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AUTHORS NOTE

I'm a veteran. Army.  I’m also a retired electrician, spent years in heavy industry and mining. I know a lot of guys like Jake Porter - hell, I've been Jake Porter on more than one occasion, standing in a Home Depot trying to remember why hypervigilance in the lumber aisle is probably overkill.

Even after all these years (I was drafted) even I still occasionally lapse into military acronyms around friends who don’t understand and question me.  Why do I do that?  My guess is simple convenience.  Those short pithy acronyms can contain a lot of information in just a syllable or two.

I know lots of veterans, both wounded and unharmed.  In the course of my life I’ve spent almost a year as an in-patient in VA hospitals. I’m at the VA medical center on a regular basis. This book is written with love and respect for every veteran, but especially those who came home and discovered that "normal" is harder than the deployment was. For everyone whose brain got rewired by blast waves or trauma or just too many years of living at condition orange. For the spouses and kids who learn to recognize the signs, who ground us when we're spiraling, who love us anyway.

The comedy here isn't laughing at Jake - it's laughing with him, I’m actually laughing at myself and with all of us who've had to learn that sometimes a trash can is just a trash can. Sometimes the brain misfires. And sometimes - just sometimes - the conspiracy is real and the HOA really is evil.

If this book makes you smile, makes you understand a little better what it's like to navigate civilian life with a combat mindset, or just makes you feel seen - that's what I'm here for.

And if you've dealt with an HOA, you already know this isn't entirely fiction.
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THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. Jake Porter, his lawn, his calipers, and his HOA exist only in these pages. However, several elements deserve context.

On TBI Representation:

Jake Porter has a traumatic brain injury. I want to be very clear: his experience represents one fictional individual's journey, not a medical textbook description of TBI. Every brain injury is different. Every person's symptoms, challenges, and adaptations are unique.

I am not a medical professional. Jake's particular manifestations—his need for precision, his coping strategies, how his family has adapted—are informed by research and consultation, but they are ultimately my invention as a storyteller. They should not be taken as representative of all TBI survivors' experiences.

What I hope comes through is the respect, love, and adaptation that families develop around TBI. The humor in this book comes from Jake's personality and his circumstances, not from his injury itself. His family has learned to live with his TBI—sometimes with patience, sometimes with exasperation, always with love. That part, I believe, rings true for many families navigating similar challenges.

If you or someone you love lives with TBI, I hope this book treats Jake with the dignity he deserves. If you want to learn more about traumatic brain injury, please consult organizations like the Brain Injury Association of America or speak with medical professionals. They can provide the accurate information and support that a comedy thriller cannot.

On Veterans:

The veterans in this story are portrayed with love, respect, and a healthy dose of self-awareness. They apply military precision to civilian problems, wear matching outfits without realizing it, and occasionally overthink things. This comes from a place of deep admiration for the skills, dedication, and brotherhood veterans bring to everything they do—even HOA disputes.

On HOAs:

Most homeowners associations are run by well-meaning volunteers trying to maintain property values and community standards. Gary Kirchner represents the exception, not the rule. That said, if you've ever received a violation notice for grass that was provably within regulations, you have my sympathy. And possibly my respect if you measured it with calipers.

On Costco:

Costco is a real place. Everything else about Jake's Costco experiences is fictional. Barbara, Derek, and the "Porter Watch" protocol exist only in this book. Probably.

Thank you for reading. If this story made you laugh, consider leaving a review. If it made you measure your lawn, I apologize to your spouse.
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CHAPTER ONE: OPERATION COSTCO RUN
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Saturday, 1342 hours

Target: Silverdale Costco

Primary Objective: Secure rotisserie chicken

Secondary Objective: Avoid eye contact with sample lady

Jake Porter cleared the entrance, immediately cataloging threats. None, unless you counted the elderly woman blocking the receipt-checker with questions about her membership renewal. He mentally filed her under 

non-hostile civilian obstacle

and slipped past on her six, grabbing a cart from the corral.

The IED in Ramadi had ended more than his career with Delta. Medical retirement, they called it. Three other operators from his team never made it to medical retirement. Jake figured he got the better end of that deal, even if his brain occasionally forgot which country he was in.

"Just chicken," Corinne had said that morning, her hand on his shoulder in that way she'd developed. Firm enough to ground him, gentle enough not to trigger. "In and out. No detours through the tool section."

"Affirmative," he'd said, then caught himself. "I mean, yes, dear."

She'd given him The Look - the one that said 

I love you but you're doing the thing again

- and kissed his cheek. "Emma needs you back by three. You promised to help with her science project."

Fourteen-hundred hours. Plenty of time. Provided he didn't get pinned down in the snack aisle.

