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Dedication:

This novel is dedicated to my wife, Sue. She’s the finest person I’ve ever known. Thanks in large part to her loving nature, kind disposition and relentless dedication to our four children, they’ve all turned out to be wonderful young men and women. I know they feel about her as I do. 
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Chapter 1
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Frank Dean was falling asleep behind the wheel at 2 a.m. as he glanced at what appeared to be a very large man striking a child and knocking her to the ground. The fogginess left his mind as his eyes widened and he jammed on the brakes of his Chrysler 300, bringing it to a screeching halt by the curb under a street light. Frank jumped out of the car as the huge man began kicking the girl.

“Get away from her!” Frank yelled as he ran towards them.

“This lousy run-away is my daughter, and I’ll do anything to her that I want!” he growled in a deep voice. His face was a mass of fat, jowls hanging down, covered with sweat, and a big red, runny nose. Small, red encircled eyes, glared at the intruder. 

Dean reached them as the behemoth kicked the girl in her side again causing her to cry out and pull her body into a fetal position. Without thinking, Frank kicked the obese attacker in the stomach nearly burying his foot in the mound of fat. The assailant’s eyes opened wide and he let out a loud, piercing cry as he fell to his knees.

“I’ll kill you!” the two hundred and ninety pound fat man yelled as he gasped for breath. 

Frank reached the girl as her large dark eyes opened wide and focused on him. “Please help me,” she said in a barely audible voice.

“I’ll take you to the hospital. It’s not far from here,” Dean said quickly.

The fat man began crawling towards the pair, slobber hanging from his mouth as Frank tried to stop the bleeding from a large cut on the girl’s scalp. A menacing sound, almost a growl, came from deep within the attacker. Frank straightened up, took one step and kicked the huge man under his chin. His jaws cracked together making a sharp sound as he fell face down on the sidewalk. 

Dean ran to the car and quickly returned with a towel that he wrapped around the girl’s head above her eyes. He picked the girl up in his arms and carried her to the car, placing her carefully on the back seat. She moaned but didn’t speak. The drive to the San Pedro General Hospital took less than five minutes. Frank parked on the circular drive in front of the Emergency Entrance.

He carried her inside and placed her on a gurney next to the check in counter. A very thin, white clad nurse behind the counter had already called for assistance when she saw Dean carrying the young girl inside. An orderly arrived, and Dean told him she might have broken ribs. The burley orderly pushed the gurney inside the emergency facility, and the small girl disappeared through a doorway.

“Do you have insurance for your daughter?” the nurse asked in a harsh voice.

A surprised expression came over Frank’s face. “She’s not my daughter. I was just driving along the street and saw a big man hit and kick the girl. I stopped the car, ran over and knocked the crap out of the big guy. Then, I brought the girl here. I don’t even know her name.”

“We can’t admit her without insurance. She’ll have to be shipped off to the county hospital that handles indigents,” the nurse said in a matter-of-fact voice. “You need to wait until the police get here.”

Dean’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

“We have our rules. I don’t make them. No insurance and they don’t stay here.”

Dean sighed, his handsome features reflecting resignation. “I’ll give you a couple of credit cards. Will that work to keep her here? I don’t want to see her jerked around and stacked up like meat on a slab at the county hospital.”

Dark circles under the nurse’s eyes gave her an almost sinister look as her lips clamped together. “I can see that you don’t know much about what hospitals charge today. If she’s admitted, the charges will multiply quickly into ten or twenty thousand dollars.”

Frank’s blue eyes opened wide in disbelief. “You’ve got to be kidding!”

“Do I look like someone who tells jokes?” she snapped.

Dean rubbed his blue eyes and ran his hands through his sandy blonde hair, trying to focus. He pulled out his wallet and took out a Visa credit card and an American Express card and handed them to the nurse. “There’s twenty-five thousand on the Visa card and American Express is unlimited. I’ll call American Express and tell them to expect some hefty charges from this hospital.”

The nurse momentarily studied Frank, noting his blue eyes had a determined look. “Why are you doing this?” she asked, her tone softening.

“It seems like the right thing to do. If you save a girl, you feel responsible for her,” he responded. “Heck, I don’t know. It’s so late or early now, I guess that I can’t think straight. But I know I want her to have the best of care.”

The nurse ran the cards through the machine and handed them back to Frank just as the emergency room doors slid open and police officer Roscoe Bannion entered. “What’s going on, Betty?” he asked in a grouchy voice.

