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            “If all men were just, there would be no need for valor.”

            —Agesilaus

             

            Dedicated to my fallen PMC brothers

and their families

         

      

   


   
      
         
            List of Abbreviations

         

         
            AQI—al-Qaeda in Iraq

            AQIM—al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb

            BDU—battle dress uniform

            CASEVAC—casualty evacuation

            CHU—containerized housing unit

            COB—collocated operating base

            COBR—Cabinet Office briefing rooms

            CONOC—contractors’ operation center

            COP—close observation platoon

            CP—close protection

            DBA—Defense Billing Act

            DFAC—dining facility

            DIA—Defense Intelligence Agency

            DL—drill leader

            DOD—Department of Defense

            DOS—Department of State

            DS—Diplomatic Security

            DShK—Degtyaryov-Shpagin, large-caliber machine gun

            EFP—explosive force penetrator

            ENDEX—exercise termination

            EO—executive order

            EU—European Union

            EVAC—evacuation

            FFD—first field dressing

            FIBUA—fighting in built-up areas

            FN—foreign national

            FOB—forward operating base

            FSA—Free Syrian Army

            GPS—global positioning system

            GRS—Global Response Staff

            GUF—graduated use of force

            HH—His Highness

            HRH—His Royal Highness

            HVT—high-value target

            IED—improvised explosive device

            IFAK—individualized first-aid kit

            IMO—information management officer

            ISI—Islamic State of Iraq

            ISIS—Islamic State of Iraq and Syria

            KMS—Keenie Meenie Services

            LN—local national

            MANPADS—man-portable air-defense system

            MBITR—multiband inter/intra team radio

            MI6—Military Intelligence, Section 6

            MRE—meal, ready to eat

            MT—mobile security team

            MWR—morale, welfare, and recreation

            NA—Northern Alliance

            NGOs—nongovernmental organizations

            NRO—National Reconnaissance Office

            NVGs—night-vision goggles

            OBE—Order of the British Empire

            OBL—Osama bin Laden

            OIC—officer in charge

            OP—observation post

            OPSEC—operational security

            ORBAT—order of battle

            PCH—Pacific Coast Highway

            PCO—Project and Contracting Office

            PKM—Pulemyot Kalashnikova, modernized machine gun

            PMC—private military contractor

            PO—presiding officer

            PSC—private security contractor

            PT—physical training

            PTI—physical training instructor

            PTSD—post-traumatic stress disorder

            QRF—quick-response force

            RLT—reconstruction liaison team

            RPG—ruchnoy protivotankovyi granatomyot, handheld antitank grenade launcher

            RTA—road traffic incident

            RV—rendezvous point

            SAD—Special Activities Division

            SAF—Syrian Armed Forces

            SAS—Special Air Service

            SBS—Special Boat Service

            SCIF—Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility

            SET—security escort team

            SF—special forces

            SIR—serious incident report

            SOCA—Serious Organised Crime Agency

            SRT—security reconnaissance team

            SSG—Syrian Support Group

            SVR—Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki, foreign intelligence service of Russia

            3IC—third in command

            TL—team leader

            TOC—tactical operations center

            2IC—second in command

            UP—urban observation post

            USACE—US Army Corps of Engineers

            USAID—US Agency for International Development

            USF-I—US Forces–Iraq

            USFI—US Forces, Interior

            USG—US government

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Qatar

         

         If you haven’t found yourself in the middle of the shit in places like Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia, Pakistan, or Syria recently, you probably have little understanding of what we do. Or that we’re sometimes called upon to perform missions too sensitive and top secret for even Delta Force or SEAL Team 6.

         We’re mostly guys, and some women, who live in your neighborhoods, drive fast cars, work out a lot, and spend long periods of time away from home. We tend to keep to ourselves and avoid socializing with the neighbors. Some of you probably suspect that we’re spies or former convicts, drug dealers, or maybe even Internet entrepreneurs.

         What we really are: PMCs—private military contractors, or operators. There are hundreds of thousands of us living in the United States working for companies like G4S, DynCorp, Unity Resources Group, Erinys, Triple Canopy, and Aegis Defense Services. They hire us to do the dirty and dangerous jobs the military and intelligence services can’t or don’t want to do. Some of us are former Tier 1 operators—SEALs, Delta Force, marines, or Army Rangers—with extensive combat experience. My background includes fifteen years of service in the British Royal Marines, British special forces, and the Special Boat Service (SBS).

         We defuse terrorist bombs, guard dignitaries, protect convoys traveling through perilous territory, battle drug runners, provide security to oil facilities, fly manned reconnaissance planes, and maintain military aircraft and equipment.

         In my case, I’ve fought beside Afghan and Syrian rebels, rescued kidnapped children from inside Pakistan, battled Somali pirates, shoveled the ashes of my best mates off the streets of Baghdad, tracked down al-Qaeda high-value targets (HVTs)—including Osama bin Laden—and performed other “zero-footprint” missions for the US government. One of those zero-footprint missions put me in Benghazi on September 11, 2012, the night Ambassador Christopher Stevens and three other Americans died.

         It’s a hard transition from military to PMC. In the former, we were hailed as heroes. As private operators, we’re regarded as shadowy figures or mercenaries who are in it solely for the money, which isn’t always true. Maybe the pay is better, but we’re pretty much doing the same work and employed by the same governments. And we’re motivated by the same standard of service to the ideals we hold true.

