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			Chapter 1

			Fuck. I think I shit my pants. A white car’s barreling toward me. It’s within fifteen feet. I hear the shot of a rifle. My rifle. My bullet. I hear the front-passenger tire burst as my bullet impacts. Pop. Love that sound. I wait for the car to explode and push jagged shrapnel through my open window, through my face, and splatter on the gunner behind me. I doubt he’ll care. He’ll be dead too. Car bombs are all the rage in Baghdad in 2005.

			No explosion. The driver’s lucky I had my barrel pointed toward the ground. By the time I saw him, it was too late—for him and me. Still, instinct kicked in. I switched my rifle from safe to fire, shot a round, and flipped it back to safe as we finished our turn. No time to dwell on the past.

			George: What the fuck?

			Me: Me?

			George: I had him.

			Me: Fuck if knew. He was close.

			George is the top gunner in the Hummer. I’m behind Jacob, the driver, with my window down, face and rifle pointing to the enemy, which is anyone not us. Locals. Fuck them. My life’s more important than theirs.

			My worldview’s a twelve-inch square window looking out of the back seat of a Hummer, the equivalent of blinders on a combat horse. I didn’t see the car until he was about to run into our convoy. I shot. George had a better view. The driver was slowing down. George didn’t shoot. He didn’t need to. I saw a threat, I shot it. If it’s between a random Iraqi and me, I’m going home to see Grandma, who loves me. As far as Blackwater, The State Department, and the Iraqi’s care, I’m expendable.

			George: He was stopping.

			Me: Fuck him. Should’ve stopped faster.

			George: Yeah. Oh well.

			We enter the Green Zone and park. I drop my kit, pistol, and rifle in my room, take a shower, and chug a Gatorade to hydrate. It’s May in Baghdad. It’s balls-hanging-below-my-knees hot. I hate this place. Why Saddam Hussein wanted to rule it is beyond me. He was King Shit of Turd Hill. Doesn’t matter. I’m here for adventure and money. I’m getting plenty of both.

			I grab the key to a Suburban and drive to a beer stand near camp. Cases of Amstel and Carlsberg are stacked waist high on wooden pallets in the blistering sun. Bottles of hard liquor sit on a table under an umbrella. I give the local twenty dollars and take two cases of Carlsberg.

			I eat an early dinner and drive to the palace pool. This is where we party. Saddam spent his oil revenue making his palace fit for a king. It’s now the US Embassy. While he’s rotting in a prison somewhere, I enjoy his excesses.

			The pool area has a brass fountain, palm trees, and grass. The water flowing from the fountain to the pool is sky-blue. Military chicks lay out here to get a tan. War pigs. Desert beauty queens. Baghdad beauties. Call them what you will. While in country they’re “hot” based on the lack of other women. Military folklore has it upon landing home, a male soldier on the plane says, “How does it feel to be ugly again, ladies?” Stateside I wouldn’t fuck them with George’s dick and Jacob pushing, but the scenery’s refreshing compared to the Blackwater camp with five hundred dudes.

			We don’t have a mission tomorrow so tonight we get fucked up. Why not? Seeing the sun go down is a blessing. Tomorrow I may be blown up by a rocket. Maybe an IED punctures the armor of my Hummer and rips my kidney apart. If I’m not wearing a colostomy bag at the end of the day, it’s a win.

			I park, unload the beer, and dump it in an ice chest, but there’s no reason to wait until it gets cold. It tastes terrible after being in the sun. Skunky. If I wait for it to chill, it may taste marginally better but that’s thirty minutes away. I pound one.

			George: Where the fuck did you get that shirt?

			Me: My closet.

			George: You make five hundred and fifty dollars a day and can’t find something better than a dirty-ass brown t-shirt? Come on.

			Me: What’s wrong with my shirt?

			George: You’re a white trash hillbilly. That shirt smells like Circle K hotdogs and food stamps.

			Me: What’s wrong with Circle K hotdogs? You look like your mom tried to abort you.

			George: Nice. Good one.

			This is a normal day in Baghdad working for Blackwater as a private security contractor. Every day’s a combat mullet—business in the front (by day) and party in the back (by night). I pour a Captain Morgan and Coke. Alcohol in the pool area is communal. George sips scotch from a red Solo cup when Jacob arrives.

			Me: Where the fuck you been?

			Jacob: Had to hit the gym.

			Me: Why? You look like a bag of smashed assholes.

			Jacob: We can’t all be flabby pieces of shit like you in that white trash shirt.

			Me: Why does everyone hate my shirt? Is there a fashion show and I missed the radio call?

			Jacob grabs a beer, pours it in a red Solo Cup and we tap plastic glasses to cheers. Before taking a drink, we tap them on the table twice in honor of the people we’ve loved and lost in combat. I hand the Suburban keys to someone not drinking. I doubt I’d get a DUI even if I drove the vehicle into the embassy’s front door but there’s no reason to chance it.

			This is my life. Adventure then party. Rinse and repeat.
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			Chapter 2

			You’ve heard about Blackwater. I venture you have a negative view of us. That’s fine. It’s a view we cultivated and nurtured. It’s well deserved. It didn’t start that way, not for me. I wanted to help rebuild Iraq, protect diplomats, and make a shit-ton of money in the process. I was successful with the latter two. I’d like to think I did some good for the people of Iraq on an individual basis. Maybe a few. I doubt it but it helps me sleep.

			July 2004. I’m at the airport in Amman, Jordan after spending a night at the Bristol Hotel which is the closest thing to a frat house I’ve experienced. The night consisted of muscular dudes getting wasted, ordering hookers, and screaming in the hallway. I got in late the night prior, took a shower, put on the awesome bathrobe in the closet, and slept for a few hours before dragging my bags and tired ass to the lobby. I get on a bus that smells like ninety-proof, with a bunch of “operators” and some old farts. One has a sleep apnea machine. We’re Blackwater contractors—ready to win this war doing…who knows what. We’ll learn upon arrival.

