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For my son. I hope you will grow up in a safer world than the one I’ve known, thanks, in some measure, to the work I did overseas.




Author’s Note


ALOT HAS BEEN WRITTEN about the time I spent in a Pakistani jail in 2011—much of it, unfortunately, false. I’m hoping to set the record straight. If I withhold anything, it’s only to ensure that I don’t divulge any information that could compromise our national security or put any American service personnel or contractors in harm’s way. To that end, some names have been changed. This book represents my views and not those of the State Department or any one of the private military-contracting companies that have employed me. With only a few notable exceptions, the events described are based entirely on my memory. Because of the rigors of captivity and the absence of a watch or clock much of the time I was held, the timing of some events may be slightly off. A similar caveat applies to the dialogue. While I’ve done my best to recall the most important conversations I had during that time, the phrasing is almost certainly inexact.




1.


MOZANG CHOWK, LAHORE, PAKISTAN


(January 27, 2011—Day 1)


FUNNY, ISN’T IT, how a bunch of very small and subtle decisions, when added together, can end up having such enormous consequences? I hadn’t been awake more than an hour when I was presented with one such choice.


“There’s only one SUV left outside,” our team leader, a former Navy SEAL, informed me. “You need it? Or can I take it into the office?”


Our office was the US Consulate General in Lahore, Pakistan. As private military contractors, our job was to protect Americans working overseas, particularly those living in hostile environments. It might not have been the most glamorous occupation—some people called us glorified security guards, while others labeled us knuckle-draggers—but it was an essential one. Without us, many more Americans would have died while working abroad. It’s as simple as that.


Thanks to the extremely rough roads that are so commonplace in South Asia, our vehicle of choice was an SUV. Let me share a quick story to give you an idea of just how tough and reliable they are. While working in Afghanistan, I once took a large SUV out on a long-range mission. The vehicle’s frame broke, and we had to tow it back in with—yep, that’s right—a smaller SUV. That the SUVs at our disposal were armored with steel only made them that much more desirable.


But I’ve always been a team player. “No problem. I’ll use the white sedan today.”


If you believe in chaos theory, which credits small changes in initial conditions with creating large (and often divergent) fluctuations in certain systems, my decision to drive a soft-skinned rental car around the streets of Lahore instead of an armored SUV was like the veritable butterfly flapping its wings halfway around the world. It kicked off a chain of events that would later be used as a case study at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University to show how the accumulation of a number of small, seemingly innocuous missteps can quickly lead to a crisis. The incident that took place in Lahore, and that will forever be linked with my name, was a textbook case. A clerical error here, a diplomatic snub there, and suddenly you’ve got a major diplomatic crisis on your hands.


And it all started with me, a lowly contractor, typically a bit player in the wartime theater, volunteering to use a vehicle that was no match for the many challenges it was about to face.


If only I’d gotten up a little earlier that morning, maybe things would have turned out differently.


I’D FLOWN INTO ISLAMABAD, Pakistan’s preplanned capital city, the week before, then down to Lahore the following day. This was my ninth trip to Pakistan in the last two years, half of which I’d spent in Peshawar, a frontier town near the border shared with Afghanistan. The other half I’d spent in Lahore, the capital of Punjab Province and the country’s second-largest city. Home to nearly 10 million people as well as numerous universities, markets, archaeological sites, historic monuments, mosques, restaurants, and stadiums, Lahore was a bustling and vibrant city with a rich history and culture. It was also home to a fair number of terrorists, putting it on the front lines of the War on Terror.


Despite the exotic locale, my job was generally mundane, and that was just the way I liked it. In that way, my teammates and I were not unlike sports referees: If no one ever noticed us, that meant we were doing a great job. It was only on those rare occasions when something went wrong that we were forced to make our presence known.


As security contractors, one of our main responsibilities was protecting people from themselves. Don’t get me wrong—most of the people I was charged with protecting were highly intelligent and very good at their jobs, but they simply weren’t trained to recognize the possible dangers that could arise if they were to wander into the wrong place at the wrong time. They excelled in environments that were completely foreign to me—office buildings in Washington, DC, for example—but let them loose in a country where anti-American sentiment is strong and terrorist groups are prevalent and you have a potential disaster on your hands. I was there to make sure they didn’t make any foolish choices, that they stayed safe and came home in one piece.


