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Major Thurston Bryce Caldron III steps off
the Turkish Airlines Boeing 767 into the mildew laden stench of
Terminal D at Houston’s George Bush Intercontinental Airport and is
instantly struck with the revelation that this is what Texas
initially smells like to anyone who first arrives in my home state.
Experience tells me, I won’t notice the musky smell within ten
minutes and as I check my baggage – and the fine ass of the Asian
woman in front of me, I realize my brain has cataloged and blocked
the offensive odor.


I’m no longer on active duty, but was
medically discharged three days ago in an honors ceremony at
USAG-Wiesbaden, in Germany. This time around, I was awarded my
second Silver Star, my fourth Purple Heart, my fourth Army
Commendation medal, and Turkey’s highest medal for bravery, the
Turkish Armed Forces Medal of Honor. I look like a banana republic
general officer to me, but others are impressed.


Although I don’t physically appear to be
impaired, my highly tuned body is a road map of cuts, healed bullet
wounds, permanent abrasions, and surgery scars, including a wicked
line that runs from the left corner of my mouth up behind my left
ear, or what is left of it. TB, as my friends call me was
discharged not for my physical injuries, but the mental state seven
tours in the Middle East left upon my scared mind.


Being an explosives ordnance disposal expert
(EOD) had its rewards and there are few soldiers alive who can do
it better than TB, or so it is said. For the last two tours, I
specialized in counter-terrorism, triggering hundreds of bombs of
my own making. The one that sent me over the hill was the next to
the last one, when a child accidentally detonated it near a known
terrorist home. It killed the little girl, her family, and
seventeen other people.


My last bomb earned me the highest award the
country of Turkey can award and a platoon of Turk soldiers owe me
their lives because of it. When I didn’t report to my commanding
officer later that day, I was found curled up in my room in a near
catatonic state. I was flown to Germany when I failed to come out
of it and spent seventeen weeks under the care of the mental health
professionals.


“He is a tightly rolled stack of dynamite
that can go off over the slightest of provocations,” is the final
analysis and ultimately led to my discharge with full disability.
The final report listed me as potentially unsuitable for civilian
life unless I enter an occupation suitable for my skill set,
preferably a high adrenaline job…”

My resume before I entered the Army showed I
am a fourth degree black belt in the Korean hybrid martial art
Chayon-Ryu and was a self defense master instructor at Fort Benning
in between deployments with impeccable recommendations. On my last
deployment I was counseled for being a little too rough when
interrogating prisoners – three times. My commanding officer buried
the complaints and opted to council his aggressive major. They were
terrorists and everyone knew it, but the rules of interrogation saw
it otherwise.


The reason was simple; according to eye
witnesses, Major Thurston Bryce Caldron III was beating the shit
out of real terrorists who ultimately gave up valuable information.
On top of that he is a soldier’s soldier and the men would follow
him to Hell if he decided to go there.


I am supposed to report to the Houston VA
next Monday morning at 1000 hours to be evaluated for my monthly
stipend. I came back to Houston because this is where I joined
after finishing my bachelor’s degree at Rice University. I was
raised by his mom after my dad and younger sister were killed in a
fiery crash on SH-225 in Pasadena when I was thirteen.


Mom died four days before I blew up those
little kids and I know this is what fucked me up. I blame myself
for sloppy placement of the IED, or the kid never would have found
it. “Shit! Mom, why did you have to leave me when you did?” My mom
was not particularly a loving woman, but a good solid mother and
she ushered me through nine years of football and basically was the
reason I got the scholarship to Rice.


She never remarried, but dated and I looked
the other way when men would overnight at our house. We had an
understanding the day I graduated from high school. I would ignore
her indiscretions if she would ignore mine and I never went more
than a week without bouncing a girls head off the headboard in my
room. Being a big time footballer had benefits and nookie was the
main one.


Her one rule was I did not make her a
grandmother and I faithfully complied. The girls were never there
in the morning and neither were her guy friends. Oh well, I was
overseas when I finally figured this out and guessed mom had to
make ends meet one way or the other.