         As PMCs we operate deep undercover without government backup or air rescue, public credit for what we do, or military honors when we die in combat. Maybe, as some commentators have suggested, we’re unsung heroes in the war against terrorism. That’s not my call.

         
              

         

         My decade-plus career as a military contractor began during a black-cab ride to London in 1999 with my mate Pete. My first assignments were cakewalks with a laugh or two along the way compared with some of the brutal missions that would follow after 9/11. But that was okay with me, because I was learning the ropes and developing a sense of the moral dilemmas I would face going forward.

         Pete and I had been through thick and thin together, starting as young toughs from Romford in the East End to the time we spent in juvie. At five foot nine apiece, neither of us was physically imposing at first sight, but we were both workout fanatics. While I was faster on my feet, Pete was the toughest man I’d ever met and training to become a UFC fighter.

         From juvie we had both recruited into the Royal Marines. After fifteen years of British military service, we were now two East End blokes going up the smoke, as we called it, on our way from Portsmouth to London in a cab with no idea what we were going to do next. That’s when my big, ugly NEC P100 cell phone rang.

         It was Marvin C., our former PTI (physical training instructor), who had gone on to the SBS—the naval partner of the infamous Special Air Service (SAS)—where I had served.

         “Simon, what are you doing?” he asked. “You still in your RDP?” RDP was the four-month “rundown period” the Brit mil gave us to transition into civilian life.

         “We just got out, Marvin. And as for the future, I have no idea.” It was the truth.

         “I’m in Qatar working for Nigel R.” Nigel had been my former commanding officer in the elite Royal Marines—a charismatic man in his late fifties and former commander of 42 Commando, which had played a major role in the Falklands War in ’82. Marvin told me that Nigel was now running a company called SERAC Ltd., which I’d never heard of. General Nigel R. was someone who immediately commanded respect.

         “Nigel and some of the boys—Dolly Gray, Topsy Turner, and Bob Marley—are in Qatar now,” Marvin continued. All of them were former colleagues in the Brit mil in their late twenties and early thirties.

         “They helped the sons overthrow the old man in ’95. The coup was bloodless, and the sons are now in power, one as the prime minister and the other as the foreign minister. We’re working for Sheikh Abdullah bin Khalifa Al Thani. He’s the PM and the boss. He wants us to act as his protection detail when he travels around the world and to train a local security team.”

         I’d run multiple personal-protection courses during my years in the Brit mil. Though I’d been to nearby Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates, I’d never set foot in Qatar. It was one of those places nobody ever talked about.

         “It’s a good gig,” he said. “There will be ten of you all together. Pays real well.”

         I said, “Yeah. I’ll have some of that.”

         After that it was pack the gear, hop on a flight east, and welcome to Qatar (pronounced KUT-ter), one of the smallest, most conservative countries in the Arab world, where Wahhabism (a strict interpretation of Islam) is the official religion and falconry and camel racing are national pastimes. It’s also one of the wealthiest nations on the planet because it sits on vast fields of oil and natural gas.

         
              

         

         We were in the sweltering capital city, Doha, where the average temperature from May through October topped a hundred degrees. We lived in a villa in the western compound, complete with pools, gyms, and tennis courts. Everything was provided for us—food, drink, cars.

         An adjoining villa housed a team hired by Scimitar Security out of London, whose job was to provide security to the boss’s brother, the foreign minister. The guys on the SERAC and Scimitar teams all knew one another, so we cut a hole through the adjoining wall and turned a spare bedroom into a bar where we could hang and drink together. Since Qatar is a strict Muslim country, booze is forbidden.

         One afternoon soon after I arrived, we were grilling lamb kebabs and drinking beer in our makeshift bar when a Scimitar chap named Dave told us that the foreign minister was conspiring against his brother, the prime minister—the man we had been sent to protect.

         Thinking the heat may have affected my hearing, I asked, “Are you sure about that, mate?”

         “Yeah, next week we’re supposed to overthrow your boss,” Dave answered casually.

         I looked at Dolly, the leader of our team, who turned to Dave and said, “That’s not going to happen.”

         Here we were, drinking beers together, same league, different teams, and now we were being asked to go up against one another with automatic weapons on behalf of the Al Thani brothers. Obviously, we weren’t going to allow that to happen. But it was a serious mind-fuck to a newcomer like myself and a rude introduction to the murky world of private military contracting.

         Lesson number 1: Stick close to your teammates and develop trust. They’re the only people you can depend on to have your back.

         Our first task was to train a CP (close protection) unit made up of locals—a kind of Praetorian Guard—that would protect the boss when he was in Qatar. (In the Middle East, it’s considered a sign of weakness to have FNs—foreign nationals—guard a leader in his own country.) We coordinated with a commander of one of the local Qatari elite military units, a guy with a thick black mustache named Musraf who spoke directly to the boss.

         My mates and I designed an eight-week training program that we hoped to run in a timely manner. It was the same program that we did in the regiment and included small-unit tactics, counterinsurgency, antisurveillance, and passive surveillance.

         The Qataris did the vetting process, drawing men from their elite special forces units. Though I speak Arabic, I used a local interpreter (called a terp) so that we could move through the lessons quickly.

         The first morning, I stood outside the training room waiting with my cup of coffee at 0755. All I saw in front of me was sand, crickets, and tumbleweeds. None of the twenty men we were scheduled to train in the first of the three groups had appeared.

         Turning to Musraf, I asked, “Where are the men?”