This task was made much harder when the people I was supposed to protect failed to heed my warnings. I was once put in charge of a group of US Agency for International Development (USAID) officials who were looking to build new houses and roads in a few small villages in rural Afghanistan. Before we set out, I warned everyone in the group that the country was heavily mined, and I implored them to be careful. I told them, “You can’t wander off. Stay next to us and do exactly what we do.” But, of course, one of them just had to take a picture of something, and the next thing I knew she was standing in the middle of an active minefield.


“Stop!” I yelled. “Do not take another step.”


“Huh? Why?”


“Did you not see the red rock?” I pointed at the painted rock, which, to those who knew better and were paying attention, indicated the edge of the minefield.


Unable to think of a better plan, I had to walk into the minefield and guide the USAID official out of it, carefully retracing her steps. One wrong move and my wife would have gotten that awful knock on the door. But I didn’t have a choice in the matter. Tiptoeing my way through a field full of improvised explosive devices (IEDs) was just part of the job. As a contractor, all you can do in a situation like this is concentrate on whatever needs to be done to resolve the problem and not get caught up worrying about the possible repercussions of someone else’s bad decision. Getting killed is always a possibility, which ensures that you stay sharp from moment to moment but over the years creates a dull weariness in you.


I’d be lying if I said all the close calls I’d faced in my career didn’t affect me. I was once asked to drive the lead car—we called it the “jammer”—for Dick Cheney’s advance team while he was visiting Afghanistan during the war. My job was to break traffic, moving cars out of the way if necessary, to ensure that the vice president’s convoy could get through. On our way from President Hamid Karzai’s palace to the US Embassy in Kabul, a car appeared on the far left side of the highway and started making its way toward us. I asked my teammate who was riding shotgun to get on the radio and tell the other vehicles in the convoy to shift right, and then I downshifted and started driving straight at the oncoming car. My job was to protect the vice president’s motorcade, which was close on our heels, at all costs, so if the car coming at us was carrying a vehicle-borne improvised explosive device (VBIED), I needed to make sure it detonated as far away from him as possible. If that meant I was going to be injured or even killed in the process, well, that was also part of the job. I actually tried to hit the oncoming car, but at the last second it veered away. That could have easily been the day, but I guess luck was on my side.


Coming to terms with the massive amount of randomness that exists in the universe was one of the hardest parts of the job. Step here and you’re drinking beer with your buddies that night; step there and you’re going home in a body bag. A contractor I worked with during multiple deployments in Afghanistan and Pakistan once illustrated the outsized role luck plays in a war zone or similarly hostile environment with a metaphor that’s always stuck with me. The way he saw it, everyone is born with two theoretical jars, a Skill Jar and a Luck Jar. Every time you do something dangerous, one of the marbles from your Luck Jar moves into your Skill Jar, because while doing that activity you honed an ability that might save your life down the road.


At first, your Skill Jar is empty because you don’t have any experience, but as you get more proficient at certain tasks, that jar starts to fill with marbles. This explains how so many of the grizzled war veterans who have extended their careers working as contractors—we called them Old Warriors—have managed to survive so long. After filling their Skill Jars, they tend to make better decisions and fewer life-threatening mistakes than they did before.


But where do all the marbles in your Skill Jar come from? From your Luck Jar. And here’s the unfair part (of this metaphor and life in general): Everyone’s Luck Jar doesn’t start off with the same amount of marbles. Some of us may have very few to start, while others may have a lot. And when all the marbles in your Luck Jar are gone, that’s it. You’re done. No amount of skill can save you then. So every time you do something dangerous and survive, you need to remember that you now have one less marble in your Luck Jar, and if you continue to do the same life-threatening activity, year after year, like I did working in hostile environments overseas half my life, one day you’re going to run out of marbles.


That you don’t know exactly how many marbles you’ve got left at any given time creates a never-ending, existential quandary: Either you constantly worry about it or you don’t worry about it at all. I chose the latter route, banishing the thought from my head as much as I could and devoting my energy to trying to get a little better at my job every single day.