She was forty-eight when she passed and like
my sister and father before her, a car took her life. However,
unlike dad and sis; mom had a giant life insurance policy. This was
possible due to me taking out a two million dollar policy when I
made first lieutenant. Because of her age, it was only sixty
dollars a month and I didn’t even miss it. Now coming into Texas as
a civilian I would be considered “comfortable” if I keep the
spending down. Mom’s house in old La Porte is now mine and I’ll fix
it up. I was always good around the house, as dad demanded I learn
how to do stuff.


The older house on Bay Shore Drive is in
fairly good shape, as mom always made it a priority to keep things
working, even when she had to lie on her back to get the money. The
house was one of the first dome homes built in this area in the
1970’s with a large central room and all the other rooms come off
it in a large circle. Even the three car garage is shaped like a
dome.


The house sets on two acres on Trinity Bay,
just north of Galveston Bay and numerous times realtors have tried
to get her to sell it. Because it sets on the water, the house
would go for about two million bucks, which is three times more
than the houses around it. When the housing boom hits, the property
value is expected to double.


I grab my traveling kit and follow the
shapely Asian woman through the concourse and I finally lose
interest in her when she is met by a huge and muscular black man,
who swoops her up and they kiss like lovers do. “Who would have
guessed?” I say and keep walking. The place is almost
claustrophobic suddenly when more people join the throng and I
welcomesthe outdoors and bright sunshine. I’m used to sun, but not
the August humidity and instantly am clammy and uncomfortable.


Two marines in uniform are walking toward me
and both raise their eyebrows over my chest of medals. Marines
don’t usually acknowledge jack shit on a soldier, but both of these
guys have been in the sandbox and they know what it takes to get
those ribbons. Both snap sharp salutes and I return them with an
appreciative nod.


“That mother fucker right there did it in
spades, Gunney!”


“That he did and did you see that one medal?
What the fuck was that?”


I wave down a cab and an Arab-looking man
with a beard is driving and he waves the man away, but the guy
won’t go. “Hey man, I ain’t no fuckin’ raghead, I just like to wear
a beard, okay?”


I chuckle and throw my bags in the trunk and
get in the back.


“Did a tour myself, major. Air force. I was
at Bagram, Sandbox, shithole, Middle East. Mother fucker there and
I did my stint and got out. You look like you were in the shit,
sir. Where to?”

I like the guy right away and laugh over his
honest take on the whole ass-fuck war. “La Porte and thank you for
your service airman.”


“Hey, you too major. You sure got a chest of
medals. Fuck me, is that silver star…what in the hell? Two silver
stars? Geezus H chrimony, what in the hell did you do to get those
babies?”

Normally Iwould be pissed, but this enlisted
man was simply telling it like he sees it and he earned the right
to ask.


“I killed a lot of people,” TB reads the
man’s name off his license, “Larry. I killed a lot of people who
needed it and a few who didn’t,” he says and looks into his eyes in
the mirror.


“Shit happens in war, major. Don’t be too
hard on yourself, Boss.” TB nods and although the younger man was a
REMF, he certainly hit the nail on the head. Shit happens. “Hey,
let me buy you a beer. I know a place.”


Two hours and four beers later, I write down
Larry’s phone number and we shake hands. The cab is his and he
doesn’t want to take money for the ride, but I press two Benjamin’s
into the ex-airman’s hand and promise to keep in touch. Grabbing my
bags, I watch my new friend drive off. “For a rear echelon mother
fucker, Larry, you sure got your head on straight.” I also
acknowledge the simple truth that the military is ran by E-4’s and
that is why it works so well.


The house is clean, as I had it cleaned from
head to toe by a service after a locksmith rekeyed the whole house
and installed a keypad with code before I got here. I gave
instructions to have all of mom’s clothing and personal items boxed
up to go through later, even though I probably never will and they
are stored in one of the extra bedrooms. I have many closed off
rooms in my head, so what is one more?


I made arrangements to have the Schwann’s
delivery service come by tomorrow and stock the freezer. Tonight,
I’ll eat out. I have four days before Monday morning and the first
order of business is to join a gym. At twenty-eight years old, it’s
been ten years since I went off to university and I doubt seriously
if any of his old girlfriends are still single – or hell, even
remember me.