Nurse Betty Samuels explained what Dean had told her as Bannion studied Frank. He saw a tall, handsome man in his late thirties, wearing an expensive polo shirt, light weight wool slacks and calf-skin loafers. He instinctively didn’t like Frank Dean. Bannion had a small-man complex, being short and squat, and he hated tall men, especially handsome men. “Your story doesn’t make sense. What were you doing in this neighborhood at 2 a.m.?”

A warning sign suddenly flashed across Dean’s mind. “I just dropped off my house keeper who lives near here. Christina organized an early Christmas party for my employees, but she needed to get home to her kids, so I dropped her off,” Frank said in a calm voice, his eyes never leaving the policeman’s block-like face.

Another Emergency Room nurse walked up to the group. “The girl, Carley Williams, said this man saved her from her father who had beat her up. She has two broken ribs in addition to the head wound. Rosco, you should look into this. She has evidence of previous beatings over her entire body,” the second nurse declared.

“Not my job. I’ll do a brief report and turn this matter over to the detectives. They’ll look into it tomorrow or turn it over to child protective services,” Bannion growled.

“Rosco! Don’t you ever do anything just because it’s the right thing to do?” nurse Angela Donovan asked.

“Don’t talk to me like that! And you, give me your identification info,” he said to Frank in a menacing voice.

Dean handed him his driver’s license. “I own Dean’s Yacht Marina.”

Bannion looked at Frank in a calculating manner. “My buddies on the force and me have taken a couple of all day fishing trips from that marina. We caught a lot of fish.”

“The girl would like clean clothing. Hers are all bloody, and she wants her teddy bear,” Nurse Donovan noted. “Here’s her home address on her school identification card.” She handed the card to Bannion.

“Do I look like a servant? What the heck’s wrong with you, Angela?” he exclaimed.

Dean wanted to punch the lazy law enforcement officer, but an idea came to mind. “Officer, could I talk privately with you for a moment?”

Tired eyes glared at Frank. “What do you want?” he responded in a sour voice.

Frank walked several steps away from the emergency room desk, turned and motioned for Roscoe Bannion to join him. The officer shuffled slowly towards Dean and looked up at Frank’s face with curiosity.

“I’ve got a proposition for you. Go to the girl’s apartment and get clothing and the teddy bear. I’ll follow you over there and you can give them to me to bring back here. If her father is home, you can question him to broaden your report. It’s doubtful he would admit anything, but you never know. In return for that favor, I’ll set up a free fishing trip from Dean’s Yacht Marina for you and two of your fellow officers this Saturday or Sunday,” Frank said in a low voice. He stopped talking and let the message sink in.

Bannion was slow, but not that slow. “How about free food and beer?” he asked, eyes glittering at the prospect of becoming a hero among his fellow officers.

“You’ve got it. All you can eat and drink and the poles and bait will be furnished at no cost,” Dean assured him.

Rosco grinned, showing large, coffee-stained teeth. “Let’s get going. I’ll be off in a couple of hours, and I want this out of the way.” 

Bannion talked with the nurses for a few moments, wrote down the address and apartment number 317, and headed for the door. Frank told them he would return with the clothing and teddy bear and walked towards the exit.
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THE SQUAD CAR AND DEAN’S Chrysler 300 parked in front of a lower class three-story apartment building. Bannion walked back to the driver’s side of Frank’s car. “It’s apartment 317. It shouldn’t take me long,” he said and walked unsteadily towards the entrance.

Five minutes later Rosco returned, a wad of clothing under one arm. “No one was home, and it looks like the lock on the door is broken,” he said and grinned. “I didn’t see any teddy bear.”

Bannion handed him the clothing, and Frank gave the police officer his business card and told him who to contact at the main phone number to schedule the fishing venture. Both cars pulled away. Dean had driven more than a mile when he slowed and made a U-turn. 

“I’ll bet that teddy bear is under the bed,” he mumbled to himself. 

Five minutes later, he parked again outside the shabby apartment building, brown paint peeling off the siding. He walked up the circular staircase to the third floor. A bare lightbulb in the ceiling allowed him to find apartment 317. The front door lock had been broken as if someone had kicked in the door. Part of the wood door frame was on the floor. Frank ran his hand along the wall until he located the overhead light switch and flicked it on. He closed the door behind himself, but it didn’t shut entirely.

The room was shabby and revealed heavily stained carpet, nearly empty walls, a dilapidated couch, a large flat screen TV, and a small table and chairs at the far end of the room near the kitchen. The pungent odor of garbage permeated the great room. Dean pushed a bedroom door open revealing one end of the room filled with dirty clothing. He moved to the second bedroom and turned on the light. 