AS I GOT BEHIND THE WHEEL of the white sedan and pulled out of the compound in Lahore’s Scotch Corner neighborhood where my team was staying, the only thing I was thinking about was the task ahead of me. The purpose of this outing was to survey the route I’d be taking someone on three days later. I needed to pay close attention to any danger spots or anything that appeared out of the ordinary along the way. In a country like Pakistan, which remains one of the world’s most fertile terrorist breeding grounds, you always have to be on the alert. Since the start of the War on Terror, there had been more than a dozen attacks in Pakistan against US diplomatic missions and businesses frequented by Americans, and the number of Pakistani civilians killed in terrorist-related violence in 2010 wasn’t all that far behind the number of Afghan civilians killed that same year, even though Afghanistan was at war and Pakistan wasn’t—at least not officially.


Despite how big Lahore was, it rarely felt overtly dangerous—unlike, say, Karachi, Pakistan’s largest city, where terrorist attacks were quite common. And yet terrorist violence still occurred there from time to time. Lahore wasn’t Baghdad, but it wasn’t Kansas City, either. Anytime I traveled beyond the high walls that surrounded the house where my teammates and I lived, I grew more cautious. But vigilance does not retard humor. At one point during that morning’s drive, I couldn’t stop myself from laughing, just as I always did, when Katy Perry’s “I Kissed a Girl” came on the radio. In the Pakistani version of the song, “girl” has been dubbed out of the chorus and replaced with “person,” and—as if that wasn’t awkward enough—it’s done with a man’s voice. Hearing this never failed to crack me up.


Katy Perry provided only a momentary distraction. As I drove down Mall Road, a wide street lined with beautiful old buildings built during the era when Pakistan was part of India and India was part of the British Empire, I was constantly scanning the area for any sort of suspicious activity. A bulge in a young man’s waistline could mean he was carrying a gun. A vehicle heavily weighted down in the back could indicate it was carrying a VBIED. A woman wearing bulky clothes on a hot day might suggest she was wearing a suicide vest. I’d spent the last five days doing much the same thing, driving around the city, relearning its streets, taking the temperature of the environment, getting a feel for what was going on.


Whenever I drove in Lahore, I also had to be on the lookout for roadblocks and hastily improvised checkpoints. The relationship between Pakistan and the United States had become increasingly frayed in recent years, and one of the most obvious signs of this discord was how difficult it had become for Americans, particularly those attached to the embassy or one of the consulates, to move around the country. Vehicles with diplomatic license plates seemed to get pulled over more frequently and, after being stopped, harassed to a greater degree than the other cars on the road. After the police succeeded in stopping one of our vehicles, they would often try to get inside it, but we always refused to let them. We’d heard the horror stories about contractors in Iraq getting ambushed by militants wearing fake police uniforms, and we weren’t about to fall for the same deadly trick. The police usually took our refusal as an affront and would often detain us, right there on the side of the road, for hours and hours, forcing the regional security officer—the RSO is the senior law enforcement officer at every US embassy and consulate—to come rescue us.


The Pakistani police even arrested an old lady whose job was to monitor a radio during the night shift at the consulate in Lahore. She looked like someone’s grandmother, but they tried to paint her as a spy, claiming she was carrying “spy gadgetry” and an AK-47. The spy gadgetry turned out to be a digital camera, the AK-47 a complete fabrication. When the police couldn’t produce any evidence that substantiated their claim, the Lahore High Court dismissed the case and the old woman was released.


As I drove around the city, I also paid close attention to traffic patterns, taking note of areas where I could get bogged down. On the day I volunteered to use the white sedan, traffic was flowing fairly smoothly until the busy thoroughfare I was on, Jail Road, which had three lanes going in each direction and a grassy median in between, approached an even busier street, Ferozepur Road. In Pakistan, this sort of major intersection is called a chowk, and this particular one, Mozang Chowk, surrounded as it was by a bus station and multiple banks and restaurants, was very busy and quite well known.


The closer I got to the intersection, the slower I was forced to go, until I finally came to a complete stop. Besides the two main roads, several smaller roads also fed into the intersection, further snarling traffic. I could see a traffic cop up ahead, doing his best to untangle the mess. In their distinctive blue uniforms, traffic cops were a common sight in Pakistan. Their main responsibilities were directing traffic and issuing tickets for moving violations—they didn’t even carry guns—but from my experience all they ever did was make any problem they encountered worse.