         “They’re all at the mosque,” he answered calmly. “They’re praying now. They’ll be here.”

         The mosque? Trainees in the UK or United States would have already been lined up in their uniforms, eager and ready.

         Around 0830 the Qataris started drifting in. One guy was wearing an old Manchester United T-shirt and a pair of flip-flops. Another had no teeth; a third looked like he was about ready to drop dead on the spot; a fourth had brought his goat to the party. Several wore old, ratty sweatpants and carried their belongings in plastic shopping bags. Not a single one had a uniform on.

         Confounded, I asked, “Musraf, these guys are elite military, right?”

         “Oh, yes. Yes,” he answered like it should have been obvious to me.

         “They’ve been vetted?”

         “Oh, yes. Of course.”

         “They’ve been through local training and done military service?”

         “Yes. Yes.”

         It was clear right away that we had to scrap military training for the time being and spend a week or so on husbandry—basic things like how to take care of your uniforms, how to fold them, how to sew on a button, how to store them in your locker, and how to wash yourself.

         Next day, five of the twenty Qatari trainees didn’t show up. When we located them, they said they didn’t realize that they had to return. The guys who did appear weren’t wearing uniforms.

         To maintain our good humor, my buddies and I started taking bets on how many would show up on a given day and what they’d be wearing. A guy we called Elvis stood on the parade ground one morning in his uniform and bare feet. Through the terp, I asked him, “Where are your boots?”

         “My brother’s got them.”

         “Why?”

         “Because he needed something to wear.”

         We had issued every trainee a full military kit, complete with G1 respirator (the kind that fits fully over the head and face and filters out gases and other noxious airborne particles), but we hadn’t shown the trainees how to use them yet. One morning Elvis lined up at 0815 wearing his respirator for no apparent reason. Another guy had his on backward.

         The physical training part of the course wasn’t intense, but we had to factor in a certain level of fitness so that, if required, the Qatari CP unit could hustle people out of a car or a bus or pick up the VIP they were guarding and run him or her away from danger.

         We took the trainees out for a short run, and within one hundred meters all of them were dying, and Abdul was wearing flip-flops.

         “Why, Abdul?” I asked, trying not to lose it. “Why don’t you wear the sneakers we issued like the rest of the guys?”

         After a couple of weeks, we selected ten of the best trainees out of the first group of twenty to graduate to vehicle and arms training. Instructing these gents how to care for their uniforms and do push-ups was one thing. But teaching them how to spot an ambush and drive through it without getting killed was quite another.

         It was like letting highly caffeinated five-year-olds loose on the bumper-car ride. Guys were driving over cones and crashing into walls. The shooting range was a melee of negligent discharges, magazines falling out of rifles because they weren’t loaded properly. Miraculously, no one was killed.

         In the middle of the course, we had to peel away because the boss, HRH Abdullah bin Khalifa Al Thani, wanted to travel. Since Qatar is a desert that’s almost unlivable during many months of the year, he spent most of his time as head of state out of the country, in places like London, Paris, Saint-Tropez, and Barcelona. So our training team transformed into HRH’s overseas security detail, and the instruction was handed over to Qatari officers. Not the ideal way to run a training program, but the best we could do under the circumstances.

         Lesson number 2: Stay flexible and alert, because the mission can change any minute.

         Now we were going to guard the boss, who was short and physically weak but eloquent and charming, fluent in English and French, and educated at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, which is the British equivalent of West Point. Nigel R. had been one of his instructors there. They built a friendship, and when Abdullah decided it was time to oust his father, who had developed an unseemly fondness for opulence, he called Nigel.

         The traveling security detail expanded to eleven men and two women, the latter to protect HRH’s two wives—one named Leila, a nineteen-year-old with supermodel looks, and the other a short, slightly overweight woman in her forties named Fatima. Because the Qataris are strict Muslims, a woman isn’t allowed to be in the company of a man who isn’t a blood relative.

         We traveled first class in two specially outfitted Qatar Airways Boeing 737s, with all our kits, weapons, radios, surveillance cameras, and laptops. Weapons included Glock 19s carried in covert holsters and HK MP5 submachine guns and shotguns stored in the trunks of our vehicles.

         We took over entire floors of five-star hotels like the Savoy in London and the George V in Paris. Because the boss was a prime minister, he met often with religious and other dignitaries. Trips to Buckingham Palace, the White House, and 10 Downing Street were common. Since the boss wasn’t an important target, the only real threat was that someone might try to kidnap one of his six sons and hold them for ransom.

         This, I learned, was the light side of PMC work, moving every four days and living out of a suitcase. If the boss wanted to go to Cannes to take his boat out, and the kids, meanwhile, were staying in London with one of his two wives, we divided up the team.

         Wherever we were, we’d get up at 0600, work out, then meet and go over the day’s schedule, check the drivers, the radios (comms), and divvy up the team if necessary—figuring out who’d be with the boss, the wives, the sons. For those guarding the boss, a suit was required; business casual for the wives; jeans and a polo for the kids.

         We traveled in Qatari embassy vehicles—Mercedes S-class sedans and G-wagens (short for Geländewagen), all armor plated and flying diplomatic flags. When in London, we’d get two officers assigned to us from Scotland Yard’s Diplomatic Protection Group and a motorcycle escort.