This room was a girl’s room and displayed colorful drawings, many of them containing multi-colored flowers and scenes of forests and lakes. He stood for a few moments, eyes shifting from drawing to drawing, realizing she was very talented. Frank gathered a few more articles of clothing, then kneeled down and looked under the bed. A brown teddy bear with a smile on its face looked back at him. Dean pulled out the bear and added it to the clothing. 

Satisfied that he had all the essentials, Frank headed to the door and pulled it open. Dean’s mouth dropped open as he came face to face with Bill Williams, Carley’s father. 

They momentarily stared at each other in disbelief, each man shocked by the other’s presence. A wide bandage encircled Williams’ head, holding his broken jaw in place. His eyes had become mere slits above mounds of flesh pushed outward by the circular bandage, giving him the appearance of a hog. He was unable to speak but he growled like a wounded animal as he charged Frank.

Frank took the attack straight on, but used his army training to maneuver and counter his adversary. He pivoted and used both hands to push the huge man to one side. Williams outweighed his opponent by seventy pounds and was quick for such a huge beast of a man. 

He lunged at Frank, wrapping his fingers around the smaller man’s throat, creating a vice. Frank threw a right uppercut, smashing the behemoth under his broken jaw. Williams’ pig-like eyes opened wide, and he screamed from the excruciating pain and released his grip. 

Dean backed along the hallway until he bumped into the wrought iron railing in front of the stairwell. The huge man charged again, grabbing Frank in his arms, encircling his body, wrenching him from side to side. Blood flowed from Williams’ mouth and it stained the front of Dean’s shirt.

Frank used his knee and struck Williams in the groin. This elicited another scream as the fat man backed up. The behemoth, crazy with pain, charged Dean again, slamming Frank into the wall. Dean kicked him in the knee cap and Williams went down on his back, screaming as he lay on the floor. Frank, gasping for breath, headed for the stairs when drum beats from Williams’ legs pounding against the floor made Frank stop. He watched as the huge man went into convulsions, and suddenly was quiet, dead from a heart attack. 

Dean remained frozen to the spot, stunned by what happened. Frank’s eyes were wide, mouth open and hands held outward in a defensive posture, as if he wanted to protect himself from the previous moments. There was utter silence except for his labored breathing. He expected residents to come out of their apartments, but it was absolutely quiet. No one appeared. 

He ran down the flights of circular stairs, staggered around to the driver’s side of his car, climbed in, and let out an exhausted cry. A few minutes later he used his cell phone to call Bobby Chappell, his best friend. The phone rang six times before a man answered. 

“What is it?” Chappell mumbled, still half asleep.

“Bobby, it's Frank! I need you to meet me at the marina right away.”

“Are you crazy? What time is it?” he muttered, his senses dulled and mind not able to focus.

“I’m in a real jam, Bobby. I need your help right away, down at the marina.”

Chappell’s mind cleared quickly. “You aren’t going to get me in any trouble are you?” Bobby asked suspiciously.

“Of course not. Meet me at the main entrance as quickly as you can get there.”

“Alright. It’ll be about twenty minutes.”  They hung up, and Chappell swung his legs out of bed. A hand reached over and grabbed him by the arm, causing him to sit upright in surprise.

“Did you think I wasn’t listening?” his wife, Susan asked. “Think before you act. Remember, you have a wife and four sons. Don’t do anything that will get you in trouble. We know what type of business he’s in.”

“Right,” Bobby replied in a half-hearted voice.

***
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BOBBY CHAPPELL PARKED his Mercedes 550 SUV next to Dean’s white Chrysler 300 in the no parking zone at the main gate to Dean’s Yacht Marina, the centerpiece at the entrance to the Port of Los Angeles. Bobby watched as Frank talked with the night watchman, Barney Colombo. The old man hobbled away, his pronounced limp the result of a Vietnam War wound that created a shorter right leg.

Bobby got out of his SUV and walked up to Dean just as light began to peak over the eastern horizon. “What happened to you? You look like you’ve been rolling around in the street.”

“I have been. I’ll give you the highlights of what happened,” Frank told his buddy. Dean briefly explained what had occurred during the past few hours.

Chappell stood motionless, mouth open and eyes fixed on his friend. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“I’m pretty sure it was a heart attack,” Dean said.

“I need to think for a minute. Let’s go for a spin in your new yacht.”

They walked to the yacht, and mounted the stairs to the open flybridge. This small third level on the sleek, white yacht, gave navigators 360 degrees of visibility. He pushed a button on the fingertip console control, and twin diesel propulsion units came to life with a growl. Once Bobby released the bow and stern lines, Frank used a joystick for slow speed maneuverability as they made their way out of the marina into the Pacific Ocean. 