The rotisserie chickens lived in the back corner, which meant running the gauntlet through the entire store. Strategic placement by corporate, forcing customers through maximum product exposure. Jake respected the tactical thinking even as he resented it.

He moved with purpose, cart wheels aligned, eyes scanning. Sample stations at ten and two o'clock. The one at ten was handing out some kind of frozen appetizer - 

avoid, avoid

- and the two o'clock had protein bars. Acceptable cover if needed.

A teenager in a Costco vest was restocking paper towels, blocking the main aisle. Jake calculated angles. Could squeeze through on the left, but that put him too close to the woman arguing with her husband about whether they needed a third case of LaCroix. He opted for the right, smooth and efficient, and—

Crack.

His cart had clipped the teenager's hand truck. Not hard, but enough.

"Sorry," Jake said automatically. "Didn't see your six."

The kid blinked. "My...what?"

"Your rear." Jake was already moving. "My fault. All clear."

He could feel his heart rate ticking up. Stupid. No contact necessary. Sloppy movement. In Ramadi, sloppy got people killed. At Costco, it got you weird looks from teenagers.

You're at Costco. Not Ramadi.

Corinne's voice in his head, the mantra she'd given him. He took a breath, held it for four counts, released for six. Combat breathing. The therapist at the VA had taught him that one. Said it helped "regulate the nervous system" or some shit. Jake just knew it kept him from full-on flashbacks in the cereal aisle.

He was passing Electronics when his phone buzzed. Text from Corinne:

Tyler wants pizza rolls. Not the cheap kind.

He thumbed back: 

Copy that.

Then, because he was working on it: 

I mean, okay.

Another buzz: 

❤️ You're doing great.

Was he, though? He'd been out of the Teams for three years. Medical discharge. Honorable, sure, but "honorable" didn't change the fact that his brain had taken shrapnel and now misfired like a worn-out breaker box. His old career - electrician, heavy industrial - was out. Can't trust a guy with TBI around high voltage. Can't trust him around much of anything, really.

Except Corinne trusted him. Trusted him with their kids, their home, their life in this tidy suburb south of Seattle where the biggest threat was crabgrass and the goddamn Homeowners Association.

Speaking of which—

His phone rang. Unknown number, local area code.

"Porter."

"Mr. Porter, this is Deb Kirchner from the Cedar Ridge Homeowners Association."

Jake's jaw tightened. They'd been in the neighborhood eight months. Eight months of mowed lawns, trimmed hedges, and keeping his operational gear in the garage where it wouldn't freak out the neighbors. What now?

"Yes, ma'am."

"I'm calling regarding a violation we've documented at your property. Your garbage bin was left at the curb past six PM on Thursday, which is in direct violation of Article Seven, Section Three of the CC&Rs."

Jake stopped walking. A woman with two kids in her cart nearly rear-ended him, swerving with a muttered curse.

"I was at work," he said. "Got home at six-fifteen."

"The regulations are quite clear, Mr. Porter. Bins must be removed from the curb by six PM on collection day. This is your first written warning. Three warnings result in a fifty-dollar fine."

Fifty dollars. For a garbage can.

"Understood," Jake said, because what else could he say? They'd signed the papers. Agreed to the rules. Even if the rules were horseshit.

"We appreciate your cooperation. Have a lovely day."

She hung up.

Jake stood there, phone in hand, while Costco swirled around him. Families. Couples. Retirees power-walking the aisles for exercise. Normal people doing normal things, oblivious to the fact that some middle-aged harpy was writing citations for garbage cans like she was the goddamn Taliban enforcing Sharia law in—

You're at Costco. Not Ramadi.

Right. Yes. Costco.

He pocketed his phone and resumed movement, but the edge was back. That hyper-awareness that turned shopping into a combat patrol. He 

knew

it was irrational. He 

knew

nobody was going to detonate an IED in the frozen food section. But knowing didn't stop his eyes from tracking every person, every cart, every—

There. Food court. Two people in a corner booth, heads close together.

Jake wouldn't have noticed except for the body language. Tense. Conspiratorial. One of them was mid-fifties, gray hair, polo shirt with an embroidered logo Jake couldn't make out from this distance. The other was younger, maybe thirty-five, wearing a suit that looked expensive even by Costco standards.

Polo Shirt slid a manila folder across the table. Suit Guy opened it, scanned the contents, nodded. They shook hands. Suit Guy stood, tucking the folder into a leather briefcase.

And Polo Shirt was Gary Kirchner. Jake had seen him at the neighborhood Fourth of July barbecue, holding court about property values and "maintaining standards."

Probably nothing.

But Jake's brain, his fucked-up, misfiring brain, had latched onto it. Pattern recognition going haywire. Guy from HOA meeting with expensive suit guy. Exchange of documents. At Costco. On a Saturday.

