipped pen, photocopy paper and a few colored pencils. The Marine detachment assigned to 

the embassy hung them in the haphazard way of eighteen year-olds who understandably had 

more experience with barracks than with office corridors. 

“Who’s running the country right now?” Datta asked. 

Five pairs of eyes found boot tips and worn beige carpet. Each of the Regional 

Security Officer, the Defense Attaché, the USAID Country Director, the Political Officer, 

and the Operations Coordinator knew the Liberian constitution provided that the vice 

president took charge if the president were incapacitated. Charles Taylor, they also knew, 

was still the commander in chief, but he was far away in Ghana, maybe in detention. It was 

unclear who would pass orders to the boys at the checkpoints. 

“You heard the Ambassador, I need a contact.” 

Someone nudged Fergy. 

“I can probably track down Yeaten,” Fergy said. 

General Benjamin Yeaten was Taylor’s hatchet man. 

“What about the vice president?” Datta asked. 

Fergy arched his eyebrows. The Liberian vice president was a senior political contact 

and it made no sense to him why anyone would think that an E-8 would have his number. 

But everyone was looking at him, so he cussed in silence and flipped open his small grey 

mobile. The best he could do was to call people who could call people. “The vice president 

doesn’t control the militia,” he felt compelled to say. 

The custom ringtone on Fergy’s Nokia was the lowing of a cow. He claimed, 

somewhat implausibly, that he had not selected it but could not figure out how to change it. 

Outside the office, whenever his phone rang, anyone nearby would cast him a sidelong 



glance and, if he knew the person well enough, he would deadpan “shut up.” Now, after ten 

uncomfortable minutes working the lines, the inane digital “moooo” belted from his breast 

pocket. Datta looked at him, puzzled. 

“Fergy, is that your phone?” 

“Yessir.” 

The Chargé took the phone in one hand and cupped the other against his ear. He 

moved to the window where, hunched into the call, he peered absently through the clouded 

panes at the grey backsides of the sun louvers. “This is the Chargé d’Affaires of the United 

States embassy,” Datta said. “Yes—Mr. Vice President I know the current situation is very 

tense—yes, I understand—yes—yes—I’m calling to urge you to ensure the security forces 

respect the rights of American citizens. They should protect private property. Yes. Look, I 

want to be clear, we’re going to hold your government responsible if any American citizens 

are injured or killed. Thank you, Mister Vice President—thanks—” 

Datta passed a dark screen back to Fergy.  

“I think I was clear,” he said uncertainly. 

 He folded his arms and thought a moment. 

“We should talk to someone in the military.” 

 A number was found for General Yeaten. Nobody knew him well and Datta had 

never spoken with him before. It was terse. “We have been receiving reports of looting,” the 

Chargé said. “We would like assurances that someone will calm the situation, no matter what 

happens in Accra.” Again he listened, nodded, and hung up. Next to him, the Regional 

Security Officer frowned. “Ironic, isn’t it?” Ted Collins said. “Charles Taylor might be a war 

criminal but right now everyone out there is praying like hell that he gets back as quickly as 

possible to get his men under control.” 



It was not just Liberians “out there,” Fergy thought, but the team at the embassy 

too. If there were a breakdown in command and control, things in the streets could turn ugly 

fast. Of course if he were so disposed, if he believed that the embassy had something to do 

with the theater of the unsealed indictment, President Taylor could order a reprisal attack on 

the compound at any time; but unless and until he did so, the U.S. mission and its facilities 

stayed under the nominal protection of his government. 