         I roomed with a guy called Nick (or Stumpy, because of his diminutive size) who was straitlaced, generous, and always prepared. The two of us found novel ways to amuse ourselves. We’d get up early, train, return home, shower, dress, and make up the beds so they looked immaculate. We knew that whichever cleaning woman was working that morning would be arriving precisely at 0800, so I’d set the alarm for 0805. Stumpy would then slide under the bed, and I would hide in the closet. The cleaning woman would knock on time. When no one answered, she’d let herself in with the key and start to clean. At 0805 the alarm would go off, and I’d emerge from the closet stretching and yawning as though I’d slept there, and Stumpy would come out from under the bed doing the same.

         The confused look on the cleaning woman’s face was bloody priceless!

         We had a character on the team named Phil, who was a tall, very likable penny-pinching Scotsman. There was more chance of having a pint with the pope than seeing Phil take out his wallet.

         Once when we were with the boss in Hong Kong, we found out he was attending a state function. Needing a new suit, Phil found a cheap tailor in the Temple Street Market who said he could make him a silk one in four hours for forty dollars.

         I said, “Phil, nobody makes a decent suit in four hours.”

         He replied confidently, “You’ll see, mate. I found a guy.”

         We were lodging on the fifty-second floor of the swanky Mandarin Hotel. At 1600 the tailor showed up with Phil’s suit. It looked sharp and well made until Phil tried it on and discovered that the pants were four inches too short.

         The tailor said through our terp, “No problem, sir. I left plenty of fabric. I’ll let them out.”

         Now, Phil and Justin H., who was another member of our team, hated each other. Justin was a hard East End boy with a face that looked like it had been pushed through a meat grinder and back—a result of his many bouts as a bare-knuckle fighter. Any chance one of them could prank the other, they’d jump at it.

         We were scheduled to leave for the event at 1900 hours. At 1800, we held a Chinese parliament in my room to go over all assignments. I noticed that Justin had a huge grin on his face.

         “What’s up, Justin?” I asked.

         “You’ll see.”

         At 1830, the tailor showed up with Phil’s suit. Phil went to his room to try it on.

         Meanwhile, Justin, who was dying, led us into the corridor outside Phil’s door.

         I whispered, “Justin, what did you do?”

         He whispered back, “Wait for it. Just wait…”

         We heard a loud scream from Phil’s room, and immediately Justin exploded in hysterics. A moment later Phil came out with his pants cut above his ankles—like women’s capris. Justin confessed that he told the tailor before he left that what Phil really wanted was to have the pants shortened a few more inches and to cut away the excess fabric.

         “What the fuck do I do now?” Phil asked.

          “Borrow some pants,” I answered, trying not to laugh in his face.

         At 1900 the rest of the team stood waiting downstairs in their suits by the cars. I came down the elevator with the boss, saying into my wrist mike, “Stand by. Stand by.”

         As we emerged and passed Phil, I glanced at his trousers, and they appeared okay.

         I helped the boss to the limo, nodded off the other guys, climbed in the limo, and boom, we were off to the conference center. When we arrived, I watched Phil get out of the lead car and saw that he was walking with this weird gangster shuffle. I was thinking to myself, What’s up with that?

         I escorted the boss to his seat in the auditorium and backed away because the event was going to be televised and the room was already secure.

         Upon finding Phil in the lobby, I asked, “What happened, mate? How’d you fix your trousers?”

         He glowered at me and said, “Don’t even ask.”

         “Seriously, how’d you fix them?”

         He lifted up his jacket. What he’d done was to use his holster belt to cinch his trousers near the bottom of his pelvis. That’s why he was shuffling when he walked.

         All night, he complained, “My back is fucking killing me.”

         I laughed my head off. Still, Phil didn’t learn his lesson. Two days later, he came to me and said that he needed a pair of shoes and heard that they made good handmade ones in Hong Kong.

         “That’s true, Phil. If you talk to one of the terps, he’ll tell you where to go.”

         “No,” Phil said. “I’m going to the Temple Street Market. I can get some oxford brogues that would cost a hundred pounds back home for twenty dollars.”

         I warned him, “Keep in mind that you get what you pay for.”

         Phil, being Phil, went straight to the Temple Street Market and ordered the shoes. When the brogues came back they looked good, and I thought that maybe he had proved me wrong.

         The next day we were out with the boss shopping, and it was pissing rain. As we stood waiting outside a department store, I glanced at Phil’s shoes and saw that the soles were curling up so that his socks showed through.

         I asked, “Phil, what’s up with your shoes?”

         “You’re not going to believe this,” he answered. “The soles are made of fucking cardboard!”

         
              

         

         While we were in Hong Kong, we learned that the boss’s old man was conspiring to seize power back from his sons. Apparently he had hired a group of former French Foreign Legion and German special forces blokes from their GSG-9 to sneak back into Qatar and start causing trouble.

         It just so happened that my old friend Pete knew one of the Corsicans who had been recruited by the father. One night they were chatting on the phone, and the Corsican said that he was headed to Qatar to work on a project for the sheikh.

         Pete said, “That’s a bit strange, because my mate Simon is currently working with the sheikh. Which sheikh are you working for?”

         “I’m working with the dad,” responded the Corsican.

         “Where’s the dad?”

         “He’s in Switzerland feeling put out by his sons and wants back in power.”

         Pete called up Dolly, and Dolly spoke to Topsy, who went to see the boss. HRH decided that for the next six months anyone entering Qatar with a French, German, or South African passport would be stopped and questioned.