			I board a plane that looks like it was flown in Vietnam. I’m told it’s a casa bird, a turbo prop plane with the upper and lower wings connected by struts. The plane is for cargo so it can be flown with the back door open or closed. It’s haboob—dust storm–season when airports close for days or weeks. We have a tight window to land in Baghdad. I sit in the seat closest to the pilots. We take off, ascend to altitude, and start a comfortable flight to Baghdad. I don’t bother to buckle in. I take out my laptop, place it on my knees, and play Minesweeper. I click aimlessly until I hit a mine, then I wonder, how does this game work? This defines my life for the next eighteen months.

			When landing in a combat zone, pilots do a corkscrew maneuver where they circle to descend, like a corkscrew going in a wine bottle minus the booze. At the last minute, the pilot flattens out to land. This makes the plane a harder target to shoot down. If the aircraft flies straight to a landing strip as in normal plane travel, it’s a tasty target for an RPG as the terrorist can see the probable glide path.

			As I click random boxes on my laptop, I question my life decisions. How did I get here? Flying to an active combat zone isn’t how I pictured my life at twenty-three. I’ve done my military time in the Air Force and did a pump to Iraq at the outset of Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003. Growing up in small town USA, I should be roofing houses or framing duplexes like my uncles. Instead, I’m in this crappy plane, playing Minesweeper, assuming I’ll be delivered home in an aluminum box like the one I flew home next to carrying a US service member as I left Iraq in 2003. Ah yes, this is Tony’s fault. My good Air Force buddy, a former Force Recon Marine, sold me on the money, being a mercenary in Iraq, and the adventure. His words echo in my head like a fart hitting my pant leg.

			Tony: Morgan, do you want to grow old and tell your grandkids you were a banker and made millions on Wall Street or do you want to have cool stories to tell?

			This is my cool story. It’s time to test my mettle, to prove my high school guidance counselor wrong when she said I was better suited for working construction than going to college.

			I never consider the pilots of this plane are Blackwater employees—as crazy as me but with less to live for in their older age. They fly it like they stole it. Without warning, my laptop lifts off my legs. The plane plummets. We’re going down. Crashing. I’m dead. The G-force is suffocating. My face hurts. I catch my breath and pray. Forgive my sins, Lord: The execution photo, the steroids, the time I hit the garage wall with Grandma’s car and blamed it on her. I’m relieved I got the prayer out before dying. I should’ve been pouring concrete today in Cottonwood, Arizona. Instead, I’ll be dead before my first paycheck. Fuck.

			Like a jolt, we level off. The smell of alcohol coming from the cockpit makes me think the pilots took the corkscrew maneuver a bit too seriously the night prior. The co-pilot unbuckles and walks to the back of the plane, lets down the cargo door, hooks a harness from his body armor to a metal loop on the plane floor and opens a box. I peek out the back door. The landscape below is tan, barren earth. He hands me an AK-47 like the stewardess on a Southwest flight handing out pretzels. How do I work this thing?

			He walks to the cargo door and pulls a fully automatic M-249 machine gun from the box, loads it with a belt of .556 ammunition, and sits on the edge with his legs dangling in the air like a five-year-old on a swing. What the hell did I get myself into?

			We land without incident and roll to a stop at Baghdad International Airport (BIAP). The co-pilot unhooks and exits with the pilot. They walk around the plane as I put my AK in the box. We unload bags and the boxes of ammunition I didn’t notice we had. So much ammo, more than the Iraqi Army has at their disposal. I hear cussing.

			Pilot: Fuck. We cracked the strut.

			Co-pilot: Really? Where? Fuck. We’re going to be stuck in this shithole until parts arrive. I told you not to dive so hard, asshole.

			Pilot: And not do the best part of flying into By-opp?

			Co-pilot: I didn’t bring clothes! Goddammit.

			I let this sink in. They dove and banked so violently—with passenger onboard, me—that the strut connecting the upper and lower wings cracked, and they’re mad because they can’t get back to Jordan to sleep in a nice bed at The Bristol Hotel and fuck a hooker. The assholes are stuck there for two weeks waiting for the part. Good.

			A bongo truck pulls up to the plane with three small SUVs in a convoy. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s a cab on top of six tiny wheels with a large bed, a poor man’s cattle truck driving cows to slaughter. Seems appropriate. We were told the vehicles in Iraq have armor. This is a lie. These are soft-skinned European vehicles I’ve never heard of with names like Tata and Peugeot. We load our bags in the truck. I’m handed a Kevlar vest, an M-4 rifle, and a single thirty-round magazine of ammunition. A combat load is seven magazines—two hundred ten bullets. This is a shitshow, but after the military, it doesn’t faze me. The Air Force sent me into Iraq with a single chest plate with the option of choosing to put it in the front or the back of my Kevlar vest so I know this war isn’t well-planned. Before we start our trek, we walk to a pallet of Coors Light and load five cases in the truck. The pilot’s standing there.

			Me: Who runs this airport?

			Pilot: The Iraqis. They’re new.

			Me: New?

			Pilot: The people who ran it were part of the regime, so these are all new people. None of them know what they’re doing so US contractors run it.

			Me: So, it’s a clusterfuck?

			Pilot: Yep. We fly and let them know when we’re landing. Iraq has been sanctioned for so long, no one has any idea how to run an airport. Thankfully, no one flies in, so we don’t run into other planes. We radio in before we descend. It’s the only place we can get American beer in Iraq, so it’s not all bad.

			This place is anarchy—people walking on active runways and cars driving across them. They took down the “Saddam” part of Saddam International Airport’s sign, so it reads “International Airport,” which is true because we flew in from Jordan. It should say “Death Trap” considering the flight.

			I put on the vest, grab my rifle with its single magazine, and stand near my assigned seat. A man old enough to be my grandfather is the convoy leader.