When I came to a stop, I was in the middle lane of the three-lane road, about ten cars away from the intersection. The lanes to my right and left were both filled with cars, and the space in between the cars was filled with motorcycles, bicycles, rickshaws, and “tuk-tuks,” which are mopeds that have enclosed cabs and three wheels. There were so many motorcycles around my car it felt like I was at the start of a motocross rally—but a uniquely Pakistani one. It wasn’t unheard of there to see as many as seven people on a single motorcycle. I’ve also seen a Pakistani motorcyclist carrying an entire car windshield down the road and, more disturbingly, one holding an unrestrained baby. The only law there concerning motorcycle safety was that the driver had to wear a helmet. Beyond that, it was a free-for-all.


I sat at that intersection for about two minutes, scanning the area the entire time, a habit as ingrained in me as breathing, particularly when I’m boxed in by vehicles or caught in a crowd of people. I looked to my right, I looked to my left, and, using the rearview mirror, I checked directly behind me at my six o’clock position, or “six” for short. Satisfied that nothing out of the ordinary was going on, I returned my attention to the road straight ahead of me, and as I did I noticed a black motorcycle pull directly in front of me. On it were two men. The driver, who I would later learn was named Faizan Haider, was wearing a helmet and facing forward with both hands on the handlebars. The other man, Muhammad Faheem, was sitting directly behind Haider on the back of the bike, but his upper body was turned almost all the way around so that he was nearly facing me. I could see his hips. I could see his stomach. I could see his chest. And I could see his hand as it pulled a pistol from his waistband.


Guns are fairly common in Pakistan and, as most gun owners will attest, aren’t in and of themselves dangerous. But when someone draws a gun in the middle of a crowded intersection, the equation changes. That person immediately becomes a threat.


When faced with a life-threatening situation, most people get overwhelmed and their bodies automatically shut down some of their senses, which increases their vulnerability. They lose their fine motor skills, rendering them unable to perform even the simplest tasks with their hands. They get tunnel vision as their eyes block out everything in the periphery in order to focus solely on the threat. And they get auditory exclusion, the aural version of tunnel vision, as their minds filter out every noise but the ones they consider most important. These reactions are all part of the normal fight-or-flight response humans have when subjected to extreme stress.


Fortunately, I’d been trained by some of the finest instructors in the world how to respond to just this sort of threat. By taking a deep breath, I was able to control my stress level to the point where I could still see everything in front of me as well as in my periphery. Most people would have focused exclusively on the gun, but for me it felt like I was staring at a 65-inch, widescreen, high-definition television, and I could take in every single inch of it at the same time. Everything in front of me was crystal clear. I could see every speck of dirt on my windshield. I could see all the cars up ahead of me. I could see the rickshaws and tuk-tuks to the left and right of me. I could see the brake lights of the motorcycle directly in front of my car. And I could clearly see the two men on the bike. They appeared to be Pakistani, but I couldn’t identify much about them beyond that. They weren’t wearing uniforms that would indicate they were part of the police or military. They were, as far as I could tell, just a couple of guys.


That is, just a couple of guys with a gun. The gun ultimately demanded my full attention. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as I watched the guy on the back of the motorcycle rack it and start to take aim. When I first noticed him pull the gun from his waistband, it was pointing down, but now its muzzle slowly began to rise, first pointed at the grille of my car, then at the hood, before inching its way upward until it was level with, and pointed directly at, me.




2.


BIG STONE GAP, VIRGINIA


(October 1979)


LIFE WAS NEVER EASY where I grew up. Big Stone Gap, Virginia, is a blink-and-you-miss-it town tucked into the mountains in the most isolated part of the state. It’s actually farther west than any point in West Virginia and is much closer to the capitals of Kentucky, Tennessee, and North Carolina, in both distance and philosophy, than it is to its own state’s capital of Richmond.


This was coal country, and my dad worked in the mines right up until the day a 700-pound rock fell on top of him, breaking his back in three places. I was only five years old at the time, but the impact of my dad’s injury was clear to me. While he recovered, my mom had to work three jobs just to make ends meet. Money was always tight. My brother and sister and I never actually starved. Most Americans equate being hungry with starving, but these two conditions aren’t even remotely close. Starving isn’t forgetting to eat lunch because you were too busy at work. Starving is going two weeks without food. My family never starved. But we often went hungry. More than a few times we had to make a batch of cornbread and mashed potatoes last the whole week.