Setting my meager stuff in my old room, I
carefully move all of it into the dresser or closet. The rest of my
stuff is being shipped in from Germany including one AK-47 I
shipped in pieces and separate boxes. Rank has its privileges and
money talks, especially to the transportation guys. Suddenly weary,
I lie back on the bed and am instantly asleep.


Somewhere around midnight I wake up, shower
and crawl under the sheets. It’s finally over. All those years
crawling around wondering if I would live another day and now here
I am, back under the sheets, safe and sound. Safe and sound? Hell,
I don’t have an alarm system or a fucking gun – or do I? I get up
and turning on the lights, go to my mother’s room and lift the fake
ceiling away in her closet. Yup, its still here, a .38 Special
snub-nose Colt revolver and a box of lead bullets. It’s better than
nothing.


I load the revolver and take it to my room,
shut off the light, and am instantly asleep. The blue revolver is
still in my hand.


----


The next morning I awaken at exactly 0530 and
get up, dress in my BDU uniform, as I don’t have civies and goes to
Waffle house to get coffee. The waitress looks tired, as she’s been
on her feet since 11pm and smells like cigarettes; lots of
cigarettes. She’s probably about fifty, but looks like sixty and I
tip her twenty bucks thinking she will appreciate it.


“What the fuck you think yer goin to get in
return for this asshole?” She walks away and I think I wouldn’t
fuck her with any man’s dick and find her question so ridiculous I
chuckle.


“Who the fuck you laughin’ at soldier?” a man
of about forty says and stands up. His gut hangs over his belt
about four inches and his boots are dark gray elephant hide.


I hold up my hands as if to say no contest,
but the yahoo won’t let it go, as he didn’t see the tip, just
Maddie walking away and the man laughing. “You apologize to the
little lady or so help me gawd, I’ll knock that smirk off your
green belly, you Marine wannabe.”


The man’s reference citing the old Marine
versus Army angle rankles me, but I put my head down to make a last
ditch effort to defuse the situation.


“You tell him Wilbur! The asshole thought he
could buy a blow job,” the skinny ol waitress says and points a
brown-stained finger at me.


“I just wanted a cup of coffee Ma’am and
appreciate the fact that you worked all night, I say with a low
voice, but as I talk, I begin to get louder and louder and the
eight or nine people in the place all turn to see what is
happening. “But if Wilbur here wants to kick my ass for giving you
a good tip, I say you are about the shittiest waitress I have ever
seen and old Wilbur’s time is right FUCKING NOW!”


I step forward until my face is about one
inch from the fat trucker and stare into the startled man’s eyes.
“Well, fatso... what’ll it be?”


As one, the people in the Waffle House rush
for the door, all except the short order cook, Maddie and Wilbur.
“Uh, uh, I didn’t realize you gave her a tip, bub…” is all he can
say.


TB claps him on the shoulder and says, “Why
hell then friend, we ought to just sit down, drink coffee and eat
breakfast. You buying?” Wilbur is so startled, all he can do is
agree and plops down in his chair.


TB looks at the leathered hag of a woman and
orders the Hunter’s Special, grabs a newspaper and ignoring
everyone, sits down and begins to read.


Wilbur, totally perplexed, lays a ten dollar
bill on the counter and waddles out. The short order cook laughs
and shakes his head and rings the bell. Maddie lights a cigarette,
runs her hand over her skanky butt and takes the man his breakfast.
She wouldn’t mind a bit if the big man wanted a little.


I stare at her and what she sees is the devil
incarnate. With a trembling hand, she snakes out the twenty and
slides it up by my cup. I don’t even acknowledge her action and
pocket the money.


----


“How much for that one?” I say pointing at
the camo green Yamaha Star Stryker Bullet Cowl motorcycle.


With his second day on the job, the young man
is overeager to make a sale and blurts out, “Twelve thousand and
ninety bucks,” grinning like that is a motorcycle dream come true.
TB knows this is the manufacturer’s sticker price, but doesn’t feel
like haggling.


He points at a four hundred dollar matching
helmet and says, “Fella, tell your sales manager if he throws in
that helmet right there and fills the tank, you’ve got a deal. The
kids face is almost white with excitement, but fearing the manager
won’t agree, it suddenly is almost too much and he dashes off
without saying another word.