Dean set the wheel on automatic pilot while he took Chappell through the lower two levels of the Emerald yacht. The main deck or mezzanine level was a seamless transition between the open cockpit at the rear of the yacht and the covered center portion. The interior was filled with soft leather, wrap-around seating, varnished cherry wood accents, and a full kitchen. Steps led down to the third level at the waterline that contained two bathrooms complete with showers and two bedrooms that would sleep a combined six people.

They returned and climbed to the flybridge and seated themselves in twin swivel helm chairs. Frank went down to the kitchen and brought back a cup of coffee and green tea for his friend. Bobby began asking questions about the evening’s events. He questioned Frank at length until he was satisfied that he had the full picture. “You were in the wrong place at the wrong time twice tonight,” Chappell pointed out.

The two friends were quiet, each lost in his own thoughts, but comfortable with the silence between them as only close companions can be. White alabaster clouds seemed to absorb the sun’s rays at sunrise, painting the sky in hues of red, yellow and orange. The low hum of the twin inboard engines was the only sound.

“This is beautiful. I’ve never seen a sunrise quite like this,” Bobby observed. “No wonder you like to spend so much time on the water.”

“It’s clean and pure,” said Frank.

“OK, here’s what I think, according to what you’ve explained. There was a police report made concerning your first fight. That’s good. You beat him up pretty good, but you did it to save the girl. And, at that point, the bastard was facing assault and child abuse charges. Too bad he isn’t here, so we could make him shark bait.”

“What about the fact that he ends up dead?”

“A coroner’s report will show that he died from a heart attack. Case closed. No one will care that this dumb jerk is dead, except maybe his wife,” Chappell pointed out.

“I didn’t see any woman’s clothing in the apartment.”

“He’s probably divorced. In any event, just remember that you never saw him again following the first confrontation. You should be OK. No one saw you, and no one really cares about this guy, so relax.”

“I haven’t slept, and I really needed your input.”

Bobby grinned. “Feeling better?”

“Yes, I’m relieved. But the girl’s face is etched in my mind. I have to see her again.”

Chappell’s eyes widened. “Are you crazy? You just killed her father. Leave it alone. Let the authorities handle it.”

Frank stared at the horizon. “She has large dark eyes that tear your heart out. She held on to me as I put her into the car, as if I was her only hope. Maybe, I am.”

“You need sleep, badly. I’ll drive back.” 

Dean didn’t object and Bobby took over the wheel. They traveled at half speed; each man caught up in his own thoughts.

“I haven’t seen a dead man since we were in Afghanistan many years ago,” Frank said.

Chappell turned his head, and their eyes met. “He didn’t have any redeeming qualities. Repeatedly beating a childlike that is unbelievable. He got what he deserved.”

Frank lost his focus from lack of sleep, and his mind wandered. “Years ago we were fresh out of high school and filled with the desire to defend our country. If it hadn’t been for the Twin Towers debacle, we wouldn’t have joined the army’s special forces group,” Frank said. “I remember how hard your dad tried to get us to change our minds.”

Bobby looked at his friend as bad memories flooded his mind. “The Arabs have been fighting each other for hundreds of years and will go right back to fighting each other when we leave Afghanistan. There’s no way we can shove Democracy down their throats.”
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Chapter 2
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Frank and Bobby were silent as they thought back to their final days in Afghanistan. 

A combat outpost, called Camp Kennedy, was established in the Nuristan Province of eastern Afghanistan to diminish the flow of weapons and supplies from Pakistan. It was located in a bowl-shaped area between jagged timber-lined mountains at the confluence of two small rivers. 

The hostile people living near the outpost vigorously resisted foreign intervention and aggression and hated Americans being in their country. Because Afghan army units were ineffective in their outreach efforts to the locals, the outpost was scheduled for closure. Camp Kennedy was inadequately constructed to withstand a large attack. No efforts had been made to properly build perimeter defenses because the troops would soon be leaving.

“They’re attacking us from all four sides,” Frank yelled.

More than four hundred insurgents attacked at 6 a. m., opening with a barrage of mortar and rocket fire that knocked out most of the Americans’ mortars and machine gun emplacements. They overrun Camp Kennedy’s perimeter defenses less than an hour into the attack. The Afghanistan National Army forces had already fled, leaving forty-eight Americans to fight the battle.

“The sergeant’s dead! Where is Lieutenant McHale? Every time there’s fighting, he disappears,” Bobby yelled. 