I never thought all that much about it because so few people living in Wise County were very well-off. A large percentage of them were living so far below the poverty line that that elusive measure might as well have been marking the edge of outer space. The good news? When everyone around you is just as poor as you are, it doesn’t feel like poverty anymore but something closer to normal. It was only after I left that I realized just how poor my family really was.


Growing up, I was always one of the bigger kids in my grade. As a seventh grader, I made the eighth-grade football team, even though I really didn’t know what I was doing. All I knew how to do was get in front of a guy and block him when we were on offense and tackle whoever had the ball when we were on defense. But I was big and strong and fast, and that made up for a lot.


My dad was always very supportive of my athletic career. He enjoyed watching me play so much he’d even come to my practices and sit in the bleachers. He got so into it during this one scrimmage that he actually started yelling at my coach to put me in. The coach responded with a chuckle and a why-not sort of gesture, then tried me out at nose guard. I played well enough that the coach started giving me a lot more playing time. I played offensive guard and defensive tackle throughout high school, and as a senior I got to block for a speedy freshman running back named Thomas Jones. The first time he ever touched the ball, he bounced from one sideline to the other, probably running more than sixty yards just to move the ball a few yards past the line of scrimmage. In the huddle, he was shaking he was so scared or amped up—it was hard to tell which—and we reminded him to run north and south, not east and west. He responded by rushing for a long touchdown on the very next play. He went on to run for 10,591 yards in the NFL, putting him in twenty-fifth place on the all-time list, but I’ll always remember him as that kid who was wide-eyed with fright and adrenaline during our game against the J. J. Kelly Indians.


I also wrestled and ran track in high school, but, unfortunately, my dad didn’t get to see me do any of that. He died of a heart attack when I was fourteen. Paying the bills hadn’t been easy when he was with us, so you can imagine what it was like with him gone. We had to go on food stamps and collect Supplemental Security Income. Dealing with that kind of adversity at such a young age either breaks you or makes you stronger, and I wasn’t about to let it break me. I refused to adopt a woe-is-me attitude. Instead, I did whatever I could to help my family put food on the table. In the fall, I chopped wood. In the winter, I shoveled snow. The rest of the year, I laid brick and block for $10 an hour. That was a small fortune for a fifteen-year-old. I’d take $25, sometimes $50, out of each paycheck for myself and give the rest to my mom.


I got so good at bricklaying that I actually won district and state championships in that pursuit and went on to finish eighteenth in the nationals. As soon as I graduated from high school, I got bombarded with job offers from all over the country, from New York all the way to California, promising me a decent wage laying brick. But just as I knew I didn’t want to work in the mines, I knew I didn’t want to lay brick the rest of my life. More than anything, I wanted to get out of Big Stone Gap and see the world, which was how I ended up at the local Armed Forces recruiting office. I tried to join the Marines, but their recruiter kept blowing me off. He was more interested in tall, skinny kids, and I, built like a tree stump, was nearly the opposite. Taking the hint, I approached the army recruiter.


“What kind of jobs do you have available?” I asked him.


“Oh, we’ve got all kinds. But first let’s get you a test and see where you’re at.”


I took the test and gave it back to him. He graded it and said, “Nice work. You scored high enough to be a 68 Whiskey.”


“What the heck’s that?”


“A medic.”


“Like a doctor?”


“Yeah.”


“I don’t want to do that. I want to be outside. Don’t you have anything where I can be outside?”


The army recruiter grinned at me like a used car salesman. “Sounds like you want be in the infantry.”


“Yeah, the infantry. That’s what I want to do.”


“Let me see,” he said, scrolling down his computer screen. “We just might have an open spot there.”


Of course they had an open spot in the infantry. The army always has an open spot in the infantry. Later on, I also learned that 68 Whiskeys were actually field medics, which meant they worked outside in support of the infantry. That was how little I knew at the time. But I didn’t let my ignorance dampen my enthusiasm. I was too excited about the path leading out of Big Stone Gap I’d forged for myself and the new identity I’d assumed. I was now an 11 Mike, an infantryman, in the US Army.


A few days later, I flew down to Fort Benning in Georgia. It was the first time I’d ever flown in a plane and the farthest I’d ever been away from home.


I was eighteen years old.


I THOUGHT I’D SERVE four years in the army, then get out, maybe go to college, try out for the football team, and see what civilian life was all about. Special Forces (SF) derailed that plan.