			Grandpa: Keep your heads on a swivel. If we’re attacked, pick a target and shoot. Doesn’t matter if someone’s there or not. This keeps the enemy’s head down. Drivers push through the attack unless the vehicle’s disabled. We’ll tow the vehicle or hold in place and fight if we can’t drive on. Got it?

			I have no idea what he’s saying so I nod.

			Grandpa: Take orders from the team members. I know you’re badasses, but they know the route and what to do if we get attacked. Got it?

			I keep nodding.

			Grandpa: Load up in the cars. No magazines in your rifles until we get out of BIAP. I’ll let you know when to lock and load. Got it?

			I nod again and turn to the hunk of shit (HOS) SUV. It’s dark red with dents from top to bottom like the thighs of a Waffle House waitress. Does AAA operate in Baghdad? At this point, I’m more worried about a mechanical breakdown than an improvised explosive device (IED).

			Grandpa’s speech is called a mission brief, the standard for every run. The old fucker’s on point. He’s a knowledgeable, hardened combat veteran. We drive from BIAP to the area known as outside the wire (OTW) or “The Red Zone” to contrast where we are going which is called “The Green Zone.” Still no bullets in my rifle. Why can’t we load? Before we hit OTW, we stop, and Grandpa emerges from his vehicle.

			Grandpa: Make a show of it, boys. We’re headed to Indian Country. Lock and load.

			This is our cue to disembark and load our rifles. As we’re loading, we aim them at red oil barrels filled with dirt, clearing barrels, which were created for dumbasses who can’t load or unload a weapon without firing it (i.e., military officers).

			Grandpa thrusts his penis toward his rifle while loading. So awesome. His is more sophisticated than mine, his rifle not his penis. Mine is inadequate, story of my life. I wonder if his reference to Indians is directed to Native Americans or Indians from India. Dots or feathers?

			I’m behind the driver. This is an important position. The driver can’t shoot and drive so my coverage area is wider than most. I have from twelve o’clock (the direction we’re driving) to six o’clock (the area behind us), a 180-degree field of fire. More like a 155-degree field of fire as I can’t shoot through the driver. I could, but everyone would be pissed as we crash and burn to death.

			The passenger seat holds the tactical commander. He tells the convoy where to drive and has a field of fire from twelve to three. The dude behind him has from three to six. See how that works? It’s a clock for dumb rednecks like me to know where to shoot.

			I get comfortable behind the driver as he starts the HOS SUV.

			Driver: There’s an armored plate by your feet if we get in the shit. You can hold it up to the window to protect you.

			What I want to say is: Seriously, bro? How the fuck am I going to hold a slab of ceramic to block my face when a bomb explodes? How do I know when to grab the plate? Does anyone think my arm and hand are strong enough to stop a blast and keep my brains from being splattered on the gunner behind me? This is ridiculous. Instead, I say,

			Me: Thanks for the heads up.

			It’s seven and a half miles from BIAP to the Green Zone. We’re traveling on the Route Irish, the most attacked highway in Iraq. Oh well. Too late to puss out now. It’s hot as fuck. Two million degrees in my estimation since my eyes are boiling in their sockets. Sweat dribbles down my back to fill my ass crack. My torso and pelvis are a sloppy Vietnamese jungle within minutes. Adrenaline courses through my veins. I’m ready to slay the Indian terrorists. (He must’ve meant Native Americans. I’ll see their ceremonial feathers poking over the walls that protect the houses on the route.) My head moves from right to left. I’m a one-eyed dog at a sausage factory looking at every sausage by swiveling my head. My rifle goes where my eyes go. I look absurd. The driver is going eighty mph and my eyes are watering from the wind shear. Or maybe they’re sweating. I’m from Arizona, but this place is a new level of hot. My rifle twitches left and right as I scan the terrain. No feathers.

			My asshole’s puckered so tight I find it hard to walk later. If I knew this is how we’d play ball, I would’ve shoved coal up my ass to make a diamond. The driver blasts heavy metal music. Why’s the music so loud? Listening for gunshots would make more sense. Maybe I’m getting old. Young kids’ music is terrible. Hell, Grandpa running the convoy is hip enough to enjoy the screaming, ear-bleeding music so why can’t I? Dude humped his rifle while loading it. So awesome. I’ll never be as cool as him as we drive down a rather normal road, save for large craters every few miles where a car bomb blasted people into chunks day earlier.

			We arrive at the Green Zone. The entrance is a serpentine obstacle course of barriers, huge concrete blocks on each side of the road offset by ten feet and across from each other. This ensures vehicles slow down as they arrive at the gate by making them wind around each barrier like a snake. We stop at the first checkpoint. An Iraqi Army guard looks at us, realizes we aren’t terrorists, and sends us down another slalom where we find a US Army military policeman. The driver shows him a badge. “We have some new guys. Going to our team house with them.” The MP raises the gate arm and we pass.

			We drive through two traffic circles with large bronze statues and take a right into a neighborhood to the team house. The driver and the TC leave the vehicle, grab the cases of Coors Light, and walk inside. Grandpa marches to the first vehicle and yells, “Unload your bags then come on in. Someone’ll be here to get you shortly.” Then he goes inside. So cool.

			We create a chain to unload bags, stack them in a pile, then head inside. It’s air conditioned. Sweet, sweet AC. A team house guy tells us there’s beer in the fridge. I crack a Coors Light. It’s gross after sitting in the Baghdad summer sun, a taste of the Rockies if the river were full of decaying animals and sewage. First run in Baghdad complete. Cheers.

			***

			The Green Zone is the utopian society where Iraqis and Americans live together in harmony. At least that’s the theory. Every military unit has a walled off compound so it’s a litany of bases in a base and allows the locals to smuggle in explosives under the auspices they live there. Contracting companies bought up local houses as staging points for operations. Some “normal” Iraqis live here but it’s primarily the transitional Iraqi government officials and their families. The US Embassy is here. The US made the colossal mistake of handing over Iraq to a supposed representative government so as not to look like an occupying force. In the middle of combat operations US forces had to defer to a diplomatic mission trying to rebuild Iraq. That’s why I’m here—Blackwater protects diplomats…whatever they are. I’m told they’re important and we’re paid to protect them. If they’re so VIP, why’re they in this dump to begin with?