         Then we escorted him to the sumptuous Le Richemond Hotel in Geneva for a sit-down with Dad. The boss slapped the old man on the wrist and reminded him that he had plenty of money and needed to stop mucking around. Matter settled.

         Lesson number 3: The PMC world is a tight one. Chances are you’re going to run into the same operators numerous times in various places. They can help you navigate the murky waters of contract jobs and international politics.

         
              

         

         At that point, I’d had enough bouncing from one city to another with the Qataris. So I returned to East London and was there two weeks looking for something more long-term when I got a call from Nigel R.

         Nigel said, “Simon, I’ve got another gig, if you’re interested. It’s a security manager job for a mining company in Malaysia. It’s good for a year initially, with the option to extend longer if you like.”

         “Sounds good. I’m interested.”

          “You’re going to need another guy to work with,” Nigel added.

         “I’ll get Pete.” My childhood mate Pete was an excellent sniper and marksman, and the type of guy you wanted with you in a fight.

         “Fine. Tomorrow after lunch come to Kensington; on King’s Road there’s a pub called the Chelsea Potter. When you get there, give me a ring on my cell, and I’ll tell you where to go.”

         Pete and I knew the pub well. We met and ordered a plate of chips and two pints of Guinness. After spending a few minutes catching up with Pete, I called Nigel.

         “When you get to the corner, turn left onto High Street,” Nigel instructed. “It’s the first house on the left.”

         “Sounds a bit cryptic,” Pete commented.

         “You know Nigel.”

         Outside we encountered a beautiful spring day—complete with flowers, butterflies, and girls in summer dresses. We were two blokes walking through one of the poshest neighborhoods in London in our best suits, clean-shaven, and with military haircuts.

         Feeling good about life, I knocked on the door of an impressive-looking town house. A big, heavily muscled man answered. He passed a metal-detecting wand over our bodies and shot us funny looks.

         “What was that about?” Pete whispered as we climbed a grand staircase to the second floor.

         “A bit odd for a job interview, isn’t it?” I whispered back.

         We entered a second-floor living room handsomely decorated with expensive leather sofas, oriental rugs, and flat-screen TVs. A middle-aged woman sat on a sofa next to slim, gray-haired Nigel R. in a Savile Row suit.

         She stood, greeted us, and introduced herself as Susan—no last name.

         “Thank you for coming,” she said, very businesslike. “Have a seat.”

         No offer of coffee or tea.

         “General Nigel R. has spoken very highly of you,” said Susan. “Clearly, you’re qualified for the job. Do you have any questions?”

         I leaned forward and answered, “Quite a few, actually. The general hasn’t told us much except that it’s a security job for a mining company.”

         “Do you know where the mine is located?” she asked.

         “The general told us Malaysia.”

         “Have you been?”

         “No, but I’ve traveled extensively throughout the Far East.”

         “The job is to provide security for a gold mine my company is opening and to train a security team and guard force. You’re happy doing that kind of thing?” Susan inquired. “You’ve worked with foreign nationals before?”

         “Yes, I have.”

         “What would you do in terms of training a guard force?”

         “I see that basically as a four-week course, teaching guard technique, perimeter security, quick reaction time, and so on. Guarding the transit of the gold to its exfil point is a separate course in mobile security. Sounds like you’re going to need two teams—one for the mine and one for the mobile bit.”

         Susan folded her hands in her lap and nodded.

         “That all sounds good,” she said. “But that would be the second part of the job.”

         “What’s the first part?” I asked.

         “Currently, there’s a small tribe living on the land. We need to move them on so we can commence groundbreaking and deforestation. They don’t want to move,” said Susan.

         I glanced at Nigel R. and Pete, both of whom looked surprised.

         “We’ve offered to relocate them to better housing with schools and a clinic, and even offered them jobs in the mine,” she continued. “But they want to stay. So the first part of this is to move these people on.”

         I sat slightly flummoxed. “You just told me every way I can think of to do that in a legal fashion. So what would you propose?”

         Susan’s mouth tightened, and her tone turned slightly snippy. “I don’t care how you move them on,” she said. “We just want them gone.”

         A chill passed through my body. I said, “Okay, I think I understand. Probably the best thing to do now is for Pete and me to go off and have a think about how we would best do this.”

         “Fine.”

         We all stood and shook hands. Susan said, “Everything will be handled through the general. You probably won’t see me again.”

         Turning to Nigel, I said, “General, we’ll get back to you as soon as we figure out how to proceed.”

         Pete and I walked back to the Chelsea Potter. We went straight to the bar, ordered two more pints of Guinness, and returned to the table we had been sitting at before.

         Pete sipped his pint, looked up at me, and asked, “You know what we’re going to need for this job, right?”

         “Yeah,” I answered. “Shovels and lime and a lot of nine-millimeter ammo.”

         “Fuck that,” Pete offered.

         “Fuck that is right. I’m not going near this with a barge pole.”

         “Me, neither.”

         If working with the Qataris was on the light scale of PMC, Susan had just introduced us to the dark side.

         I dialed Nigel R.’s cell phone and, when he answered, asked, “General, what the hell was that?”

          “I had no idea about the indigenous personnel issue. It was pitched to me as a security management gig for a mining site.”

          “You know we’re not doing it.”

         “Of course,” Nigel offered. “Don’t worry about it. Just walk away. I’ll give you a call in a couple of days.”

         Pete and I drank our pints. I found out later that some other guys took the job – through another company – and executed it.