Definitely nothing.

He forced himself to keep moving. Rotisserie chickens. Primary objective. Everything else was noise.

The deli section was a battlefield. Fifteen people clustered around the chicken warmer, eyeing the last five birds like they were extraction helicopters in a hot LZ. Jake sized up the competition: three soccer moms, a college kid, two old guys, and—

Shit.

The guy reaching for the second-to-last chicken wasn't reaching. He was 

moving

. Economy of motion. Weight balanced. Eyes tracking threats.

Veteran. Had to be.

Their eyes met. A flicker of recognition. Not 

I know you

recognition, but 

I know what you are

recognition.

The guy was maybe forty, beard going gray, wearing a Patagonia jacket and jeans. His cart had organic snacks and La Croix. Very suburban. Very safe.

But his stance said Ranger. Maybe Marine Recon.

He grabbed his chicken. Nodded at Jake. "All yours, brother."

"Appreciate it." Jake secured the last bird, still warm in its plastic dome. Mission accomplished.

"You live around here?" the guy asked.

"Cedar Ridge. South end."

"No shit. We're on Maple. Just moved in January." He stuck out his hand. "Ethan Cross."

"Jake Porter." They shook. Firm grip, no bullshit.

"Army?"

"Was. You?"

"Marine. Force Recon. Got out in '19."

They stood there, two middle-aged veterans in a Costco deli section, holding rotisserie chickens and probably looking insane to everyone around them.

"You get the HOA welcome packet yet?" Ethan asked.

"Oh yeah. Just got a call about my garbage can being out fifteen minutes late."

Ethan's expression darkened. "We got hit for our fence being the wrong shade of beige. Had to repaint the whole thing. They had a color swatch. Measured it with some kind of meter."

"Jesus."

"Yeah. My wife thinks I'm paranoid, but I swear they're targeting new residents. Like, specifically people who just moved in." He paused. "You think I'm crazy?"

Jake thought about the folder. The handshake. Gary Kirchner and the expensive suit.

"No," he said. "I don't think you're crazy."

They exchanged numbers. Ethan headed for checkout, and Jake stood there, chicken in cart, pizza rolls forgotten, brain churning through scenarios that were probably ninety percent TBI-induced paranoia and ten percent...what?

You're at Costco. Not Ramadi.

But what if Costco 

was

Ramadi? What if the Homeowners Association was running some kind of operation, and Jake's broken brain had actually caught something real?

His phone buzzed. Corinne: 

Three o'clock. Remember?

Shit. Emma. Science project.

He grabbed the pizza rolls - the good kind - and made for checkout, mentally filing everything under 

probably nothing but maybe something.

At the exit, while the receipt-checker was highlighting his ticket, he glanced back at the food court.

Gary Kirchner was gone.
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1447 hours

Home Base

JAKE PULLED INTO THE driveway of their house on Birch Lane, a modest three-bedroom ranch with approved beige siding and a lawn he'd measured that morning to ensure it was between 2.5 and 3.5 inches as specified in the CC&Rs. The garage door opener - which he'd installed himself, twice, because the first time he'd wired it like a breaching charge for some reason - rumbled open.

Tyler exploded out the front door before Jake even killed the engine.

"Dad! Did you get the pizza rolls?"

"Affirmative." Jake hoisted the Costco bags. "The good kind."

"YES!" Tyler pumped his fist and did a victory lap around the driveway that involved sound effects Jake didn't recognize. Eight years old and the kid already had more energy than an entire platoon on pre-mission adrenaline.

"Inside, bubba. Your mom's gonna lose it if you're running around in socks again."

Tyler looked down at his feet, shrugged, and rocketed back through the front door, leaving it wide open.

Jake followed, arms loaded with bags. The house smelled like cinnamon - Corinne had been baking again. She did that when she was stressed. School year starting back up, maybe. Or the HOA thing. Probably the HOA thing.

"Kitchen!" she called.

He found her at the island, laptop open, grading papers. Fourth grade math. She'd been teaching at Cedar Ridge Elementary for two years now, which meant she knew half the neighborhood families and their drama. Also meant she heard things.

"Mission accomplished," Jake said, setting the bags down.

Corinne looked up, and God, even after fourteen years she still did something to his chest. Dark hair pulled back, glasses perched on her nose, wearing one of his old Army shirts that hung to her knees. She'd been a nurse when they met - still kept her license current - but said teaching was "less blood, same chaos."

"You got the chicken." She came around the island and kissed him. "And you didn't buy a table saw."

"Didn't even look at the tool section."

"Liar. But I appreciate the effort." She started unpacking bags. "How was it?"

"Fine. Met a guy. Marine. Lives on Maple."

"That's nice." She paused, holding the pizza rolls. "These are the good kind."