			The US military invaded Iraq in 2003 to free the shit out of the people. With combat operations “ending” in June, 2004, Iraq is now a sovereign nation. This caused the US to shift Iraq from a Department of Defense (DoD) operation to a Department of State (DoS) action. We’re here to enable the shit out of them to build a government. DoS has never taken on a diplomatic mission on this scale, so they hired Blackwater Neanderthals, myself included, as protection teams. We protect diplomats traveling OTW to coach and assist the new government. This’ll expedite rebuilding the nation, or so I’m told.

			There’s never been a DoS mission in an active combat zone so the Diplomatic Security Unit they employ was unprepared to complete its mission. Part of this is due to limited manpower and those who are here are blubbering vaginas who refuse to leave the Green Zone. Prior to taking this job, I recall a DoS employee on the news stating if he was sent to Iraq, it was equivalent to “signing my death certificate.” Blubbering vaginas.

			Ironically, after I arrived in Iraq, a diplomat in the Green Zone ate a rocket while taking a shower. Imagine it. He’s washing his bean bag with a nice pink loofah when a rocket flies over the wall, lands in the shower, and kills him. The next moment he’s being dragged out the shower naked in a body bag, still holding his pink loofah. Bummer.

			***

			The team house personnel have grown tired of us drinking their beer, so they drop us off near the Blackwater compound at the US Embassy. I’m with Robert, an Asian guy named Dave, and someone who’s forgettable because I forget his name.

			This is a sweet setup. It’s a palace, like the stuff you see in movies. Saddam walked these halls naked whipping people with electric cords to show dominance. It’s awe inspiring. Floor to roof marble. Painted, hand-carved wood ceilings. The US ambassador sleeps in Saddam’s old master bedroom. The rest is office space, a cafeteria, and a bunch of military officer’s micromanaging the war from the comfort of a fucking mansion. This war is lost.

			Each wing’s cordoned off by military units. Even in combat it’s a dick measuring contest, each branch of the military trying to get the biggest area to show supremacy. Added to that is the alphabet soup of government agencies, FBI, CIA, DIA, NSA, and WTF. They want credit for success until it turns bad and they blame the other agency (WTF). But hey, the one with the best view from the palace wins today, right? Sadly, the view is a dumpster fire we call Baghdad, and each agency is fighting for the high ground to watch it burn.

			Behind the palace is a pool with a diving board. It’s glorious. Surrounding palm trees and a brass water fountain make it feel like a resort. I look over this wishing I was a ruthless dictator with a sweet mustache. Want a mustache ride? No? Kill her and dispose of her body, please.

			In contrast to the opulence of the palace, the south side of the embassy has a circus tent with concrete bunkers surrounding it. This is where I live. I walk my bags to the tent as my sloppy, sweaty, butt cheeks rub together and toss my bags on an empty cot near the entrance. No one wants to be close to the opening and the heat it emits. A random guy tells me how to get to the bunkers when rockets and mortars land. Thanks, bro. I have no plans for self-preservation. I’m exhausted. Ready for death. This piece of coal in my ass is starting to chafe.

			A railroad car converted into eight shitters sits behind the tent. It smells like a sewage plant and seminal fluid. The tent reeks like a dog park, piss marks territory. Fifty men live here. Why would they walk to the bathroom when they can stick their pecker out a slit and whiz? My cot is oceanfront property at Piss Beach.

			I’m thankful it’s short-term housing. I’ll get assigned a railroad car converted into two bedrooms with a toilet and shower in between. They’re building a Five Hundred-Man Camp south of the embassy for Blackwater. It’s called the Five-Hundred-Man Camp because it’ll house five hundred of us. Creative.

			We walk to the embassy to get ID cards. They take my picture and produce an ID within five minutes. I look how I feel, like the poster child for buying Trojan condoms. It’s a white-trash mug shot. I love it. It’ll be my death photo when this war ends me and the State Department talks about my heroic actions in assisting the effort to help the people of Iraq. Or it’ll be the photo used when designating me a war criminal. Either way, I’ll look good.

			The ID badge gives me access to the entire embassy compound. Next to my face on the badge is a red square with an imbedded black “W” which means I can walk around with my weapon loaded. This is called the “Coveted Red W” even though it’s a red square with a black W—nothing in Iraq makes sense. I put the ID in a combat purse with clear plastic on the front to display it, and place the string around my neck so it presents on my chest like a medallion Flavor Flav would envy. When an Army lieutenant colonel asks me why I’m walking aimlessly through his area, I tap my badge. This allows me to wander the halls staring at the ceiling in awe. It’s like cutting the bathroom line at Disneyland. I’m a character at an amusement park.

			I take my new badge to the Blackwater compound east of the pool. It’s an old building, a patio with picnic tables, and a tent. The sun is going down. If every day is this long, I’m going to volunteer to walk the streets of Baghdad alone hoping to be kidnapped. I’m exhausted and I don’t have a weapon. I may as well be naked as I sit at the picnic table. It’s still so hot, I debate stripping off my clothes to cool off since I’m naked without a firearm anyway. My shirt and pants have white salt stains on them. I look down wishing the salt stain around my penis was bigger. I’m a grower not a shower.

			Two people bring out a wooden box and set it near me. They point to an open door.

			Dude 1: Grab your shit. Load what you want. When you’re done, put it back. I’ll be back in fifteen to secure it.

			Dave, Robert, and the nameless dude grab ammo boxes of .556 rounds. I grab body armor. We walk to the tables and open the wooden box. I damn near cry. Brand. New. M-4. Rifles. Fuck my ass. They are beautiful. Untouched. Pristine. Pure like a baby. Mine. All mine. I grab one and hold it to my chest like a newborn suckling my milky bosom. Later in life, I watch my child being born. I’m not sure it beats seeing a brand-new rifle. Don’t tell my wife.