         It was a real eye-opener. Those jobs exist, and people are doing them. Not me. I’ve developed my skills and am willing to risk my life to protect people from harm and defend the principles I believe in, not to liquidate inconvenient people for multinational companies. But as I was learning, PMC work is wide in scope and full of surprises.

         Lesson number 4: You have to bring your own skills, mates you can trust, and your own moral code. Because you’re going to be asked to do all kinds of crazy shit in an assortment of dangerous places—some of it laugh-out-loud funny, some of it shocking and controversial, and some best described as heartbreaking.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            Romford

         

         I was born and raised in East London, in a rough, grimy suburb called Romford, a dozen miles east of central London. Built on the back of burgeoning light industry that began in the 1800s, Romford is still commonly referred to as “Slag Town”—slag being the waste from coal mines but also meaning “slut” or “scumbag.” It’s the kind of place where if you look at someone you don’t know on the street, you’re likely to be challenged, and teenage pregnancy and rhyming slang are common—such as “rub-a-dub” for “pub,” “bees and honey” for “money,” and “brown bread” for “dead.”

         Back in the seventies when I grew up, it was known for its outdoor market, dog races, and rows and rows of housing estates—or government housing projects. My dad worked in the massive Ford Motor plant, which employed most of the male adults in Romford and nearby Dagenham. Common were flocks of angry young men heading to the pubs every night to get gartered, girls with dodgy makeup looking for a shag, geezers on push bikes, rundown council flats, and thick cockney accents. Think EastEnders, and you won’t be far off.

         
              

         

         As gritty and common as Romford was, it prepared me for dealing with the underside of life. Nothing was as it appeared, the men were hard and violent, and you had to be clever and quick with your fists in order to survive. At the same time, though Romford was low income, people nurtured a sense of community. Neighbors left their front doors open as kids played tag and football (aka soccer) on the broken asphalt and cobblestone streets. Mornings, my mates and I would walk with little packs through town to our old redbrick school named Crownfield, past cobbler shops and bakeries selling scones and bread.

         Ours was a terraced house with other houses glued to either side of it—not a semidetached, which was reserved for the better off—which cost a mere fifty pence (less than one US dollar) a month. It consisted of three bedrooms, a little backyard, and a patch of grass where you’d usually see two or three good cars tightly parked. Entering the living room was like stepping into Aladdin’s cave. Crammed helter-skelter in the little space were brand-new TV sets, Betamax video machines, pinball machines, Ataris, and other goods still in boxes. In my six-by-six-foot bedroom upstairs I’d jimmied in a huge pinball machine that blocked the door.

         Nothing in our house added up, because my dad, though nominally employed by Ford Motors, derived his main income from membership in the local firm, or gang. Each housing estate was run by one, and most of the dads were members. Mine was a hard man without a loving bone in his body, and a notorious ringleader.

         This was the midseventies, before the drug trade blew up. My dad’s firm made its cash the old-school way—robbing postal offices and savings and loan associations with hoods and shotguns, collecting protection money from mum-and-pop stores, and racketeering. He’d purchase ten slot machines and force the local pubs to take them in. All the profits from the machines would go to the firm, and the pubs would have to pay rent on them, too. If another firm tried to slide its machines in, my dad and his mates would smash them to pieces, then treat the blokes to a beating with tire irons and bats.

         Back then a lot of electric goods were shipped through England on lorries. My dad and his mates would wait in a van on the side of A3 or M25 motorway for lorries coming from the docks. They’d hijack it, threaten the driver, then drive the lorry into town, strip it down, and sell the goods inside.

         I’ve blocked out most memories of my father, who seemed to solve every problem with his fists. Evenings, he’d come home from work, shout at my mum, smack me and my brother, kick shit, then go out with his mates to plan another robbery. One of the few things I remember is hiding under the kitchen table while he went on one of his rampages. He was in and out of prison constantly, and most of my relationship with him was through iron bars during 2:00 p.m. visiting hours at the lockup.

         The fact that my mum married him still confounds me, because she and my dad came from opposite ends of the social universe. Mum was raised in an affluent family from a town called Brentwood, four stops farther out from London on the tube. Her great-granddad started the printing trade in London and had once been mayor of West Ham. She grew up on country estates surrounded by cricket lawns. But the wild in my dad attracted her. So she gave up that life, moved to Romford where she still lives, and stuck by him until he died in 1994.

         I’ve got a brother who’s five years older than me. Today he’s a member of London Metropolitan Police, which is ironic, because growing up all our role models were criminals. It wasn’t like your friend Billy’s dad was, say, a lawyer or a dentist. His old man worked in the same factory and was a member of the same firm. Rough blokes and crime were all we knew.

         So we drifted into it. I started at age eight. I’d find out what kind of novelty erasers the kids in my school wanted (Star Wars figures were the craze), pinch them from a store, and sell ’em for eighty pence when they cost a pound each in the store. The kids would save twenty pence; I’d pocket eighty. Pure genius.

         As a teenager, I took the same business model I’d used for erasers and applied it to cars. We called it ringing. A client would come to me looking to buy a black 1985 911 Porsche. He didn’t want to go to a dealer and pay seventy thousand pounds. So he’d ask me, Can you fix me up?

         Sure, sir. Right on it!