“They’re setting fire to everything. We need to fall back to the large barracks and the supply building at the center of the camp,” Frank shouted. 

He began calling for the men to retreat to the central buildings, which they did, taking their wounded with them. Frank, Bobby, and two soldiers carried two wounded men to the storage building. The remainder of the troops made it to the barracks.

Bobby called for air support and stayed on the telephone. He directed attack helicopters, a B-1 bomber, and F-15 fighters as they pulverized the ground around the central buildings. But the enemy kept up the attack, wanting to win a decisive victory and wipe out an entire United States Army outpost.

The attackers were small, swarthy men with beards who wore khets, tunics or robes with wide sleeves, similar to smocks that reached below the knees with slits up the sides. Their pants, called partugs, were loose fitting and full of pleats. Almost all of the Taliban fighters wore turbans, consisting of cloth wound in folds around their heads.

An enemy rocket blew out the door of the storage room and critically wounded one of the soldiers fighting alongside Dean and Chappell. The Taliban fighters rushed the door and were met with M-16 rifle fire from the three remaining soldiers. Bodies piled up at the doorway.

“Grenade!” Bobby yelled. The three soldiers dropped down behind boxes of supplies. The blast blew up many of the supplies. The remaining soldier fighting alongside Frank and Bobby was wounded and went down. An earlier rocket blast had peppered the two companions with small pieces of shrapnel. They were bleeding from wounds in the face, arms and legs. Both were wearing vest body armor which protected their vital organs.

Rex Blanchard, who later would become Frank’s pilot in Los Angeles, reloaded his helicopter and flew back to the attack site. He fired his helicopter machine gun non-stop as he circled the two buildings, causing the attackers to fall back. In all, nineteen planes and helicopters were involved in the intense firing and aerial bombardments that lasted for several hours. Dean and Chappell gave first aid to the other soldiers’ wounds during the lulls between attacks. 

They could hear the enemy fighters calling to one another outside the building and braced themselves for another wave of attackers. Insurgents appeared in the doorway and in both windows firing at the two remaining American soldiers. Frank and Bobby dropped down behind boxes of supplies returning fire as fast as they could with their rifles, knocking down one Taliban fighter after another. Another hand grenade was tossed inside and the Americans hugged the floor as the ensuing explosion peppered the walls.

Again the thump, thump of fifty caliber machine gun bullets from Rex Blanchard’s helicopter, striking near the perimeter of the building, caused the attackers to flee. Frank crawled over to Bobby. “How bad are you hit?”

“I’ll live,” Chappell responded.

Frank pulled Bobby to his feet and put his arm around his buddy’s waist to steady him. “Let’s use our pistols for the next attack,” Frank growled.

The life-long companions stood together, unsteadily rocking back and forth, Glock pistols in their hands, awaiting the next assault. Minutes passed, and all they heard was the swish, swish of helicopter blades and loud engines. 

“Prop me up against the wall, my legs are giving out,” Chappell said. Dean carefully set him down, and Bobby’s chin dropped down on his chest. Frank tended to Bobby’s wounds, stopping as much of the blood flow as possible. 

In one corner of the room, a large metal shield was pushed aside and Lt. Timothy McHale stood up, pistol in his hand. “Is it over?” he asked.

“You’re a rotten coward,” Frank yelled as he fell down to one knee, his strength leaving him. “You bastard, I’m going to turn you in for cowardice in the face of the enemy,” Dean yelled in a garbled voice. 

“No, you won’t,” the tall lieutenant growled and raised his Glock to shoot Frank.

Bobby looked up, realizing that McHale meant to kill his best friend. Mustering all of his remaining strength, he lifted his pistol and fired. The bullet struck McHale in the side of the head, knocking him over backwards into a pile of boxes. 

Chappell smiled at Dean, then passed out. Frank was on the floor losing consciousness when a soldier pushed his way in between the dead Taliban attackers and entered the building. “They’re retreating. We’ve won! We’re alive!” he shouted.

The insurgents pulled back to the surrounding forests leaving nearly one hundred and fifty dead attackers. The Americans had lost eight men, and thirty-five were wounded out of a total force of forty-eight troops. Planes and helicopters continued to circle Camp Kennedy, pouring fire into the trees to hold back enemy fighters. 

The entire encampment was ablaze except for the two central buildings. The first Medevac Rescue Helicopter could not find a spot to sit down. It hovered over the larger building as soldiers on top of the structure lifted seriously wounded soldiers up to the men in the Black Hawk. The rescuers were unable to use a hoist because the rotor wash was continually blowing everything around in circles. 