			I begin to load ten thirty-round magazines in minutes before the treasure is taken from me.

			Robert: Jesus, you can load ammo. How do you do that?

			Me: I push in the bullet?

			I’m on magazine seven while everyone is on their second. I’m using the speed loader I found in the ammo boxes. They’re popping each round out of the casing and manually feeding them into a magazine. That hurts my dainty fingers, so I place a speed loader on each magazine, place the ten-round cartridge in it, and smash the bullets against the table. This allows the casing to fall to the ground as the bullets feed in the magazine. Grandma didn’t raise no fool.

			I hear a slam on the table next to me and see a 9mm Glock with three magazines. I fill them with ammo. My fingers hurt with each round. Why don’t they make speed loaders for pistol ammo? I’ll to need to lotion up after this, so my delicate skin doesn’t crack.

			I load the pistol with a magazine, pull back the slide to seat a round, and secure it in the holster on my belt. I’m a bona fide BAMF (badass motherfucker). Grandma’s proud. Fifteen minutes later, someone comes over to write the number sixty in blue marker on the buttstock of my rifle. I want to slap his mouth. You don’t blemish my baby. You don’t tug on Superman’s cape. You don’t spit into the wind. You don’t pull the mask off the Lone Ranger and you don’t touch my baby like a Catholic priest. Mine is the sixtieth rifle issued in Iraq by Blackwater.

			Pissed off, I walk behind the patio and, bless my soul, there’s a statue of Saddam’s head. It’s bronze and perfectly replicates him from the shoulders up, scaled to ten feet. It lies face down, but I can see his amazing mustache. I piss on his face aiming for his flavor-saver. The smelliest piss of my life. I vow to piss on his face for good luck before every run. He seems like the kind of guy who deserves to have a golden shower from an American patriot.

			I walk to the tent behind the patio where “operators” watch TV and cruise for girls on Myspace. I’m not sure what being an operator entails, but I know it’s not me. Based on the names I hear in the tent—Caveman, Hook, Stitch, Dickface—I’ll need a cool name to be classified as an operator.

			Sitting behind a computer is a massive human with a beard Zeus would be jealous of. He’s typing with one hand and has a spring grip forearm strengthener in the other. He’s either really into fitness or preparing for a Baghdad date night. Based on his forearms, I hope it’s the former. The scuttlebutt is he’s former Army Special Forces and has a cool name which sounds like an anime character. He’s a kung fu ninja so lethal he can’t fight in the UFC. I believe it based on his python forearms.

			Operator names are called “handles,” and they’re all the rage. They are used in case the enemy cracks the encryption on our radios. We hear there’s a bounty on Blackwater contractors but if a terrorist figures out who “Morgan” is after breaking encryption, they deserve to…know my name? Note to self: if someone tries to give you a handle, don’t respond or it’ll stick with you forever. Most are degrading.

			In a military deployment, the first thing you’re told are the Rules of Engagement (ROE). Not here. We’re told through the grapevine we don’t have any because our mission is transporting diplomats by any means necessary. Platitudes of not making enemies arise but if we get in trouble, Blackwater will get us out and claim diplomatic immunity. This is backed up by the State Department passports we have.

			I’m assigned to Templar 12, the sixth team in Baghdad, with Dave, Robert, and the twat on our flight who needs a sleep apnea machine not to die in his sleep. We’re a mishmash of humanity named after the Knights Templar; an elite fighting force sworn to protect Christians during the Crusades—the original mercenaries for a cause. Their mission was protecting Christians against Muslims, which makes the name appropriate until a politically correct diplomat realized its historical significance and forced us to change Templar to Raven. Diplomats…winning wars since nineteen-oh-fuck-we-lost.

			Templar 12’s led by a former Army Ranger who was in Somalia. At least, that’s what he tells us. Like prison, there’s a rule stating any person who leads with how awesome they are and what they’ve done is a shithead. They’re called “funk fakers” because they tell everyone they have the funk: legitimate combat experience when the US hasn’t been in a real war in thirty years. They have no funk, so they fake it. It later comes out that the team leader, who can’t wait to tell everyone he was in Somalia, hurt his arm and got sent home before Black Hawk Down. Funk Faker. There are a lot of these people in Blackwater because they rarely screened candidates and kept horrible records. Stories of them hiring former military recruiting assistants and air conditioner repairmen would come out later. This may be why their executives were later indicted for weapons violations and pled guilty to lesser charges of not keeping proper records.

			I connect to the internet and email Grandma, so she knows I’m alive. The Asian guy, a former Marine and nauseatingly intelligent, sits next to me. He’s toddler tiny. He pulls up a scholarly article on the geopolitical effects of Iranian influence in the region and how they affect political changes via trade. I watch a cat play piano and make small talk.

			Me: I’m Morgan.

			Asian: I’m Dave.

			Me: Dude, I expected you to have an oriental name.

			Dave: Oriental? What am I? A rug? Soup?

			Me: Huh? I’m fairly certain you’re not a rug.

			Dave: Oriental is soup.

			Me: Or a rug?

			Dave: It’s offensive.

			Me: What should I call you?

			Dave: Dave.

			Me: Yeah, but if oriental is offensive, what exactly are you?

			Dave: Asian. I’m Korean. It’s Asian. My dad was a ROK Marine.

			Me: Rock Marine?

			Dave: ROK, Republic of Korea.

			Me: I was imagining a rock on a beach.

			Dave: No, fucker. R. O. K. ROK Marine.

			Me: No shit. So, you don’t want to be called Oriental? Learn something new every day.

			Dave: Idiot. I’m starving. Let’s eat.

			Two things are clear to me. One, to be a badass, I need a Myspace account and to grow a beard. Two, I’m a dumb redneck. Who knew Orientals were called Asians?