 

Poverty, violence, and wilderness are the archetypal constructs of sub-Saharan Africa. Each 

is reductive by definition, racist even, but the last is the most deceptive as it is portrayed 

through images of solitude: a sole flat-topped acacia silhouetted against the horizon; a lone 

black-mane lion hunting in the dried grasses; an isolated white mountain that wavers on 

bands of heat above the plains. In truth, the lands below the Sahara have scant few ascetic 

traditions. Everything is done together, in pairs, or groups. Fergy was mildly amused, then, 

when the smack of the steel door to the Defense Attaché suite signaled that his boss had 

left, and that, for the first time since he woke that morning, save a couple minutes out front, 

he was alone. The ambient hum of electronics and murmur of a shortwave radio masked the 

other sounds of the building. He glanced away from the stream of data on his monitor, 

pushed back from his desk and tucked a wedge of tobacco under his lip. 

Outside the streets had quieted. General Yeaten had gone on DC-101 radio and 

announced that members of the military were expected to protect civilians and property and 

those who did not would face “military vibrations.” Idly Fergy picked up the jewel case that 

contained the disc of a bootleg film that he meant to watch for some time, and spotted his 

own image in the glossy surface. Dim light and the distortion of the plastic accentuated his 

rogue Scots-Irish features: the round dome of his head and black hair; the low, lined 



forehead; the dark brow that concealed his eyes in shadow; the straight nose oddly lit, bright 

as though touched with gesso; the small comma cleft in his chin; the bow of his mouth that 

curled impishly at the corners. Age had yet to soften the strong line of his jaw, which he 

rubbed absently and absent any vanity. “What am I doing here?” he thought. 

For several days there had been talk in the halls that the State Department wanted to 

pare down the embassy roster even more to keep it as lean as possible in case the post had to 

be abandoned, but he had paid no mind until his boss mentioned off-hand that afternoon 

that the Defense Attaché’s Office might be closed. It made little sense to Fergy that a post 

rated “critical threat” for security would let any military assets leave, but he shrugged it off as 

he started to disable sensitive equipment and reduce his burn pile. 

Fergy had reached the age when even the most resolute men begin to cast about, and 

though he little doubted that, if he were ordered out of Monrovia, the Air Force would keep 

him in the ranks for several more tours, a manila folder of blank retirement papers lay in 

plain sight in a black plastic tray on his desk, fixed by a globe paperweight. Military careers 

often ended at a point where everyone else is still climbing the corporate ladder, but none of 

the Defense Department’s cheerful websites or colorful trifold brochures that touted 

transition services could resolve the dissonance for early pensioners. Over nearly two 

decades, Fergy had been deployed at least as often as he had been home and, on his last trip 

to the States, his wife told him that she wanted him back in her bed. Their daughters had just 

left the house and he felt a vague unease at the thought of Stacie dusting the empty 

bedrooms or washing the car in the lonely desert light that drew everything in sharp angles. 

And yet. Something was happening in Liberia, something that hooked him in the 

way we are entranced by dust devils and flames and storm fronts, something big and strange 

and terrible, something he wanted to be part of. He had never really understood the ethic of 



the armed services, the idea that so many would sign up for life under orders, where you 

volunteered to be told what to do and how to do it, but it also never occurred to him that he 

could be sent away from conflict. To that point he had never taken himself or his career too 

seriously, but no soldier—or sailor or airman—wants to miss a war. 

Charles Taylor’s voice came to his ears and he raised the volume on the radio. “It‘s 

nonsense,” the Liberian president intoned, “to think I have been arrested. I want to assure 

my fellow countrymen that I am fine. I am okay and I am returning to you tonight.” Fergy 

glanced at his watch. The hours had passed in a fog of electronic mail and he had not been 

outside since midday. By now the sun stumbled off the ledge of the Atlantic and the colored 

sky bled out into the slate black sea. Liberia in war was a land of lies and deceit as much as 

any country in war, and a man indicted for crimes against humanity had every reason to 

mislead over his whereabouts. There was only one way to find out if Taylor was on his way 

back. Fergy jumped up, grabbed his keys, and headed out. 