         My mates and I would cruise through London looking for that particular make, model, and color. Back then all you had to do was drop a jockey strip down the window and pull the lock. Later, when the Germans developed central locking, my mates and I came up with our own ingenious feat of engineering. We’d cut a tennis ball in half, press it against the driver’s side lock, and push it down until it created a vacuum. Then we’d smack the ball with a Ping-Pong paddle to force air into the locking system and pop the locks. The funny part was when guys like us who clearly weren’t from the level of society to play tennis went into the hardware store to buy twenty tennis balls.

         After hot-wiring the car, we’d drive it to a shop we had in one of the tunnels near the East London locks. The archways there housed various mechanics and members of the motor trade. You might have seen them depicted in the 1971 film Get Carter, where Michael Caine plays a British gangster revenging the death of his brother. Bloody brilliant.

         We’d back the car in, pop the hood, chisel off the old plate with the VIN number on it, and replace the plate with a new one with a new number. We had a friend called Twinsey who worked at the Brit version of the DMV, known as the DVLA. We’d ring up Twinsey and read him the new number. Twinsey would type it into his big clunky computer and reregister the car, so everything appeared on the up-and-up.

         The new owner would get a logbook or certificate in the post. For a car of that quality we’d charge twenty thousand pounds. Ten would go to the firm; ten would land in our pockets.

         The point was to flip the cars as quickly as possible. No new paint jobs or changes of tires or hoods. Just pop off the old plate and reregister it. Nice and tidy.

         I started this at fourteen. My crew consisted of myself, Curtis, Barry, and Gary. Curtis is now a reputable real-estate agent in London. Barry is a fireman and still a total character. He’s the kind of guy who, if your house is on fire, and he shows up, throws extra gasoline on it, and files an insurance claim. Because Barry ain’t saving it.

         Gary remained on the dark side and became one of the biggest drug dealers in East London. Last time I saw him, about ten years ago, he was living large with a big house in the country and an estate in Marbella, Spain, on the Costa del Crime. We call it that because all the criminals went there before Spain and the UK signed an extradition treaty. Now guys like Gary go to Florida—better weather, thongs, and Latin booty.

         Cocky men about town with money in our pockets and wearing our new Fila tracksuits, which were the rage at the time, we’d hang with Darren C. and his sons Michael and Tony. Darren, who was my dad’s age and a firm guy as well, had invested his money in pubs and nightclubs, building a reputable business. One Friday night, my mates and I stumbled out of one of his clubs in London—completely shit-faced.

         We’d arrived by tube and didn’t have a car to get us back to Romford. So Gary said, “Let’s just jack one.”

         Seemed like a reasonable suggestion given our line of work and our current state of inebriation. Around the bend we found a ’76 Mini Clubman Estate station wagon, which we were into and hot-wiring in seconds. We were laughing our way back to Romford, pissed out of our minds, Run-DMC’s “Hard Times” blasting through the cheap little stereo, trying to keep the car between the lines, until we saw the flashing blues lights of a cop car behind us.

         Gary, at the wheel, said, “Hold on, it's gonna get hairy,” and hit the gas. His intention was to outrun them. What he didn’t realize was that the max speed of the Clubman was about sixty. Still he gave it a go, zipping through one housing estate after another, trying to lose them. We entered Romford with the cops still tight on our tail. Gary swerved onto a street lined with new tower blocks.

         The Clubman was running low on petrol, so we ditched it, and followed Barry as he bolted like a man possessed to the top of one of the apartment towers. As soon as we got there, Curtis said, “Well done, wanker.”

         Looking around, we realized that we had done a stupid thing and trapped ourselves. The cops were waiting downstairs. They knew we had to come down eventually, one way or another.

         After two hours, I had to take a piss and went downstairs. The cops grabbed us, handcuffed our wrists behind us, and took us to the Romford police station. It was my first time in jail. All the macho talk my mates and I had been exchanging minutes before quickly faded.

         Two days later, my mum posted bail. She was annoyed, but not angry. My dad was in prison at the time at Wormwood Scrubs. In a sad voice, she said to me, “You’ve stepped onto that ladder now.”

         Two weeks later, I appeared in court and was sentenced to eight months in Borstal, more politely known as a youth custody center, which is the British equivalent of juvenile detention. I was sixteen.

         All four of us were taken to a place called Rush Green, which later was transformed into a mental home and then demolished. It was about the size of three terraced houses knocked into one. Each boy had his own little room. Downstairs consisted of a living room with TV, dartboard, pool table, and a classroom where we were supposed to continue our studies.

         My mate Pete, who would follow me into the British military and my PMC adventures, was in already for theft. He showed me the ropes. Borstal was more boring than awful. We took lessons in English, history, math, and literature, but I didn’t pay attention and learned nothing. Afternoons, we were sent out to clean up graffiti or pick up trash—stupid jobs like that. You could also choose to help the OAPs (old-age pensioners) in their homes under the supervision of a social worker. Pete and I always chose an old-age pensioner named Mrs. Miggins, a Margaret Rutherford–like character who treated us like grandchildren. She didn’t like seeing us slaving around her house. Instead she’d fix tea, set out cakes, and invite us to chat with her.

         A month or so in, recruiters from the army, Royal Navy, and air force (or air farce, as we later called it) paid us a visit. They were looking for energetic, aggressive boys like us that they could mold into soldiers, or cannon fodder.

         First, they did a short presentation involving lots of cool pictures and a video that talked about all the exotic travel that we could be doing. I remember the video showing this guy skiing down a mountain one minute, then lying on a chaise longue drinking a cocktail with some girl in a bikini draped over him—all very James Bond. Then anyone who was interested could have a one-on-one with a recruiter.