"Tyler had specifications."

"Tyler is eight. Since when does he have brand loyalty?"

"Since he discovered YouTube, apparently."

Corinne laughed, and Jake felt something in his chest unclench. Normal. This was normal. Saturday afternoon, groceries, his wife laughing in the kitchen. Nothing to scan for. No threats. No—

BANG.

Jake was on the floor before he registered the sound. Back against the island, heart hammering, hands already reaching for a sidearm that wasn't there because he was in his fucking kitchen, not a firefight, Jesus Christ—

"Babe." Corinne's voice, calm and steady. She was crouching next to him, one hand on his arm. Not restraining. Just there. "Tyler dropped the trash can lid. That's all. You're home."

Jake's breath came in short gasps. The ceiling. He was staring at the ceiling. Their ceiling, with the LED fixtures he'd installed last month. Not Ramadi. Not the TOC after the blast. Home.

"Tyler dropped the trash can lid," he repeated.

"That's right." Her thumb moved in small circles on his forearm. "Big metal lid. On tile floor. Very loud."

"Fuck."

"Language." But she was smiling, just a little, and Jake found himself smiling back despite the adrenaline still screaming through his system.

"Sorry."

"Don't be." She helped him up, casual, like they'd both just been checking something under the cabinet. Tyler appeared in the doorway, face guilty.

"I didn't mean to, Dad. I was trying to help and it just—"

"You're good, kiddo." Jake ruffled his hair. "Just startled me. How about you go make sure Emma's ready for the science thing, yeah?"

"Okay." Tyler hesitated. "Are you okay?"

And Jesus, the kid was eight. Eight years old and already learning to read his father's symptoms like a field medic. That wasn't fair. None of this was fair.

"I'm fine, bubba. Promise. Go on."

Tyler nodded and bolted, because eight-year-olds didn't walk anywhere, apparently.

Corinne was putting the chicken in the oven. "He's okay, you know. They both are."

"I know."

"They love you. They're not scared of you."

"I know that too." Jake leaned against the counter. "Doesn't mean I like it when they see me hit the deck because of a trash can."

"Would you rather they didn't know? Rather we pretended it wasn't real?" She turned to face him, and her expression was gentle but firm. "This is our life, Jake. You had a TBI. You have symptoms. We deal with them. Together."

"You shouldn't have to—"

"Stop." She put a hand on his chest, right over his heart. "I married you. Not the Delta operator. Not the guy before Ramadi. 

You

. This version, right here. And I would make that choice every single day for the rest of my life."

Jake pulled her close, breathing in cinnamon and vanilla and home. "I love you."

"I know." She kissed him once, quick. "Now go help Emma. She's been waiting all day and if you make her late for this science fair she will absolutely hold it against you until college."

"That's oddly specific."

"She's eleven. Everything is the end of the world." Corinne smiled. "Also, she takes after you. Perfectionist, mission-focused, probably already has a contingency plan if the baking soda volcano doesn't work."

"It's not a volcano."

"It's always a volcano."

"She said it was about—" Jake paused. "Actually, she wouldn't tell me. Said it was classified."

Corinne laughed. "She's definitely your daughter."
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1510 hours

Emma's Room - Mission Brief

JAKE KNOCKED ON THE doorframe. Emma's room was organized chaos - books stacked by height, art supplies in labeled bins, her bed made with military corners because she'd asked him to teach her when she was nine. On the wall, a poster of Marie Curie next to one of Serena Williams.

"Dad!" She looked up from her desk, where she had papers, markers, and what appeared to be a scale model of something. "You're here!"

"Told you I would be." He sat on the edge of her bed. "So what's this classified project?"

Emma grinned. She had Corinne's dark hair and Jake's gray eyes, and an intensity that worried him sometimes because he knew where that came from. "It's about pattern recognition. How brains identify threats that aren't there."

Jake went very still. "Where did you—"

"I read about it. After you explained about your head injury." She said it matter-of-factly, the way she said everything. Eleven years old and already compartmentalizing. "Mrs. Chen said we could pick any science topic. So I picked that."

"Emma."

"Is it okay?" For the first time, she looked uncertain. "Mom said it was fine, but I wanted to make sure you were okay with it."

He had to swallow past something in his throat. "Yeah, kiddo. I'm okay with it. Tell me about your project."

She brightened immediately, launching into an explanation involving optical illusions, MRI studies, and something about the amygdala that Jake only half-followed because he was too busy marveling at the fact that his daughter had chosen his broken brain as a science project and somehow made it sound fascinating instead of tragic.

"—and so the brain's actually trying to keep you safe," Emma was saying. "It's not broken. It's just...overly cautious. Like when you think something's scary in the dark but it's just a
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1847 hours
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