A Taliban fighter fired a rocket-propelled grenade as the helicopter rose in the air. It found its target and the rear of the helicopter blew apart. The Black Hawk crashed and all aboard were killed.

Julie Bridges, a Medevac nurse, was aboard the second Black Hawk waiting to move in when the first departed. She screamed in agony as she watched two of her best friends perish. The enemy location was radioed to the planes and helicopters overhead. Rex Blanchard’s helicopter dove at the concealed grenade launching site, his fifty caliber machine gun blazing. The huge blast that followed lit up the forest as the cash of grenades exploded.

The second helicopter hovered in the same location over the building, then landed. Frank and Bobby were among the wounded who were loaded inside the Black Hawk. 

Tears continued to stream down Julie’s face as she administered first aid to the wounded. Sgt. Craig Howser was seriously wounded, hit in both legs and in his right arm. She worked over him, bandaging his wounds and crying at the same time. Although badly wounded, Howser looked into her eyes and instantaneously fell in love.

“Don’t cry, we’ll be okay,” he said in a voice slightly stronger than a whisper.

“My best friends were in the first helicopter that crashed,” she replied in a choking voice.

Howser looked at her name badge and then reached up and touched her shoulder. “Julie, please come and see me in the hospital. I’m Craig Houser.”

For the first time she saw him as an individual rather than a patient. She hesitated, then nodded her head. “Of course I will, Craig.”

Julie kept her promise and visited him numerous times. Howser recovered fully, and they were married a year later.

***
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FRANK AND BOBBY RECOVERED rapidly from their wounds while in the Kandahar Combat Hospital. Their beds were next to each other. When not playing games, they earnestly sought the company of the prettiest nurses in the medical facility. Their advances were pushed aside at the beginning, but the two California beach bums began to wear down the defenses of the white-clad ladies as the weeks went by.

They were paid a surprise visit by Major Jerald Oliphant from military headquarters in Kabul. He introduced himself and quickly got to the point. 

“You two men mowed down a lot of the enemy. There were more than thirty bodies outside your building. Both of you have been recommended for Silver Stars.”

Bobby looked at Frank, skepticism in his expression. “Are you sure? I don’t see how we qualify for such a high honor.”

Oliphant was a short man, balding in front and carrying a heavy midsection from many months as a command center subordinate in the communications division. He’d never fought in a battle. His superiors regarded him as a man who always got the job done and he was on a mission.

“I’m prepared to see that the paperwork goes through for your Silver Stars, but also, I can get you transferred to a hospital in California, Camp Pendleton to be exact. And, you can finish your tour of duty there in California and be discharged there,” he said, carefully scrutinizing the two men.

“You want something. What is it we have to do?” Frank asked in a suspicious voice.

“Your commanding officer, Lt. Timothy McHale, was killed in the battle. His father is a retired Army Lieutenant General and his grandfather was a retired Major General from World War ll. The Army wants to bestow a Bronze Star on Lt. McHale for organizing the defense of Camp Kennedy and leading his men in combat.”

Bobby and Frank were shocked by the absurdity of the request and didn’t know what to say. Finally, Frank spoke up. “You’ve got to be kidding! That man was a coward. Every time shooting would begin, McHale would disappear. During the battle at Camp Kennedy, he hid behind some sheets of metal and didn’t come out until the firing stopped. I know you can’t court-martial a dead man, but this guy deserves it.”

The major’s dark eyes showed anger and his conciliatory demeanor vanished. “Now listen to me soldier! There was bad blood between you and Lt. McHale. You wouldn’t follow orders and are making false allegations against the man. I may end up recommending a court-martial for you.”

“Go ahead, but I’ll never sign any paperwork saying McHale was a hero,” Frank replied angrily.

“Wait a minute!” Bobby said loudly. “Major, you need two men to verify McHale’s heroics. John Donaldson was another wounded soldier in that building. Has he recovered enough from his wounds to sign the paperwork?”

Oliphant looked disgusted. “He’s in and out of a coma.” 

“I’ll bet if you put a pen in his hand, he’d sign anything you shoved in front of him. And, I’ll be the second signee.”

Frank’s mouth dropped open. “Bobby! What are you doing?” Frank said loudly, an angry look on his face.

“Shut up, Frank! This is my decision. What do you say Major?”

The major gave Bobby a calculating look. “I’ll visit him again and be back here tomorrow.”

“Remember, Frank is part of the deal. He goes back with me to the states or I’ll blow it all apart,” Bobby warned.

“Yeah,” Oliphant said reluctantly, then turned and walked away.

“How can you do that, knowing what a cowardly bastard McHale was?” Frank asked. 