			Dave and I walk to the cafeteria. We’re best friends now that I offended him. First day in Baghdad is complete. We head to the circus tent to get some sleep.
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			Chapter 3

			Templar 12 is half staffed so we do driver training at the Cross Swords monument until the next group arrives which is delayed by the casa bird being broken. Blackwater doesn’t get paid for people sitting in Jordan and the contractors are paid two hundred and fifty dollars a day compared to five hundred and fifty dollars in Iraq. Both want to be in country. Blackwater gets tired of paying people not to work so they send them commercial.

			Dave and I go to the bazaar, which is a Middle Eastern farmers’ market minus fruits and veggies, and located on a main street with houses behind it where the locals live. There’s a hodge-podge of locally made crap: rugs, plastic shit, and lingerie, which is odd to me as Muslim women are only allowed to wear black ninja pajamas with a hood over their face and a hole for their eyes. I walk to the back of the market to a tent where the good stuff is hidden. Tea sets, personal pictures, fancy shit made of marble. It must’ve been looted from the former regime. My eyes are drawn to fancy china plates and cups, not the oriental stuff. I see a fifty-dollar price tag on a plate with Hitler’s face. It must’ve been owned by a regime member.

			Grandma has a plate collection she hangs throughout her kitchen and dining room. This is the perfect piece to round out her collection. I’ll invite the family and her church friends over and say, “Grandma, this plate with a ruthless dictator reminded me of you.” We’ll all laugh as Grandma blushes. She’ll hang it at the center of her collection. Her church friends will admire it at Bible Study.

			I need to cash a check so I can buy it. The market for Hitler plates seems tepid. I have a couple days to come back for it.

			As I exit the bazaar, I’m bombarded by children trying to sell DVDs of pirated movies. Many were still in US theaters when I left. Their quality is awful—they’re made by a guy holding a camera in the theater. We play these in the Blackwater tent. I hear people clearing their throats and laughing while subtitles show in a random language.

			The ringleader of the kids assumes I’m interested in a more risqué selection. He thrusts fifteen DVDs in my hand as I walk. I can’t help but look at the covers. Normal porn, midget porn, clown porn, German shepherd porn, classic porn from the ’70s where the women have bushes that start above their belly buttons, and new porn sans bush. You name it, he has it. I pull out my wallet and hold it upside down to show him I have no cash. He’s visibly angry.

			Porn Kid: You don’t want porn? You faggot?

			Me: Dude, go away. Wait, how do you speak English?

			Porn Kid: Fucking faggot. Like little boys?

			Me: Bro, get lost. I love the ladies.

			Porn Kid: Faggot, fuck you. You want to fuck me?

			Me: No, thank you. I’m in a committed relationship. I left her at home but I think she may be the one. I don’t know. I can’t wait to get home and…

			Porn Kid: Faggot.

			How does he know such good, filthy English? I’m told by Dave that the cash they get is given to terrorists because US currency is fungible. What the fuck does fungible mean? Come on, Dave. Talk to me in English.

			I never get the Hitler plate. The bazaar is blown to smithereens by a suicide bomber a couple days later. Four DynCorp contractors are killed along with several innocent Iraqi civilians trying to make a few bucks to feed their families. The suicide bomber walked up behind the contractors and detonated. The closest contractor had his body blown off. That isn’t a grammatical error. His body was blown off his legs. His boots and legs stayed intact standing on the ground with his body no longer attached. The loss of contractors is sobering. I’m bummed about the plate.

			As a fun aside, two Blackwater contractors who arrived in country that day were at the bombing but weren’t informed the Green Zone was a harmonious society. They assumed anything outside the embassy compound was OTW. When the bomb went off, they kicked in the nearest house door, cleared the rooms, and went to the next house. After kicking in a second house door, they realized no one was shooting at them and walked to the embassy. This illustrates how little private military contractors (PMCs) understood about the mission and ROEs.

			***

			It’s my sixth night in Baghdad. There’s a rumbly in my tumbly, and I’m blasting mud out my ass so violently, I contemplate suicide. For the first time in my adult life, I’m woken up because I shit my pants. I walk to the bathroom behind the circus tent with a shitty crack. I realize why the bathroom smells so bad. The Baghdad Bug has ravaged many souls (and jejunums) in this enclosed space. I regret eating the chicken curry at lunch the day prior.

			I sit down and cut my underwear off with a sweet knife I bought before joining Blackwater. It can’t be saved. Better to cut it off than pull it down and get shit on my thighs and calves. I download God knows what. I haven’t eaten in thirty-six hours. I lean over my knees as raw sewage pours from me. This is the worst day of my life.

			I finish, wipe, stand, and walk to the exit. I hold my head high and take three steps. Nope. Not done. There’s more. Thankfully, it’s the middle of the night. Every stall is open. I drop my shorts and backpedal to the nearest stall to shit yellow bile. I do this three times. My asshole hurts so bad, I resort to wiping forward hoping I won’t get a UTI. On iteration three I look at the toilet paper and my asshole’s clinging to it. I’ve wiped it off my body. I make eye contact with it. It looks like a burn victim, and begs me not to banish it to hell. The pain of each wipe is equal to giving birth.

			I walk to my cot, lie on my back, and doze off. I dream I’ve died. I’m in a pine coffin as pallbearers consisting of my family walk me to the top of a grassy hill. Who let Grandma carry me? She’s too old to carry my body. They reach the top. It looks like Montana. There’s a hole dug for me. Using orange and black braided ropes, they lower me in the ground. They fill the hole and plant a tiny oak tree in remembrance. The roots maneuver through the soil as the tree grows. They break through the coffin and dig into my stomach. I’m trapped. I flail around trying to escape the coffin as the roots dig into my stomach and rip it apart. I can’t escape. I suffer as the roots become larger and dig deeper into my torso. I scratch at the coffin ceiling trying to escape. The weight of the soil refuses to let me. I gasp and lurch…awake.