I was stationed at Fort Lewis, just south of Tacoma, Washington, and my four-year commitment to the army was almost up when I had the opportunity to spend an entire day on the shooting range with a bunch of SF guys. One of the primary missions of SF is to train soldiers, particularly foreign ones, so the reputation its members have earned for being first-rate instructors is deserved. Out on the range those guys showed us how to use weapons we might not have been familiar with, and, making the day that much more enjoyable, they weren’t frugal with their ammunition. In fact, it seemed like they had so much ammo at their disposal they couldn’t possibly shoot it all by themselves. We shot rifles at targets as far as 600 yards out and detonated a variety of explosives. That day was—I can’t help myself—a blast, and at the end of it, the SF guys told us they were going to be doing it again the very next day. When we got back to our barracks, we grumbled aloud about what a horrible time we’d had before quietly volunteering to return to the range in the morning.


Somehow we got away with our little ruse, and we had just as much fun the second day as we’d had the first. As entertaining as it was, I got a lot more out of the experience than the pleasure of blowing stuff up. I came away impressed not only by the professionalism and the amount of knowledge the SF guys possessed but also by their easygoing attitudes. For guys who took their jobs so seriously and did them so well, they were incredibly laid back and pleasant to be around. After spending two days on the range with them, it was clear to me that their unit was in an entirely different league than what I was used to, that they had the best job in the entire United States Armed Forces, and that I wanted nothing more in the world than to be one of them.


Of course, getting into an elite outfit like SF isn’t easy. For the next several months, all I did was train. Well, all I did in addition to my regular duties as team leader. Every morning, I got up at 4:30, did 100 pull-ups and 200 push-ups, and ran six miles, my pace dictated by the fact that I had to make it back to formation by 6:30. Then for the next two-plus hours I led my men through an equally grueling physical training session, which I did right alongside them. And every evening after work, I “ruck marched”—that is, carried a heavy rucksack full of gear—at least ten miles. This was my daily routine, and it got me in the best shape of my life, which was exactly what I needed to be in to get into SF.


After surviving this grueling schedule, I decided to try my hand at the Special Forces Assessment and Selection (SFAS) process. During this extremely rigorous three-week course, designed to push your body to its limit and weed out the weak, the other candidates and I probably walked more than 500 miles each while carrying rucksacks as heavy as seventy pounds. We were required to perform physically demanding tasks such as negotiating a land navigation course, alone, at night, in the rain, over rough terrain, while being timed; carrying full water cans in each hand ten kilometers down a dirt road; working with a twelve-man team to lift and carry a three-wheeled Jeep with poles; and working with a smaller team to carry a 350-pound duffel bag full of sand on a litter we’d fashioned from poles and a poncho. Typically, more than half the candidates in each SFAS course quit before it was done. And a good percentage of those who did finish were declared “Non-Selects” and told they needed to do it all over again. Non-Selects were allowed two more chances, but most guys, if they didn’t get in the first time, never came back. Thanks to all the hard work I’d put in, I passed the course the first time I tried, but, as great a feeling as that was, all it really meant was that I’d cleared the first of many hurdles that stood between me and the gold-and-teal insignia and green beret worn by members of SF.


Next came the extremely challenging SF Qualification Course, which takes more than a year to complete. It’s so long and intense that it’s broken up into phases. In one phase, we learned (or, in my case, relearned) infantry tactics. In another phase, we were trained how to do our MOS. In the army, you don’t have a “job”; you have a Military Occupational Specialty (MOS). In SF, my MOS was 18 Bravo, or Weapons Sergeant. There was also a language phase where I studied French for four months, and, finally, the culmination phase, aka “Robin Sage,” where we put it all together and worked as an SF team in a highly realistic simulation of war, parachuting into hostile territory, eating whatever we could scavenge, and doing our best to avoid the enemy.


Tucked into this yearlong military grad school was the Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape (SERE) course. An under-the-radar program dating back to the Korean War, it was designed to teach American military personnel how to avoid getting captured and, if that failed, how to hold up under questioning and withstand torture. For three weeks, we lived off the land in the snake-ridden backcountry of North Carolina while attempting to elude an unnamed and oftentimes unseen enemy. That was the easy part. Once we were captured—it’s never a question of if but when—we were put through the same sort of abuse we might expect to receive if seized by an enemy who refused to abide by the Geneva Conventions.