There is also a matching leather jacket which
surprisingly is also four hundred dollars and I slip it on and it
is an exact fit. “Well, what a coincidence.” Just then the young
man and his sales manager come up and I look her over head to toe,
not hiding the fact that I take in her full treasures.


“Hi, I am Megan Lowry, the sales manager here
at Pasadena Yamaha and you are?” I shake her hand and resist the
strong feral temptation to look her over again.


“Folks call me TB, Megan,” and I smile my
crooked smile. From the time I was in the seventh grade, this smile
has always caused girls to giggle and with my jaw scar, it does the
trick again. Her giggle comes as predicted and their hands linger a
second longer than necessary.


I understand the price is agreeable if we
throw in this beautiful matching helmet?” The smile is sincere,
even if she wants to sell the bike. It is last year’s model and
most guys now days want one that is faster or has more motor. The
Stryker Bullet cowl only has eighty cubic inches – not a small
bike, but these days there are some that are much bigger.


She has been nearly desperate to move the
machine and is shocked when the handsome man in front of her says
he will also buy the matching Yamaha jacket, “If you will go on a
date with me.”


“Brandon, let me talk to major TB in private
and yes, you will have your deal,” and she looks at Brandon, “and
your first sale!”


“Whoop! Yes, Ma’am and thank you Major!” he
says and shakes the new buyers hand vigorously before
departing.


Megan looks at the tall handsome military man
with the pirate grin and says, “I don’t suppose you saw the wedding
ring on my finger?” To me, she looks like a woman who needs a
serious screwing. She is giving me “the signal”. The signal was
first recognized in the tenth grade when I stayed after school for
an algebra lesson by my twenty-five year old pedophile teacher.


I was fifteen and laid her on her desk after
she gave me the signal, which was a series of indicators I’ve used
many times since. Later I learned she had given private lessons to
quite a few other boys when she faced felony charges. I enjoyed it.
I think the other guys did too.


“I saw it. Tonight?” I say slowly and take
her fingertips in my hand and roll her wedding ring around her
finger.


Megan Castillo has been married for ten
years, marrying her boyfriend straight out of high school. All he
does is work and fish and hasn’t touched her in months. She
suspects he has a girlfriend in Texas City, but can’t prove it and
is at the end of her marriage. Three days ago, she began pondering
filing for divorce. “Okay. I uh, will meet you, uh, here?”


“7pm and wear something suitable to ride.
Now, let’s draw up the papers on my new bike.” As she walks over to
get the paperwork, I watch her fine ass. She runs her hand down the
back of her jeans as she walks. “Don’t worry honey, it looks real
fine.” Women will usually unconsciously advertise the asset they
feel isn’t up to par when confronted by a male they are interested
in. The signal is loud and clear.


Some women are an open advertisement for
Wrangler Jeans and she is one of them.


----


The bike is so much more powerful than my
last one that I take it very cautiously the first couple of miles
until I get the feel of it. Megan’s eyebrows went up when he paid
for the bike and accessories with an American Express platinum
card. It’s not the first one she’s seen, but from a military guy it
caught her by surprise.


I drive straight over to I-10 and the Ford
dealership. He already made the deal on the truck with the Internet
sales manager on an F-250 XLT 4X4 Texas Edition. The book on it was
sixty-four thousand and some change and he got it, out the door,
for fifty-two five and a five hundred dollar tip to the man. He
simply needs to sign the papers and the truck will be
delivered.


Right down I-10 from the Ford dealership is a
western wear store and I buy four pair of Levi’s and four shirts
and a brown tooled belt. That’s about all I can carry on the bike
and I call the bike ship and ask Megan to add in a pair of
appropriate saddle bags for the bike. My feet are now shod in a
pair of Ariat bull hide brown boots that fit like they are already
broke in. The new socks feel great.


Its lunch time and the Cheddar’s across the
freeway fits the bill. I am seated in a booth to the back and as my
food arrives, I watch two women walk by and recognize both of them
from high school days. They were cheerleaders and heavenly
beautiful ten years ago. Now they both have a stringer of kids and
weigh more than he does. Neither sees him as they waddle by and I
hide my face to keep from attracting their attention as they pass.
“Mooo.” Ten years and they have already let themselves go.