 

Thick clouds pressed down on the city like an attempted suffocation. Through wire screens 

at the counters of shanty bars lit by paraffin lamps, sloe-eyed women watched Fifty-eight 

pitch and heave across the furrowed blacktop on the far side of the ruined barracks of the 

old Barclay’s Training Center, a ruined American-built military camp that served as a den and 

killing ground for armed factions during the nineties. For the most part the streets were 

abandoned, but at choke points here and there moth-like faces fluttered in the white dust of 

the headlights as the careless and the desperate used cover of night to scrap for food or 

drink or sex in the cesspool alleys. At the Buzzi Quarter petrol station, at the corner of the 

cursed Camp Johnson Road, a two-by-four on stacked cinderblocks barred the way and an 

awkward kid with razor bumps and an assault rifle flagged down the Land Rover. Twenty 



paces behind him, on a concrete island strewn with rubble that once housed gas pumps, 

half-dressed soldiers listed on plastic patio chairs. 

Rituals at the makeshift checkpoints were usually just nuisances for cars with 

diplomatic plates, but could not been taken for granted. Earlier in the year, in the southeast, 

a van that carried payroll for an aid group lost contact a short time after it passed a police 

barrier on the outskirts of a remote town. Body parts had to be picked out of the bush when 

the van was found a mile or two on, burnt, its frame crippled like a dead sunflower with the 

fingerlike petals bent inward. Nobody ever claimed responsibility. 

The Operations Coordinator crossed his wrists atop his steering wheel and waited. 

In an unpracticed move, the tip of a rifle tapped the windshield. Slowly, Fergy reached up 

and switched on the overhead so that the pale luster of his face was visible through the dark 

glass. Revealing himself as a white man was a trick that would only work if a semblance of 

command and control were still in place. Lips pursed, the boy lowered his weapon, then, 

hand to mouth, mimed a tippling motion. Fergy shook his head. Hoots from the pump 

station distracted the boy as his seniors pointed to the “CD” plates and waved the car on. 

Plywood clattered to the ground and Fergy toed the accelerator. 

The parliament and the executive mansion were blacked out, and the wide artery that 

took you through the Paynesville and Congotown quarters was dark and empty save the light 

cast by security lamps on the wholesaler shops. The skies gave way somewhere around the 

Spriggs-Payne airfield. Angry drops smacked against the roof and windshield with the force 

of hailstones and then, like a river gathers before the falls, rushed down so furiously that 

Fergy slowed to a crawl. Tires strained to find traction as he ascended a long hill where 

pepper trees wept over the road and the few buildings along the way staggered off into the 

darkness. Thin trails of light appeared on his left, illuminating a stretch of unmarked grey 



wall that resembled a body shop, with two carports and an external metal staircase that 

might have been a fire escape. Charles Taylor called his home “White Flower” and though 

he had never been inside, Fergy could not square the name with the austere frontage. He 

swerved off road and parked on a low rise across the street, under the partial shelter of an 

enormous tree that sagged with mangos. 

He drew a cigarette from the glove compartment and struck a match. Gaunt figures 

in ponchos appeared in the road like a stand of scarecrows and shouted and flung mud at 

the car through the folds of rain. They gestured that they would slash his throat, but stood 

just far enough from the car that it was clear they had no remit to attack. Fergy kept the key 

in the ignition just the same and blew smoke rings. 

Sirens knifed through the rain. Moments later, half a dozen black sedans charged up 

the hill and blocked the road. The flashing lights that whipped red dye across the rain and 

the coded chatter from radio sets evoked a crime scene more than a protective detail. Men 

shouted, chains rattled, and steel curtains were lifted. A black Hummer roared into view and 

cut the corner into one of the cavernous carports. Aides in suits and slickers bolted from the 

other cars, ducking as if the rain could be avoided, and dashed after their president. So the 

Liberian head of state was not in detention and had not followed common practice on the 

continent to run to another country and spend the rest of his days as a fugitive in some well-

appointed villa. Charles Taylor was no coward and he no doubt came back full of fight. 

Fergy stubbed out his cigarette, plucked his mobile from the cup holder and keyed in a short 

message: “The Papay is back.” 