Bobby flashed his best friend a knowing look and then grinned. “That’s easy, I killed him. I don’t have any ill feelings towards that scum bag anymore. We might as well use the dead coward to get us back home.”

***
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“WAKE UP, FRANK. YOU’RE off in space somewhere,” said Bobby.

Dean jumped at the sound of Chappell’s voice. “I was just reliving our last days in Afghanistan.”

“The ocean is really beautiful early in the morning,” Bobby noted, as he continued to pilot the yacht.

Frank was still disoriented from lack of sleep, his mind jumping around like a frightened frog. 

“Your dad got us into UCLA right away when we got back from Afghanistan. Ben was one of the finest men I’ve ever known, and one of the smartest.”

Bobby stared at his friend. “Maybe some whiskey would help you. I could use another cup of green tea.”

Frank’s eyes began blinking. “Your Dad worked me into the money laundering business during the summers, and you began managing his real estate holdings. My degree was in accounting and yours in business. Ten years later, here we are, you with your portfolio of commercial, industrial and apartment buildings, and me with more clients than I can handle who want off shore money protection,” Dean said.

Bobby smiled. “Is that what you call money laundering?”

“I never use that term. Protected investments is one the clients like. They want to protect their investments from the IRS,” Frank said and laughed. 

“How much longer are you going to continue in the money protection business? The marina is doing well and it’s paid off. Can’t you just move away from the other line of work?”

“I will, but I’ll miss the excitement and non-stop victories. I want to pick up one more marina in the port area here, and I’ll need a pretty good chunk of money. Old man Danforth and I have had preliminary discussions about purchasing the Danforth Marina Center with its four hundred and fifty slips. We get along really well, and I’ve loaned him equipment when needed. He just wants too much money at the moment, thirty million.”

“That does seem high.”

“If I could get it in the twenty million range, I’d buy it. That’s when I’ll come to you for financing advice. The old boy will want to be cashed out.”

His black-haired companion grinned, revealing beautiful white teeth. Chappell was ruggedly handsome, dark completed and nearly as tall as Dean. “Financing won’t be a problem, I guarantee it,” Bobby assured him.
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Chapter 3
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They docked at the marina and Bobby departed. Dean drove to his house, shaved, showered and went to the San Pedro General Hospital. 

Frank wore a medium brown Tom Horn suit, a white Charles Tyrwhitt dress shirt and a striped Robert Talbott tie. Brown, glove leather dress shoes finished off his executive appearance as he walked through the front door and up to the information desk.

“Hello. Can you tell me what room Carley Williams is in?”

The older front desk attendant looked perplexed. “We were given instructions by a Child Protective Services representative not to release that information. She’s with the girl right now.”

Dean thought for a moment and smiled at the white haired woman. “Early this morning I drove by as Carley was being beaten and kicked on the sidewalk. I stopped the car, threw off her attacker and brought her here. I’m really anxious to see how she’s doing. This is the first chance I’ve had to return.”

His good looks and pleasant personality threw the hospital employee off stride. “Well ... I understand, but we have rules.”

Frank reached over, took the woman’s hand and placed his other hand on top of hers. “Please,” he said softly, smiling at her.

Her resistance crumbled as she gazed into his deep blue eyes. She glanced at the sheet on the table and mumbled, “322”.

Dean shook her hand, thanked her and headed for the elevator. As he entered, he turned and waved. The front desk employee smiled and waved in return. 

The rooms were well marked, and he pushed open the door to Carley’s room and walked in. Carley was sitting up in bed and smiled. Standing next to her was a Department of Social Services employee who flashed predatory dark eyes at Frank.

“No one is allowed in here; you’ll have to leave!” she proclaimed in a loud voice.

Frank ignored her and walked over to Carley. “I wanted to see how you were getting along. You look a lot better.”

His actions infuriated the Child Protective Services employee, Francine Higgins. “I told you to get out of here,” she said loudly and grabbed Frank by the arm. “This girl has been abused and assaulted, and it’s my responsibility to assemble all the facts.”

“Don’t touch me, lady,” Dean warned her, as he jerked his arm away.  His blue eyes took on a hard, almost threatening look.

A nurse heard the loud voices and hurried into the room. “What’s going on here Francine? Every time there’s an argument, you’re involved.”

“I want this man out of here. I need to question the girl,” said Higgins. Her dark angry eyes were complemented by black hair pulled into a bun at the back of her square-shaped head.

Nurse Evelyn Cantor studied Dean for a moment. “Are you the man who brought Carley to the hospital?”

“Yes, I’m Frank Dean. I just stopped by to chat with Carley for a few minutes.”