Heading back to La Porte, I catch an
afternoon nap to stave off the lethargic feeling of skipping
through time zones and awake about 1600 hours. Donning my old
raggedy running clothes, I step out into the sun and take off on
foot for Silvan Beach, three miles north of the house. Straightway
it is only a mile, but I run south and will make a grand loop of
the sleepy little town, getting in a good 10k run before getting
ready to meet Megan.


My prescribed meds make me feel sluggish and
the Prozac is the worst of them. I like the way it calms me down,
but not the groggy feeling. If not for the drug, I would have
beaten the man senseless this morning and know it. Besides, as long
as I take the four drug cocktail, I don’t have the nightmares, or
the hallucinations.


I need time to build a wardrobe and put on
something that doesn’t look like I just bought it and pull on a
pair of worn Levis and a black long-sleeved t-shirt with the words
"Initial Success or Total Failure" across the chest. Slipping into
a pair of black high top canvas Chuck Taylor’s, I hop on the new
bike and head for the shop and the married woman Megan Castillo,
who despite her name is a blonde and as Anglo as he is.


I am ten minutes early and she’s sitting
inside, pretty much dressed as he is. Its Texas summer and too
damned hot for boots and she’s wearing a pair of bright pink Nikes,
blue jeans and top that accents her twin display. “Ready?” I say
and she pulls on her Sedici Strada 2 Parlare full face helmet and
wrapping her arms and legs around me, off we go.


My gawd, it feels good to have a woman other
than a prostitute holding onto me. All of my tours of duty included
women, wine, and song except the Middle East, which only had
song.


Megan is not holding me with her fingertips,
but is hugging my body and with her fingertips she can feel the
rippled muscles in his abdomen. Most men his age have a thick layer
of fat in residence.


It’s been a long time since I have had the
freedom to roam and I take the bike down SH-146 toward Galveston,
gently steering and weaving the bike to avoid the many cars. Aside
from the powerful feel of the machine, her touch brings me more
pleasure and peace than the drugs the VA prescribed.


Pulling into a small café on the seawall, we
climb off the bike. It was an hour and ten minutes of intimate
hugging as far as she is concerned and she pulls off her helmet
first and shakes out her beautiful shoulder-length blonde hair. My
unintended reaction is to pull her to me and lightly kiss her lips.
Meagan doesn’t stop me and feels more excitement around this man
than her own husband in the last year.


“Well, you certainly work fast mister,” she
says and laughs. I have a thing about women laughing and can
usually tell when it’s forced. Her laughter is real and as she
steps in front of me, I softly pat her cute butt. Meagan again
feels a jolt of attraction to the man of few words and they wait to
be seated, him standing as close to her as if they are a
couple.


She is almost positive he will take over
ordering and do the “man thing” ordering for her and is surprised
when he doesn’t. “I’ll have a margarita,” she says and he asks for
a Corona beer.


“Whew, it’s been a long time to see a view
like this,” I say, looking out over Galveston Bay.


Megan finds this very curious, as everyone
along the gulf coast sees this view a hundred times a year. She
also finds it a bit peculiar that in the Texas heat, he wears a
long-sleeved Tee and over the meal of broiled red snapper, shrimp,
and baked potato, she talks and talks, laughing often to his short
comments, giving up her history, bad marriage details, and the fact
that she can never have children.


I listen and decide right then and there that
I want to see this woman again. I intended to wine, dine, and if
possible, screw her tonight, but now I’m putting the brakes on. The
reason is simple – she’s the marrying kind of woman and I know the
difference and the last thing I need after returning from the
sandbox is having a murderous husband up my ass.


It’s 9pm and I ask her where she wants to go
and she simply tells me to ride and ride we do. Crossing over the
Bolivar Ferry, I lean against the rail and she stands with her back
to me. Stepping forward in the night air, I wrap my arms around her
and bury my nose in her thick hair.


Megan is almost vibrating. He has been the
perfect gentleman and they are few and far between. On one hand she
welcomes his touch, but on the other she is a married woman and
totally faithful to her husband.