			I race to the bathroom to shit. Fuck this place. Fuck the chicken curry. Fuck my asshole, which has been flushed down the toilet multiple times. I walk to the tent, grab my shower kit (a bag holding my loofa, towel, soap, toothbrush, razor, etc.), and walk to the shower. My asshole can’t take any more wiping. I’m going to rinse it off and hope for the best.

			I open the first stall and start the water. It’s hot. Water never cools off here because the water tanks are fastened to the outside of the trailer. I get in, bend forward, and rinse my hole. It burns like a midget poking my asshole with a tiki-torch. My stomach clenches. My bowels loosen and I resign myself to the inevitable. I shit in the shower. Like a tiny broken baby. I waffle stomp the chunks down the drain.

			I get in bed in time for rockets to start landing in the Green Zone. Is this going to be my alarm clock for the next six months? Fuck it. I’m close to death. I may as well grab my pink loofah and wait for it. I have pink toiletries because I learned in the Air Force everything is stolen on a deployment unless it’s pink.

			A rocket lands close enough to shake the tent. Bring it. I lie in bed, scared to death but don’t want to be the pussy who runs to the bunker while everyone else is cool as a cucumber. Plus, if I try to run, I’ll poop my pants. Bring the death.

			The next rocket makes the ground move and my ears ring. I decide to live. I sit up and look at Andy. He got in yesterday. We both freeze. His eyes are huge. I assume he notices my eyes are similarly big. The sleep apnea machine contractor runs out the tent. Pussy. Now we can leave because he’s the coward.

			Thankfully, Andy’s lucid enough to grab his cigarettes before we run out. Priorities. We smoke and laugh.

			Kyle! That’s the name of the other contractor. He’s a police officer, and this is his second contract. He worked for DynCorp in Kosovo and is a bit of a tender heart. Cops are trained to de-escalate a situation in a litigious environment and save lives. In contrast, military dudes are trained to kill and hope we don’t have a paper-pushing asshat question it later. Cops never fully fit in, but Kyle’s solid because he contracted before, so I look to him for guidance. He saved my life in the bunker by asking me why I’m being such a bitch and lying in bed.

			I explain my dream and my anus-ectomy via toilet paper. After three cigarettes and an absence of rocket impacts, we walk to the tent. Kyle strides to his bag, grabs a bottle of pills and hands it to me. Imodium A-D. Being a seasoned contractor, he came prepared.

			Kyle: This’ll help.

			Me: Help what?

			Kyle: Help you stop shitting your pants so you can work.

			Me: You had me at “stop shitting your pants.”

			Kyle: Shut up. Don’t take them all or you’ll block up the bad stuff in your system. Read the directions.

			Me: My hero!

			The dosage is two pills and one after each loose stool, not to exceed four in a day. The pills are tiny, like mouse crap. I take four and four more throughout the day assuming the directions are for wimpy US poops and not ruthless Iraqi dictator revenge poops. Within twenty-four hours, I’m plugged up.

			Later, I learn the amount of fecal matter in food in Iraq is extremely high. This is due to US contracting firms hiring locals to cook which is part of the agreement with Iraq and, like Sizzler, cheaper than hiring cooks with good hygiene. The locals wipe their asses with their bare, left hands, rinse them with water, and then handle food. Did you hear me mention soap? Exactly. How can we win a war when this is the mentality of the normal population? I’ll never eat chicken curry again.

			***

			We’ve formed a team and it’s time for our first mission. Funk Faker’s decided we need a test run the day prior at six in the morning. I’m good with that. Each driver’s given a Garmin GPS shaped like a pyramid to put on the dashboard. Maps of Baghdad aren’t available. The idea is each team risks their lives to track routes and downloads the GPS data to a computer. We’ll know which streets are open later. It’s a shitshow but it’s all we’ve got. We plot our route on a paper map and hope for the best.

			I fire up the GPS and, under armored glass, it refuses to find a satellite. So much for mapping Baghdad. We leave the north gate, cross a bridge, and get hopelessly lost. It’s fine. We find the Tigris River and drive south along it until it juts east before circling back west. From the map this looks like a penis. It’s affectionately called “the schlong.” The 14th July Bridge is located on the northern shaft of this geographical anomaly. We cross it and enter the Green Zone, reeking of failure but alive.

			Funk Faker does a map recon. We fire up the Suburban’s and head out at nine a.m. Traffic’s miserable which is a blessing and a curse. The blessing is there are cars on either side of us to absorb an IED blast. The curse is it slows us down so we’re target for an ambush.

			Funk Faker’s in the passenger side seat trying to micromanage the navigation of the convoy. Kyle’s the Tactical Commander (TC) in the lead vehicle trying to navigate but Funk Faker’s asserting dominance. The Charge of the Light Brigade echoes through my brain until the door gunner opens his door, trying to keep traffic back. A car refuses to heed his warning. He says something awesome like “I’m going hot” and fires a warning shot in the ground. That was fucking cool. Shit just got real.

			We find our drop point for tomorrow’s mission and circle back to our compound. Funk Faker tells the door gunner to fill out an incident report—the guy’s the equivalent of watching porn and busting a nut as the camera focuses on the dude’s orgasm face. I lay in my bunk processing the run and begin to understand our ROEs and mission—get people from Point A to Point B and don’t die. If you shoot, write a report no one reads. Easy day.

			***

			I’ve been in Baghdad a couple weeks. We’ve figured out which of the roads are functional. The Garmin GPS idea’s a waste. We’re driving to the Jordanian embassy so a guy I’ve never heard of can meet another guy I’ve never heard of to do something to help no one. As we drive along a random road, a kid, probably seven years old, smiles and waves at us. It makes my heart happy. Maybe I’m making a difference? 

			We arrive at the Jordanian embassy at nine a.m. It’s a two-story house on a random street with a cinder block fence. The heat’s stifling and the proximity to the river adds humidity to create a hellscape no human should occupy. I’ve sweat through my underwear, pants, shirt, and boots standing guard by a random door that hasn’t been opened in thirty years. My body armor shows white salt stains.