SERE training was even more demanding—physically, mentally, and emotionally—than SFAS, and while taking part in it, I sustained some damage to my right lung. The injury occurred in 1998, but its full impact didn’t make itself known until the fall of 2001, when my lung suddenly stopped working. The army responded by putting me on its Temporary Disability Retirement List. This meant I couldn’t return to my job until the injury had fully healed and I was deemed fit for duty. In the wake of 9/11, you can imagine how devastated I was. It felt like I’d trained my entire life for the big game, and after we’d finally made it to the Super Bowl, I was stuck on the sidelines.


I offered to be an instructor while my lung healed, but the army rejected the idea. Plan B involved moving to Lexington, Kentucky, with my girlfriend, Rebecca, a fellow member of the 82nd Airborne Division I’d met at Fort Bragg. She got out of the army just before I did, after getting injured while jumping out of a plane. There were 30 mph winds that day, and you’re not supposed to jump when it’s blowing that hard, but the instructors refused to cancel the jump because some political higher-ups were there to watch. That wind carried all ninety-eight pounds of her clear across the drop zone, and she landed on her head, hitting the ground so hard it knocked her out and severely injured her neck and jaw. When she recovered, she was ready to move on to the next phase of her life.


We moved to Lexington so I could attend Eastern Kentucky University, which offered a unique course—Assets Protection & Security—I was interested in studying. I tried to make the best of collegiate life, but I can’t lie: I was miserable. When I joined SF, it was like Christmas morning every time I woke up. I couldn’t wait to get to work to find out what I was going to be doing that day. I loved my job. Going from that sort of sustained joy to having to sit in a classroom all day and barely being able to walk because I couldn’t breathe was really tough. I was starting to get a little depressed when I came across a magazine article about an eight-year-old who’d had both legs amputated but still managed to run a mile in eight minutes. That snapped me out of my funk and motivated me to rehab my lung. I started walking as much as I could. When I could do that without gasping for air, I started riding a mountain bike. And when I could do that without any difficulties, I began to run. By following this routine, I was able to increase my lung capacity from a low of 52 percent all the way up to 89 percent.


With my right lung almost fully healed, I tried to return to SF in 2003, but the doctor refused to sign off on it. The army wouldn’t even let me return to the infantry. All it could offer me was a 71 Lima MOS, an Administrative Specialist position, shuffling papers inside an office building all day long.


I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Not because I felt like I was too good for such work. I believe every job in the army serves an important function. And not because I was intimidated by all the paperwork, although, admittedly, that’s not my strong suit. No, I turned down the job offer because I knew what the atmosphere inside the administrative office was like, and let’s just say it was as un-army-like as it could possibly be. I have a vivid memory of visiting the administrative office when I was an E-6, a Staff Sergeant, and having an encounter with an E-4, a Specialist—a rank that’s earned a reputation for attracting those who like to avoid responsibility—that left a bad taste in my mouth. The E-4 had the nerve to address me, a superior officer, as, “Big Sarge,” before asking me, “What up?” Such informality shocked and infuriated me. When I served in the army, I always respected the rank of my superiors while expecting those beneath me to do the same. Coming from the infantry and SF, I knew that if I took that clerk job I would lose my mind trying to work with people who had so little respect for the army’s rules, protocols, and procedures.


I ended up doing one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do, much harder than doing 100 pull-ups and 200 push-ups every morning or jumping out of an airplane or subsisting on grubs and worms for days at a time.


“I’m not pushing papers at a desk for the next twenty years,” I told Rebecca. “I quit.”




3.


FORT BRAGG, NORTH CAROLINA


(September 1999)


WHEN I MET RAY IN 1999, I really wasn’t interested in being with anybody, especially somebody from the military. I’d just broken up with a guy who was in the army and he was kind of a jerk, so I didn’t want anything to do with another military guy. My plan was to get out of the army and go back home to Arizona and only date men who worked nine to five. I maintained my resolve until the night I went out to celebrate my birthday. There was a really long line to get into this bar, and I picked out the cutest and most approachable guy I could find in line and asked him if I could cut in front of him. Even though I had a bunch of friends with me, he said yes, and as big as he was, no one standing in line behind him said a word about it.
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