She is doing her best to figure out what she
will do when they arrive back at the shop where her car is, but TB
pulls up and doesn’t get off the bike. It’s 0145 and Saturday
morning and he flips up the visor on his helmet and says he will
wait until she is safely in her car. Megan had worked up every
possible reply waiting for this moment, but not for this one.

“Uh, okay… Is everything okay, TB?” She
fidgets around looking cuter than ever and he replies that the
night was perfect and asks for her private number. As she recites
it, he punches it into his phone. Feeling awkward, she walks over,
gets in her car and with one final smile, drives off.

She hasn’t gone more than a quarter of a mile
and she curses and hits the steering wheel and begins to cry.
“Megan, you asshole! He will never ever call you. You totally
fucked up girl!” She suddenly stops the car and swings it around,
heading back to the shop, but he is gone.


----


The next morning, the doorbell rings
unexpectedly and I grab the revolver before thinking about it. “Can
I help you colonel?” The man outside is a marine bird colonel and
has a package under his arm.


“My name is Jasper Lewing and don’t laugh,
major. My friends call me Jewel of all things; may I come in?”


I wave him inside, but can’t resist smiling.
I like the marine already. “As you may have guessed, I am from the
VA and before we go any further – yes, I would like a cup of coffee
– I want to tell you I am here in an unofficial capacity.”


“Go on, colonel. I am all ears.”


“Major, for the last five years I’ve been
moonlighting for the city of Houston’s District attorney’s office
as an advisor and what I am about to tell you is strictly off the
record, okay?”


“Go ahead, Colonel.” I like this guy. He is
no nonsense, but real.


“I procure talent, shall we say, but the
short of it is I help servicemen like yourself find a niche in
civilian life so you can acclimate. Men with certain skill sets
that don’t exactly endear them to society and you are a prime
candidate my friend. You have the dreams, right?”


I look at the man’s medals and see two purple
hearts and the combat action ribbon. He’s no pencil pusher.


“Here’s the skinny on the operation I am
proposing.” He takes a deep breath and looks into my eyes. “In an
unofficial capacity, you will work for the assistant DA – which
incidentally pays extremely well and shall we say will allow you to
continue the war on terror in a most domestic setting. Sound
interesting?” The marine colonel sips his coffee and appears to be
totally at ease with this conversation.


“It does. Will I still have to see a
therapist?”


“You will and presently are.” He smiles and
both men laugh. “You see major; there is no cure for PTSD, just a
plan to control it. This for you is the plan. You can go after the
bad guys with relative impunity, or you can beat the shit out of
people in bars and parking lots. The choice is yours.”

I look at the man who knows what I am going
through and nod. It doesn’t take anything more than that for me to
go all in. Hell, I have no other options, right? “When do we begin,
Colonel?”


“How about right now?” He pulls out his cell
phone and punches in a number. “Bring it.” Hanging up, he says,
“There will be four large safes delivered here in about an hour and
twenty minutes. Where do you want them?”


----


It is about 2100 hours when I finishe
inventorying all the stuff colonel Lewing delivered. Rifles, hand
guns, grenades, Semtex-10, fuses, bomb-making containers, ammo, and
a “road stake” of cash equaling twenty grand. Add in a new ID card,
passport, an extensive bio that I will memorize, a DBA as Borden
Electronics, Inc, and a new set of credit cards.


My head is so full of ideas and excitement, I
forgot Megan completely and decide she is probably at home with her
husband right now and it might not be a good time to call. Hell,
I’ll call tomorrow when she is at the shop. Right now I need a long
run to clear this head.


The new bio causes a chuckle when I read the
new name... Timothy Sprague. I knew a kid in high school with this
name and he was a real jerk wad.


----


I’m up at 0600 drinking coffee when the new
satellite phone buzzes. “Uh, Timothy, this is Stanley Wiggington. I
am having an electrical problem that simply can’t, uh, wait…”


“What can I do for you Stanley?


He gives me GPS coordinates and tells me to
look for the number “1211” and he will leave instructions and hangs
up. Twenty-five minutes later, I drive my bike over arriving in a
vacant Palm Reader’s business of all things. In the mailbox, which
is about the size of a forty quart cooler, is a package
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