         Being somewhat intrigued and a cocky young punk, I walked straight up to a very intimidating guy from the Royal Marines named Corporal Bob—a former semipro rugby player and the epitome of a kick-ass drill sergeant. He was the size of a small house with a badger of a mustache under his broken nose.

         Corporal Bob had my file with him and got straight to business. He said, “Your family history is here, Simon, and I can see that you’re following the plan.”

         At that time, the trade in illegal drugs was starting to pick up. Local firms were moving away from armed robbery and making more money dealing coke, Mandrax (or meth), and LSD. Before, if you stepped on the toes of someone in a rival firm, you’d get a beating. Now blokes were getting gunned down, and turf wars were growing more frequent and violent.

         Corporal Bob said, “Simon, you keep doing this shit, and you’ll end up doing a twenty-year stretch in Wormwood Scrubs like your dad. Either that or you’ll end up dead in some back alley with some cat pissing on you. It might not happen for a couple of years, but it’s going to happen.”

         I knew he was telling the truth.

         The marines, he said, would channel my aggression in a positive direction. I’d get regular pay, housing, and a chance to travel the world. I’d see the Middle East and Africa. I’d feel proud of myself, and I’d be respected.

         I was sold. But still sixteen and a minor, I needed my mum’s permission first.

         I expected her to be excited. But when I told her, she said sadly, “The marines might keep you off the streets and out of prison, but I’ll never see you. I’ll lose you to your new family.”

         “No, Mum,” I countered. “It won’t be like that. I promise.”

         It turned out that Mum was right.

         Lesson number 5: You can never go back.

         And why would I choose to? My childhood in Romford wasn’t a walk in the park. Between the beatings from my dad and the shouting in between, I don’t have a lot of happy memories, and most of those that remain have been burned away and replaced by the violence and conflict in the many places I’ve visited since.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

            Royal Marines/SBS

         

         I had signed up to join the British Royal Marines—a relatively small unit of amphibious, highly specialized commandos capable of deploying on short notice in support of Her Majesty’s government’s military and diplomatic objectives overseas. In the mid-1980s, it consisted of roughly seven thousand men, half of whom were support staff, command personnel, and trainers.

         But I was sent by mistake to the naval recruit training center, near Torpoint on the southeast tip of England. I remember leaving home and getting on the train for what seemed like the longest journey of my life, and one that I didn’t want to end. Even though I was a cocky punk, I was nervous, getting up from my seat every five minutes to get a bite of food from the cart, wondering what my mates back home were up to, watching guys my age boarding at the stops along the way looking anxious.

         Upon arrival at Plymouth, we were greeted by a friendly navy petty officer, who checked our names on a clipboard and showed us to a bus that took us to Torpoint, where we got on a ferry that carried us to a land base called HMS Raleigh. Once we walked through the main gate and met our training team, petty officers started screaming in our faces: “Bags here! Fall in! Three deep! Toes on this line; heels here! Back straight; face forward! Answer when your name’s called! Then pick up your bloody bag and hurry over there!”

         We split into three classes. Mine included a number of thieves and ruffians like myself, including Neil Hart (Nidge, we called him) from Manchester, who had been on track to become a professional footballer until he hurt his leg; Harvey Langman from South London, a former Olympic swimmer; Ian Robertson (Robbo), who became my lifelong friend; and Gordie from Newcastle.

         Our class teacher was a woman officer or Wren (for Women’s Royal Naval Service—formed in World War I), who hated us. We loathed her with equal relish. The first eight weeks were super basic and involved learning ship husbandry, how to take care of your uniform and your kit, how to fold stuff, how to polish your shoes properly, how to sew on a button, how to wash yourself, and that kind of nonsense. There were bits of physical training (PT) thrown in as well.

         I thought to myself: Getting into the corps is really quite easy.

         What Robbo and I didn’t realize was that we had been sent to the wrong place. It was only when our instructors told us that we were going to be weapons operators on a ship at sea for six to twelve months at a time that we ran to see PO (presiding officer) Wren in her office.

         Robbo said, “Ma’am, we think there’s been some kind of mistake. We signed up for the Royal Marines, not the navy.”

          “No, no,” she replied. “I’ve got your paperwork here. This is what you signed up for. You’re in the proper place.”

         So we went to see our drill sergeant—a six-four marine brick shithouse named Sergeant Stanner. Everyone was afraid of him on account of his intimidating manner and loud voice. But he turned out to be quite sympathetic.

         After looking into our situation, he said, “You two lads are in the wrong place, and you have two options. You can either pull out now, reinterview with the Marines, and go through the whole process again, or finish the last four weeks of training here and put in for a transfer.”

         Robbo and I chose the latter and became the only two blokes in British military history to go through both sets of recruitment courses. After graduation, with my mum and stepdad in attendance to watch me receive the Best Recruit Award, I returned home to Romford to wait six months for the next Royal Marine intake class.

         When September rolled around, I was on another train, this time to Exmouth in Devon. All the recruits turned up with shaved heads this time. A massive drill corporal, called a drill leader (DL), Jumper Collins, lined us up and frog-marched us through a barbed-wire fence and past a barrier. A gray-looking sixties-era building sat to our right. To the left was Bottom Field, where another class was getting thoroughly trashed. I saw wankers sprinting with huge packs on their backs; others were falling off of ropes and diving into water tanks.
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