			Two people are on the embassy’s roof doing overwatch. One’s Funk Faker and the other is his lapdog who claims he was an Army Ranger but never finished ranger school. In a lapse of judgement, I radio up and ask if he wants water. No idea why. I hate them. I wouldn’t piss in Funk Faker’s mouth if his teeth were on fire, but I grew up in a desert, and being parched is a downer. He accepts my offer of cool fluids. Of course, he does. Asshole.

			I walk to the back of the Suburban and grab two bottles of water from the cooler. They feel amazing on my bare hands. I need to get them to the roof via a solid steel ladder. I’ve got this shit. I climb. Four steps up, my hands hurt. It’s hot but in the words of my ex, I’ve had hotter. I ascend three more steps. Do I smell ham? In a Muslim country? The smell must be my hands. They’re about to blister. This isn’t good for my love life.

			I jump ten feet to the ground and take the walk of shame to the Suburban to grab gloves. As I head back to the ladder, my stupidity hits me in the mouth, and I realize I can throw them up. I toss four frosty bottles of water, twice what I was going to bring up, yelling, “Heads up. Incoming water.” I wait for a “thank you” over the radio. No thank you arrives as I resume my post.

			The principal concludes his meeting and we drive back to the Embassy where Funk Faker has us complete a US Army After Action Review (AAR). This should take thirty seconds—we drove, we protected, we came home alive. Instead, it takes an hour because we must do the obligatory Three-Ups (what went well) and Three-Downs (what we can do better) the Army preaches. I’m an Air Force dude so none of this makes sense. It’s going to be a long six months.

			***

			I walk to my new room behind the US Embassy and start the shower. I’ve got athlete’s foot. I’ve had it before but what I have now is Lance Armstrong foot; athlete’s foot on steroids, filled with lies, and unstoppable. It’s two p.m. as I walk to the team tent. Within minutes I can feel sweat slosh in my leather boots. Is this possible? I’m sweating through my skin, socks, and the skin of a dead cow. I’m soaked from head to toe. I could piss my pants and no one would notice. I enter the tent, see JR, and immediately bitch about it. He’s a legit retired Army Ranger and the one who tells us Funk Faker is truly a faker of the funk.

			Me: Fuck, man. This can’t be normal. I sweat through my underwear and pants. Look at my cock. It looks like I pissed my pants.

			JR: Your cock is too small to see. You must be Irish. You still wear underwear?

			Me: Still?

			JR: I stopped wearing underwear years ago. One more thing to wash and it doesn’t stop sweat from going through pants.

			Me: Good point.

			JR: My mom found out I stopped wearing underwear.

			Me: You’re forty-two years old. How does your mom “find out” you stopped wearing britches? You were so proud you had to call her?

			JR: Britches? Are you ninety?

			Me: Boxers. Briefs. Thongs. Who cares?

			JR: No, butthole. I brought my girlfriend home to meet my parents when I was in Ranger Battalion. My mom did our laundry. After she folded it, she pulled my girlfriend aside and asked if she missed my choners. My girl had to tell her she never knew me to wear them.

			Me: Choners? Are you ninety?

			JR: Fuck off.

			Me: Mom checking up on your underpants. That’s adorable.

			JR: You may be the most annoying human I’ve ever met.

			Me: Fair. Since you’re imparting wisdom, I’m getting extreme athlete’s foot. Bleeding and shit.

			JR: It’s probably your weak genes. Piss on it.

			Me: Yeah, man. Fuck it.

			JR: No. Seriously, piss on it.

			Me: To show dominance?

			JR: You’re delightful. The acid in piss kills fungus. Piss on it for a couple days. Should clear up. They taught me that in Ranger school. Works great.

			After our run, to avoid pissing on myself, I walk to the post exchange (PX) to get Tough Actin’ Tinactin. Local children hound me to buy porn as I walk. I give them a dollar to leave me alone, refusing to have my sexuality questioned today. Then I notice the kid has Team America, the greatest war movie ever made and illustrates the insanity of the GWOT. I’ve watched it in the Blackwater tent and must own it. It’s how I envision Erik Prince petitioned the Bush administration to hire Blackwater. It also clears up the age-old question of how puppets procreate. I point at it and tell the kid to give me the DVD for my dollar. He refuses. I give him a second dollar and take the movie.

			I walk in the PX and the shelves are bare. No athlete’s foot cream. I buy talcum powder even though I’ve been using it and it hasn’t helped. My feet are cracking and bleeding through my socks.

			I get to my room, take off my boots and socks, pour Gold Bond on my feet, and walk around in shower shoes for the remainder of the day. This’ll dry them out.

			I wake the next morning with my feet stuck to the sheet. Who knew dried blood was like Krazy Glue? I resign myself to piss on my feet. Baghdad has humbled me. I walk to the shower with my pink towel, pink soap dish, and pink toothbrush and hop in. I piss the most dehydrated urine on my feet. It looks like orange Gatorade and smells like ammonia. It burns like alcohol on an open wound. This better work, JR.

			It doesn’t. The next day, I wake again with my bloody feet stuck to the sheets. My bed’s a fucking murder scene. The smell of piss makes it a scat film.

			Me: The fuck, JR? I pissed all over my feet yesterday. My bed looks like The Shining!

			JR: Piss on them again. Needs a couple days.

			Me: Dude, it hurts when I piss on them.

			JR: Weakness leaving the body via your pussy feet.

			I walk to the shower and piss on my feet again. It burns like gonorrhea. As I’m getting dressed, I put so much Gold Bond in my socks and boots, they puff smoke as I walk. I try this for three days. It doesn’t help. This place shouldn’t be populated by living organisms. I call Grandma and she sends me Tinactin. A few days later, I get it and slather it on my feet like a hooker applying lube. Within twenty-four hours, I’m healing. I never piss on my feet again. I never go back to wearing underwear either and begin shaving my body hair in hopes it’ll help me stay cool.
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