The nurse shifted her attention to the small girl, whose dark eyes were wide with fear as she viewed the confrontation, one of many she had seen in her short lifetime. 

“Do you want to talk with him?” Nurse Cantor asked.

Carley nodded her head, yes.

“Alright! Out, Francine. You can continue in a few minutes,” she told the social services representative. The nurse should have asked Frank to leave, but she had an intense dislike for Francine Higgins.

“You can’t do that to me! I represent the State of California.”

“Your record can’t stand another black mark. If I report you for making a disturbance, you’ll be in serious trouble,” Nurse Cantor warned.

The state worker was seething, nostrils loudly sucking air into her big nose. Francine let out a growl through clenched lips and retreated from the room, job preservation taking precedent over further argument.

“When you’re finished, let me know. I’ll be at the nurse’s station,” Nurse Cantor said and smiled at Frank. 

Frank returned his gaze to the small girl. “I’m sorry about that, Carley. You and I really didn’t get to talk, and I wanted to see you again.”

“My father died of a heart attack. I hated the thought of going back home, but where will they put me now?” she asked in a small voice.

“Well, I think they’ll try to reach your mother. Where is she?”

The little girl was silent, not knowing if she should confide in Frank. She liked his honest eyes, and really had no one else to turn to for advice. “Mother ran away two years ago. She couldn’t take the beatings anymore. Mother drank all the time and was with a lot of different men when my father was on the road driving a truck.” 

The news struck Frank like a club when he realized she was in limbo with no place to go. He watched as she put her hands over her eyes and began crying. Dean was a tough man who’d killed during combat, but he also had an underlying streak of sensitivity that he kept well hidden.  Now his emotions were raw from lack of sleep and his eyes filled with tears. He turned his head to one side, embarrassed by his emotional response. 

She raised her head, tears streaming down her cheeks, and saw the emotion he displayed.  “They’ll send me to one of those houses filled with kids again. It’s terrible not to have a home.”

Frank sat down on the bed and took Carley in his arms. Tears were running down his cheeks as he tried to comfort her, both of them overcome with emotion. They held each other, neither one wanting to let go. Moments passed as if they were hours with Dean feeling her sense of helplessness and despair, not knowing what to do. 

“Where will the juvenile judge send me this time?” she asked quietly.

Dean jerked his head up, her question jogging his memory. “One of the county’s juvenile judges is an acquaintance of mine. I hired his son as a favor to my best friend, and the judge and I talked frequently. I’ll head over to his court when I leave here. If there’s a way, I’m sure he’ll help us.”

“How?”

Dean took out a handkerchief, wiped his eyes and handed it to Carley, who did the same. “I have an idea but I don’t know what’s involved. I hadn’t thought about this before, but would you be willing to come and live with me, at least on a temporary basis?”

Her large blue eyes expressed surprise, but she was leery about men. “You wouldn’t hurt me, would you?” 

“Never. I promise you this, no one will hurt you again, and your life will be better if you come and live with me. I’ll do whatever is necessary to accomplish these goals,” Frank declared, feeling an obligation that was difficult, even for him to understand.  

Carley was silent for a moment as she looked at the big man in front of her. “Why?” 

“What do you mean?” Dean responded.

“Why would you do this for me? I don’t even know you.”

“I believe it’s the right thing to do. I don’t know exactly how to explain my feelings. Sometimes you have an opportunity to make a difference in someone’s life, and you just do it.”

Her large blue eyes expressed hope, and she smiled for the first time. “Yes, I’ll come and live with you.” 

At that moment Frank Dean knew he was in love with a little waif.  A twelve-year-old girl who had known nothing but sadness, pain and sorrow, tugged at his heart. They held hands and talked about Frank’s home overlooking the ocean, her desire to have a dog and her love of drawing and painting.

Tears came to her eyes again. “I don’t think this is real. I don’t want to get my hopes up.”

“Your life is going to be better,” he assured her. “Tell your doctor when he visits you today that you’d like to stay one more day to get stronger. I’m sure he’ll agree to it since I’m covering all the hospital costs. I’ll be back as soon as I talk with the juvenile court judge.”

***
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DEAN PARKED HIS CHRYSLER a block from the Inglewood Juvenile Courthouse and wearily walked to the front entrance, exhausted but determined. He didn’t know what he was going to say or do, but he was on a quest, and nothing would stop him. 

The building was a long, rectangular structure with rows of small windows winding around the two-story, grey block structure that resembled a prison more than a modern courthouse. He had called ahead, and Judge Mark Bradley agreed
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